The Art Guys:
The Creators Behind
The Statue of

Four Lies

By Sydney Rose

pair of bronze figures stand in a little plaza in Lynn

Eusan Park on the University of Houston (UH) cam-
pus. Though The Statue of Four Lies sits conspicuously
outside a dormitory, students frequently pass by it with-
out a second glance; at other times, the artwork beckons

The Art Guys frequently showcased their unique style by using
themselves as part of their creations.
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them onto the plaza to examine its truths and fabrica-
tions more closely. Beneath the surface, The Statue of Four
Lies embodies more than thirty years of the creativity,
curiosity, and camaraderie that defined its creators, The
Art Guys, throughout their careers.

Michael Galbreth and Jack Massing began their friend-
ship by collaborating on a music festival task in 1983
while students at UH. Neither Jack nor Michael were
native Houstonians; Jack was born in Buffalo, New York,
and Michael was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,
but their friendship blossomed in Houston, once they
realized their mutual fondness for creativity and just the
right amount of oddity. As Massing put it, “We were both
very curious, ... [and] it just so happened that we clicked.”
After the music festival, they talked about working
together on different ideas, agreeing that the work would
occur every solstice and every equinox, which went on
for about a year and a half. This led to the formation of
The Art Guys, when Jack and Michael found a can of
paint on the side of the road, dipped their hands in, and
shook hands with the paint covering them. Jack then
commented, “I guess we're The Art Guys now,” and the
name stuck.!

The collaboration between The Art Guys started in
1983 and continued as they worked on projects together,



even establishing a studio in Houston — The Art Guys’
World Headquarters - in 1989. The duo worked together
for about thirty-five years (1983-2019), until the sudden
passing of Michael Galbreth. Now, Jack Massing rep-
resents the art the two created together and the curiosity
they shared. “The Art Guys was basically a project. The
whole thing was one big, giant project,” Massing recalled,
“one piece of art with a lot of parts.” The Art Guys held
impactful events, exhibitions, and more to highlight their
work and the cohesive ideas they had for projects, many
of which were featured in art shows, magazines, and
booklets.?

Using their 1998 project SUITS: The Clothes Make the Man
as an example, Jack Massing explained how many works of
art can start simply but evolve into complicated projects.
For SUITS, The Art Guys planned to wear different com-
pany advertisements on suits designed by Todd Oldham
and go about their lives, making appearances wearing these
brands and logos. In the process of making this idea a real-
ity, complications arose in determining how the suits would
be made, which companies would sign on for ad space, how
the artists would engage the media, and how often the suits
would be worn. The Art Guys fulfilled the one-year con-
tract to wear the suits, including debuting the art during an
eight-hour fashion show.?
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The Art Guys envisioned The Statue of Four Lies as an embodiment
of themselves, their works, and the University of Houston. The duo spent
over thirty years working together in Houston and exhibiting their work

throughout Texas.
Photo © Morris Malakoff, courtesy of Public Art UHS.

As one of the most notable pieces created during the
duo’s career, The Statue of Four Lies has multiple elements
that have led to it being recognized as a historical art
piece. Unveiled at UH on September 22, 2010, the work
features two statues that depict The Art Guys themselves,
almost acting as a self-tribute, though Massing said this
reflected an inside joke between Michael and him rather
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As part of their contract for SUITS: The Clothes Make the Man,
The Art Guys took their suits on the road, including to the Texas state

capitol building in Austin. Photo courtesy of Jack Massing.
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than being ego-driven.

The Art Guys originally
planned to create the statues
anonymously, but once they
claimed the piece as their own,
they added little nods to their
previous works. This includes
the statues’ suits, one of many
references to the aforementioned
SUITS. While the bronze suitcase
referenced the duo’s older work
— their 1995 creation Suitcase
Wheel, a 121-inch diameter circle
of various suitcases - it is also an
icon for travel. “University itself
is made from the word ‘universe.’
When you go to a university, you
can study anything you want,”
Massing explained. “So, the
suitcase signifies travel, travel in
your mind or travel in your body
from one place to another. That’s
one of the reasons we chose the
suitcase.™

Although The Statue of Four Lies
referenced The Art Guys’ earlier
works, it also paid homage to the
University of Houston. Jack and
Michael intended the artwork to be
an interactive experience — “perfor-
mative sculptures,” as the original
draft calls them - for UH students.
Students still take the time to paint
over them, dress them, and vandalize them in different
ways, all in the name of school spirit and pride. Massing
pointed out that conceptual artists do performance art,
and that was a big part of what he and Michael intended
the statues to be. “There was a tongue-in-cheek spring-
board of the idea for The Statue of Four Lies,” Massing
joked, mentioning the history of the duo. “The way we
laid it out was to give the students at UH a way to inter-
act with our sculptures. We did a lot of performance art,
we're predominantly conceptual artists, and we ended
up loving the idea that students would perform with us
forever — or as long as the sculptures were up.”

In the early 2000s, the University of Houston asked
The Art Guys, along with four other artists, to propose
projects for Public Art UHS, with the intent of display-
ing the completed works across the UH campuses. After
consideration, Jack and Michael’s proposal was selected
for the spot in Lynn Eusan Park. “An artwork is a pro-
cess by which you have an idea. Then the idea gets made,
however that is, by your own hand or with help. Then
it’s finished and when that artwork is no longer in the
process anymore, what you see on the wall is the last
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The partial mold for one of the Four Lies statues
resided in The Art Guys’ warehouse until the full
figures were ready to be cast in bronze.

piece of that artwork. It is an
artwork, it is not art. It’s part of
art,” Massing remarked. “That
resides typically in collections or
on walls and houses or attics. It
has a different life once it is hang-
ing on a wall and no longer in the
artist’s possession, that’s when

its second life begins. Whatever
happens thereafter is no longer in
the domain of the artist.”™

The Art Guys had four goals
in making the statues and their
four lies. These goals include: 1)
utilizing the campus site to create
a comfortable environment where
audiences are encouraged to
pause and spend time; 2) creating
a performance sculpture with
which audiences may interact;

3) creating a work that is visu-
ally and conceptually legible to a
broad range of visitors to appre-
ciate; 4) creating a distinctive,
quality work that will enhance
the UH public art collection.”

A large part of what makes The
Statue of Four Lies such a unique
and interesting addition to UH’s
history is that it includes the
Photo courtesy of Jack Massing. ~ codex, approximately 100 pages

of riddles with clues, pictures,

and quotes from poetry, that
students can use to try to solve the secrets behind the
four lies for which the statue is named.® People take on
the challenge, although Massing has made it clear that the
codex was created in good fun, and the clues are actually
unsolvable. The codex is housed in the M.D. Anderson
Library Special Collections in a box The Art Guys made
themselves. The top features mock-ups of both of their
eyes — another instance of self-tribute — and a drawer

A bronze suitcase and a
bronze toothbrush (not
shown) are located on the
perimeter of the plaza
surrounding The Statue of

Four Lies.
Photo courtesy of
Public Art UHS.



full of knickknacks to be used as tools to help the person
trying to decode the contents.

The behind-the-scenes idea of what the four lies should be
came from the statue of John Harvard at Harvard University
after The Art Guys paid a visit there. The John Harvard
statue itself is unofficially named the "Statue of Three Lies,"
considering it tells three tall tales: the statue is not actually
of John Harvard, he was not the founder of Harvard, and the
founding year on the statue is incorrect. This inspired Jack
and Michael to “one-up” the Harvard statue and create four
lies for their piece. “We thought, by golly, we Texans can tell
more lies than those Yankee
upstarts!”’

One of the lies is that
the statue has four lies; it
does not. The Art Guys
wanted to play at the
minds of students from
the beginning. Since then,
UH students have used this
work to create abstract
pieces of their own. While
some consider it “vandal-
ism,” Massing and Galbreth
wanted The Statue of Four
Lies to encourage creativity.
“When you research and
you look at what happens to
well-known statues around
the country, [especially] at
universities, kids have a
tendency to interact with
them, to pick on them. They
might put things on the
heads of the statues or dress
them or paint them. We not
only expect that, we desire
that. We want them to
interact with us,” Art Guy
Michael Galbreth (1956-2019)
told Houston Public Media
after the unveiling.'

The Art Guys submitted
the concept of The Statue of Four Lies to UH in March of
2010; the construction started in May and was completed
in September. The unveiling of The Statue of Four Lies
had an introduction from then minister of culture of the
Council of Aesthetics, Mike Guidry, along with musical
performances by Hank Schyma and Stu Mulligan, a magic
performance by Okashunal Sadubious BrownKlown,
cheers by the Cougar cheerleaders, and remarks by asso-
ciate professor of classical studies Richard Armstrong and
the UH Chancellor and President Renu Khator. The event’s
different attributes included a petting zoo to make the
experience unique from any other unveiling ceremonies on

The codex for The Statue of Four Lies remains an enjoyable
challenge for UH students seeking to decipher the meaning of the
statue.

campus. The event flyers, tied off with the tagline “Seeing
is Believing!” stated that anyone could view the statues all
year, along with the bronze plaques, plaza, benches, and
more.

Alongside the statue, the University of Houston revealed
two time capsules. The first, which was sealed in 1958, will
be opened on September 26, 2026, to honor the univer-
sity’s centennial. The second will be opened on April 1,
2083, in celebration of the 100th anniversary of The Art
Guys. Mike Guidry, now curator for Public Art UHS, said
the dates on the plaque and time capsules are incorrect
on the piece to contribute
to the idea of the lies. “The
time capsule, however, does
extend the life of the work
and creates another opportu-
nity to interact with the art
and create an event in 2026,
one year earlier than the
real 100th anniversary [of
UH], to see what is inside the
capsule,” Guidry said. “They
did not tell me what’s inside.
[ asked again years later, and
Mike Galbreth told me, when
it’s opened, that is when the
real revelation happens. |
did not know what to think
when he said that it could be
true or not. It didn’t matter,
I thought it was a great, dra-
matic answer.”!!

Recently, to celebrate the
ten-year anniversary of The
Statue of Four Lies’ unveil-
ing, a celebratory video was
made regarding the work.
Guidry recalled that it took
more than just the artists
and the university to bring
the statues to life; it took
a whole team of people,
including UH Facilities
Planning and Construction, engineers, designers, fab-
ricators, a construction crew, a landscape architect, and
a Latin translator. “As complicated as [it all] sounds, the
project went quite smoothly,” Guidry pointed out, adding,
“This was in large part due to The Art Guys. They were
experienced, the project timeline was well thought out,
efficient, and stayed on schedule. Working with them
was a true pleasure. They were all business when they
needed to be, thoughtful about every single detail of the
project, and hilariously funny most of the time. I really
enjoyed getting to know them better through the entire
process.”!?

Photo courtesy of Public Art UHS.
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More than a decade after its installation, UH students still interact with The Statue of Four Lies, just as The Art Guys intended.
Photo courtesy of Trevor Nolley, The Cougar.

The Art Guys’ complex mission for creating the stat-
ues centered on accuracy, modeling the two statues as
scale-accurate representations of themselves. The plaza
where the statues stand, in a high-traffic area outside
the Cougar Village 1 dormitory, has other bronze pieces,
including the life-sized briefcase, and a plaque that Dr.
Paul Kittelson believed illustrates how these statues
alone could almost write history themselves. The plaque
reads, “Falsum in uno, Falsum in omnibus, Falsum in nihilo.”
Translated as “False in one thing, False in all things, False
in nothing,” the phrase is a play on a legal principle, that
if a witness lies about one thing, they could lie about
anything, thus making their whole testimony invalid.
The added third clause contradicts the first two, perhaps
making it another lie within the piece.”

The statues continue to be part of UH’s history as well as
its future. From creating a tradition of students manipu-
lating the art to housing the university’s time capsule, The
Statue of Four Lies has sealed its place as a permanent part of
the University of Houston. Massing continues the work of
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The Art Guys and the legacy that being an Art Guy carries,
whether that means attending the time capsule reveal when
that day arrives or being there to push art along its course.
What he wants students to keep in mind when looking

at The Statue of Four Lies is that they should pay attention
and that they can interact with the statues as they see fit.
“Even if there’s no more reception for The Art Guys in,

say, five years, the work may just fade into a trash heap of
history like most of the art that is made,” Massing asserted.
“However, The Statue of Four Lies will remain because of
the materials it’s made out of, the place that it is in, and the
intention it has. So, basically, it’s a big piece of furniture for
the University of Houston, and as a piece of furniture the
university is going to take care of it.”* 11

Sydney Rose is a senior at the University of Houston majoring
in journalism with a minor in history. She served as managing
editor at the university newspaper, The Cougar, and as a CITE
intern on the 100 Years of Stories: Documenting a Century at the
University of Houston project and Houston History magazine. She
hopes to continue editing work in the future.



