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The Washington Post
Monday, August 7, 1989
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Cautious
Response by
Arts Council

Resolution Does Not
‘Address NEA Bans

By Elizabeth Kastor

Washington Post Staff Writer

%

Fearing that a rhetorical clash
with congressional critics might
weaken their influence, the 20 presi-

dentially appointed artists and arts’

supporters who advise the National

Endowment for the Arts responded.

over the weekend to the agency’s
currefit crisis by avoiding an assault
on Sen. Jesse Helms (R-N.C.) and
others.’

Instead, the National Council on
the Arts issued a painstakingly craft-

‘ ed statement in support of the

NEA'’s goals and history that made
no specific mention of sanctions
against the NEA now working their
way through Congress.

“You are going to get nowhere by
being confrontational,” council mem-
ber Bob Johnson, a Florida state sen-
ator, told his colleagues Saturday. “If
you think you're going to get into a
street fight and win, I have to tell

you you're not. Any adversarial’

point you take, you can say, ‘Gee, |
went home and I had guts,’ but I

guarantee you, you're not going to-

win.
During lengthy discussions, most
council members condemned con-

gressional attempts to limit NEA:

-support of controversial art, in par-
ticular a five-year ban on NEA
grants for two groups that supported
work by artists Robert Mapple-
thorpe and Andres Serrano and an

amendment by Helms that would -

.prevent the NEA from funding “in-
decent” art.

But when it came to giving NEA »

See NEA, B2, Col. 1
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NEA Response to Helms

NEA, From Bl

supporters on the Hill what several
council members called “a weapon”
for the continuing fight, the council
chose to write a four-page resolution
that recalled congressional intentions
when it created the NEA in 1965, but
did not discuss the current controver-
sies.

The council statement read: “From
[the NEA’s] inception, the Congress
_ of the United States sought to protect
the freedom of artistic expression as
an essential condition for the artist
and found that ‘in proportion as free-
dom is diminished so is the prospect
of artistic achievement.’

“The National Councﬂ on the Arts
recogmzes its obligation to serve the
public in a responsible manner,” the
statement continued, but , . . the Na-
tional Council on the Arts nonetheless
respectfully conveys to the Congress
itsdeep concern with any contemplat-
ed:alteration in the landmark objec-
tives of artistic quality coupled with
‘art.istic freedom so eloquently set

forth in the ploneenng leglslatxon of
1965.”

“We're saymg we're not arrogant,
self-serving twerps ‘who know it all,”
council member Roy Goodman, a
New York state senator and longtime
arts patron, said after the resolution
was passed. Goodman and Johnson,
the two politicians in the group, led

the movement for a restrained re- .
sponse. “We're saymg we’re public .

servants and we're trying to balance
freedom of artistic expression ‘with
accountability.”

At least one member of the council
disagreed with the cautious approach.
Brooklyn Academy of Music Presi-
dent Harvey Lichtenstein called for
the council to condemn the five-year
bans, the Helms amendment and the
Senate’s diversion of $400,000 from
the NEA visual arts program (which
funded the group that in turn funded
Serrano) to two other NEA pro-
grams, a move that NEA officials saw
as punitive.

“I think it’s cowardly” not to com-
ment on those actions, said Lichten-

stein, who introduced a motion to
write an additional statement. “I think
it’s a retreat from our position.”

But in the end the council decided

not even to vote on Lichtenstein’s

motion, thus avoiding a situation in
which members who shared Lichten-
stein’s distress might have been
forced to vote against him for tactical
reasons.

Much of the impetus for the resolu-
tion came in response to a statement
on Friday by Sen. Claiborne Pell (D-
R.L), a longtime arts supporter and
chairman of the Senate subcommittee
that will consider the NEA's reautho-
rization legislation next year. Pell
called for a “careful” review of NEA
procedures rather than “hastily”
adopting the Helms amendment, and
said he hoped the council would “reaf-
firm the Endowment’s congressional
mandate to support artistic excel-
lence,” which is essentially what the
council did.

Until now, most council members
had not taken a public role in the fu-
ror. The council meets four times a
year to review NEA policy and rec-
ommend final approval or disapproval
of grants made by the agency’s staff.

Often, the meetings are largely occu-

pled with revising the language gov-
eming NEA programs, and with ex-
tensive debates over the definition of
words like “innovative” or “communi-
ty.” Such discussions can end up in
what NEA acting chairman Hugh
Southern this weekend called “deep
semantic minestrone.” Because the
council is only an advisory board—
and can by overruled by the chair-
man—there is occasional tension
over whether the members serve
merely as a rubber stamp, as several
suggested over the weekend.

In contrast to what have been
years of quiet, sparsely attended
meetings, the weekend’s event came
complete with television crews and a
table full of reporters. Council mem-
bers punctuated their opinions with
expressions of concern over potential
media coverage. Several referred to
the kind of headlines they would like
to see—and the politically charged
sort they would like to avoid see-
ing—after the meeting, and there
was a general concern with how the
NEA is perceived by the public and
the Hill.

Council member Jacob Neusner, a
Brown University religion professor,
warned that by invoking the word

“censorship” in the current debate,
the agency and the arts community
risks giving the impression to the
public that “we will tell you what the
art is and you put up the money and
we will not respect the fact that we
are a government agency and part of
the political process. It is very easy to
beat up on Senator Helms ... but
what his message is—as I read it—is
you are part of the political process
and if the endowment is identified in
the public mind as indifferent to the
sentiments of large parts of the pub-
lic, in five or 10 years there won’t be
an endowment.”

The council also had a lengthy de-

* bate over whether the panels of art-

ists who select grant recipients
should hold open meetings, as many
state arts organizations do.

The panels that chose to support
the Mapplethorpe show—and the or-
ganization that then funded Serra-
no—made their decisions behind
closed doors, and some arts support-
ers have suggested that open meet-
ings might counteract the impression
that NEA panels have made irrespon-
sible choices

Several council members said they
thought public discussions would in-
hibit debate, would make it more diffi-

cult to find qualified panelists and
could injure those applicants who are °
rejected, but there was so much in-
terest in the subject that NEA staff
members said they would;gxplore it
and raise it again for councxl discus-
sion in the future.

Throughout the meeting, many
members spoke of their frustration
with the congressional actions and
criticisms of the NEA for two grants
out of the more than 85,000 the
agency has given.

“The message is being sent,” said ;
council member and theater director |
Lloyd Richards. “Over the past 24
years, there has been a message the
National Endowment has sent'to the
nation concerning the arts and free-
dom of the arts and the importance of
the arts.” The five-year bans- m'e a
warning, he said, to “those who would
support freedom of expressxon that
you can be hurt by supporting it™

Although the House and Senate are
now in recess, the arts comimunity
has begun lobbying the two dozen
senators and representatives who will
most likely serve on the House-Sen-
ate conference committee that will
next take up the NEA budget legisla-
tion.
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