
lletalk/ Molly Bethel

colmful world :mrraunded ay art 

BY JANE KWIATKOWSKI 

NEWS STAFF REPORTER 

M 
ore than45years 
ago, artist Molly 
Bethel opened her 
home in Buffalo's 
Fruit Belt to clril

dren, holding painting parties to teach 
neighborhood youth how to create. 

Today, the legendary Locust 
Street Neighborhood Art Classes -
now conducted in a three-story 
former convent -turns out 300 
students each year, many of 

them returning 
for more. 

PT:Your 
home must be 

decorated with such 
. wonderful art. 
MB: Floor to ceilings, yeah, my 

husband's and mine, our kids, our 
students. My husband is an artist, 
too. Our whole family sort of exists 
around art. 

PT: ITTuzt attracts you to a 
particular piece of art? 

MB: It's whether it speaks to you 
and is honest I've been looking at 
paintings for 60 years, and if some
body crune to paint something a 
certain way because it was popular 
or because it was the thing to do, it 
would not be honest because it 
wouldn't have a core. 

PT: Haw can you tell a budding 
artist? 

MB: By the way they act, the way 
they respond to sitting down and 
trying to do something. It's intangible, 
really, but you can tell. Art is really 
another language. 

PT: Have any of your students 
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1TU11le it? 
MB: On various different levels, 

yes. Almost all of our teachers start
ed out as students here. There are 
many different levels of making it. 
Bridgette Robinson has 11 or 12 
pieces in the permanent collection at 
the Burchfield-Penney Art Center 
and one in the Ringling Museum of 
Art. Maybe a half-dozen more owned 
by different art collectors. 

PT: Haw did you find your inner 
artist? 

MB: When I was little I always 
liked to look at art galleries. One day 
we were walking down the street and 
I saw this place that had kids' paint
ings in the window. It was a children's 
art school. Right away, that was it I 
went there every day after school and· 
I never stopped. 

PT: Does your creativity come out 

in other facet,s of your life? Are you a 
creative cook? 

MB: I hate cooking. I drive a Ford 
Focus - and it has to be a station wag
on or hatchback so I can get paintings 
in the back. I like to go under the 
radar as much as possible. 

PT: What artworks have you 
created lately? 

MB: I've got a rock and water 
thing going, a phase that's been going 
on for maybe 20 years. Every summer 
we go north to Canada, and I just sit 
on rocks and paint I couldn't get 
through the rest of the year without 
doing that. 

_ _ yr: ITTuzt has been your finest 
11Wment? 

MB: It's a fine moment when a 
student has a light bulb going off, and 
when things really click When I have 
a painting click, that's a fine moment 

PT: Do your paintings tell a story? 
MB: Not necessarily a story, but 

every painting has a visual reality be
hind it. I really love the spaces be
tween things. 

PT: Personally, what is your 
strength? 

MB: I really enjoy teaching 
people who want to paint. My own 
work is really important to me even 
though it doesn't get shown around 
Buffalo much. I solve aesthetic prob
lems in the language I am so in
volved in. Visual language is really 
fascinating. 

PT: Are you a good teacher? 
MB: Yeah. It's more important 

to be a good teacher than anything 
else. I listen and try to tap into where 
each person is at, and where they're 
coming from. 

PT: Is today's child any different 
than 48 years ago?· 

MB: Yeah. Creatively, I feel they
have been very, very negatively
impacted by the whole computer
culture. I don't see the creativity that
I saw. I don't see the patience to
develop things.

I think computers are hurting kids
a lot I don't think they should be
even near a computer until seventh or
eighth grade.

PI': Anything else? 
MB: I think the kids in Buffalo 

need time to be creative, and I think 
that's an essential part of people's 
lives, and they're not getting a chance 
to do that with the way their lives are 
set up now. 

I think they need not to have 
everything so structured that there's 
no energy left to be creative. 
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