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Q and A 

Endowment 
For Arts Seen 
Doing Well 
Livingston Biddle, new dloirmon ot 

the National Endowment fOI' the Arts, 
previously served as staff director of the 
endowment's authOJiz.ing nbcommittee 
ond deputy choinnon of the 9f"Ol4> in its 
infancy. He was intcniewed by Wad•
ington Star Stoff Writer Phillip M. 
Kod1s. 

Question: There has been criticism 
that there is a ~rowing politicization 
of the arts and the humanities. Is that 
rhe case? 

Biddle: No, I would disal?T'ee with 
that. I rhink that i::oing back in time, 
we should recognize that when this 
legislation to create the two endow
ments was enacted, the arts and hu
manities were placed withjn a gov
ernmental structure. I equate the 
words political and the political proc
ess with the process that runs our 
i::ovcrnment and our democracy. 
Therefore, I would sucuest that the 
arts have been increasingly in the 
mainsrrcam of our political process 
and our democratic proa:ss since lhe 
enactment or lhe legislation. I look 
upon thal dS a strcni.:th ralhcr than a 
weakness. In lhc National COWlcil oo 
the Arts, we have 26 privale citizen 
members. We have the private citi
zen panelists who arc really responsi
ble for making the recommcndalions 
to the council on matters relating to 
support or the arts and on grant 
applications. We have a very com
prehensive restriclioo against the 
goverruncnt ever involving ilself in 
!he personnel malters or the policy 
decision mailers or grantees. So I 
think that with that philosophic base 
for lhe law, the word "polihcization" 
used to mean improper pressures 
from governmenr is nor a valid con
cept. 

TIH' W.ishingt-cm Sta1-
Nov1~mbc'r 17, 1CJ77 

Q: You've watched the endowment 
closely O\'cr the past eight years. 
llnw clo you think it's turned out? Has 
it been on the whole well run, do you 
believe? 

A: I think it's been very well run in 
general. I lhink Iha! perhaps there 
are improvements to be made, but I 
think both Roger Stevens and Nancy 
Hanks have done an excellent job. I 
cquale that job bolh with the develop
ment of the arts in the country over 
the years since the endowment has· 
been in existence, and the dramatic 
increase in both the numher or insti
tutions and !he funding for those 
ins! itutions at local, slate and privare 
citizen levels. I think over lhe years, 
the matching provision of lhe law has 
been extremely valuable in making 
the (!overnmcnt serve as a catalyst 
for developing the arts. I also think 
that over !hose years there's been a 
cradual increase in the receptivity of 
the program on the Hill. I think we 
began al a time when the arts legisla
tion was often subject to ridicule, and 
we ha~c reached a level where the pro
i::ram 1s now generally received with ac
ceplance and accord. I think 1 he next 
slep will come when we reach a level of 
real cnlhusiasm. 

Q: There are still some who say that 
federal funding of the arts is in fact an 
improper use of taxpayers' money, that 
it should not 1:0 to an activity that is of 
benefit to a minority of the population. 
Do you have any qualms about that? 

A: I can answer that in two ways. 
One level of answer is that art institu
tions now all over the country are 
recognizing that the private philan
thropy and non-federal money simply 
cannot provide the necessary funding to 
suslain and develop a vital cultural life. 
In the early days, for example, the na
tion's orchestras looked askance at this 
whole idea or federal support and said it 
wasn't really necessary. But now I 
think there arc virtually no organiza
tions in the country in any arts area 
which have not seen that the National 
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Endowment for the Arts and its activi
ties and its offer or help, its ability to 
help, is not an important part or the na
t10nal cultural picture. Then also, I 
think, philosophically. we have come a 
very .long way in the measuring or a 
new kind or sense or partnership be
tween government and the private com
munity. so that this whole endeavor has 
taken on added dimensi0ns. I think that 
we are on a spnngt>oard now for future 
growth, but I think 1hat we have come a 
very long distance in a relatively short 
time. 

Q: Some people say tllat the endow· 
mt·nr was esrLlhlished as a foundarion 
and should opaare primarily the way a 
foundation operates. Orhers say it's a 
feJerLll agency, using federal funds and 
it must be subject to the same account· 
ability that otht•r federal a!{encies a re 
subject to You help write most legisla· 
lion that establish tlie endowment, how 
do }'Ou feel) 

A: I lhink it must remain accountable 
to the i.:overnmcnt just as any other gov· 
emrnental ai.:ency. I think that is proper 
and it goes back to what I was saying 
that the fact the arts are really in the 
mainstream of our governmental proc· 
ess. I would not like to sec them in some 
other area. I think that the Democratic 
process is benefited in great measure 
hy both the arts and the humanities and 
they represent, perhaps better than 
anrthing else, the grace, the wisdom 
and the beauty of our country. 

Q: How are you going to widen access 
to the arts without a huge infw;ion of 
fcdt'rnl funds, much greater than at 
prest•nt? 

A: I think we look at the long term 
here. We sec that the arts over the past 
10 years have developed in a dramatic 
manner. I'm sure we're all familiar 

with the rap1J mcrcase 111 the number of 
orchestras. which almost doubled. The 
number of opera companies has dou
bled. The number of resident profes
sional theaters has increased four 
times. The number of resident profes· 
siooal dance companies has incrcasl·d 
hy sevenfold. I'm optimistic about this 
development, because I think we can 
find new ways of bringing quality in the 
arts out to larger numbers of people. 
One merhod is through touring, which 
we all know is expensive. Another 
method is by developing the indigenous 
product at home. I think inevitably this 
is going to be a developing area of con
cern. I rhink that as more people learn 
the values or the arts, as more people 
feel that the arts are personally reward· 
ing to them in the sense of grcaler 
imagination, a greater sense of aware
ness, a greater feeling that there is 
be_auty available in their lives, then I 
thmk those people are going to attach a 
developing sense of priority on the 
values or the art and that they are going 
to increasingly express that feeling to 
their government. · 

Q: Grants to individual artists have 
received a small part of Endowment 
funds in rhe past. How do }'OU feel about 
increasing the proportion of Endow· 
ment funds tliat go to individual anists? 

A: I think that individual artists are 

really the keystone of the whole pro
gram and that we have.to clearly see 
that there are many artists who do not 
work in an institutional area. My wife is 
a visual artist, I used to be a writer. We 
work in solirude and arc not part or an 
organization. If artists who paint or 
write or sculpt, who work out"side of a 
framework of an organizarion are to be 
heired. oflen that is best done through 
an individual grant. Others have recom· 
mended that the arts endowment en· 
tirely fund its individual grants through 
a second or third party. But I think that 
as we look at this whole question we 
must think how b..:st to make individual 
grants in each or the areas. 

Q: A recent Rockefdlcr report on the 
arts and education called for moving 
the arts to the center of educational ac
tivities, educational programs. Should 
the endowment have a role in this sort 
of effort) 

A: I think the endowment should have 
a developing role 'n education but I'm 
not convinced that it should have a pri
mary role in this area. I think the 
endowment has an expertise to offer in 
the arts that should be taken advantage 
~f. But here we get into areas where 
mt.ergovcrnmcnral, intera1:e11cy CO<.) per· 
at1on can well provide some new an· 
swers. A_r:td I'm thinking about better 
cooperative efforts with rhe Office of 
Education and with thr National 
Endowmrnt for lhc lltrrnnniries 
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