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+ « «Werried about politicql influence,

What’s Wrong

- With Federal -

Axts Policy,

BY BARBARA ISENBERG

Timey suulwum

For several months, depusy chairman Michael Straizht

2 lelt the National Endowment for the Arts was operating

“in the middle of a desert” byt did not feel free to sav so.
Now, however, as an acting chairman who knows he will
£00n be succeeded out of olfice, € raight decided to follow
poet Dylan Thomas' advice to “not go gentle into that pood
night." He dovs 1iot, he s1id, “propose to £o gently out.™
So, just a few hours hefore he was due to address a sym-
posittm here on the endowment, Straight dehivered a long
and “pamful” «monologuc to The Times on just what he
fecls is wrong and due to get worse in federal arts policy.
He is concerncA, he sad, about “the downerading of the
arts and humanities endowments by the Carter Adininis-
tration into minor political satrapies for which I hold Car- ‘
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. ter hnnkclf responsible. They are not treating the arts se-
* riously.”

A former editor and pubhshor uf the New }{cpubhc 61-

-. year-old Strawent served as the arts endowment's deputy

- chairman for the eight years of hancy Hanks' charrman-
- smp. He has been acting chairman since her second term

ended Ocl 2—he says he ruled himself out to succeed her

* as head of the nearly $115 nullion agency—and expects to

re;nai in that post untl nis suceessor takes office, possibly

. later this month. And one of the things Straight worricd .
" aloud atout was that while his apparent successor, Living -

ston Biddle. Taas logged as much ume as anvone w the

development of puohc funding for the arts,” Bddle’s ap- .

poiotment seemed to Straight in part poliically inspired.

Straight also expressed his fears that Congress, unions
and cnoowment grantees may bo«'m to apply pohtical
pressure to epdowment policy ane grant making. He
further warned that wiu no one senor official at the

- White House responsible for the arts, the adminstration’s

promiment arls spokesnerson, Joan Mondale. wife of Vice:

President Walter Mondale, *1s going to L. cut into small
" picces over the next four years.” .

Threat of Politicization
“From the beginning. with any government agency, the

threat of poliicization is alwavs present,” said Straight, “It =

. has to be resisted above anything clse 1in an agency de -

cated 1o an arca as subile and sensitive as the arts.” For .

Straient, one of the “outstanding aciicvements” of Nancy
Hanks' chairmansnip was that she made "1t plain that po-

" htical pressures would be resisted.”

That was imporiant, he said, particularly sirze the con-

cepl of an arts endowment was initially’ surrounded by

suspicion on all sides. Aruists. he said. feared government
funding would le..d to censorship, control and “the support
of mediocnity beceuse povernment was philising by na-

“ture and n ume would corrupt cverything that it
“touched.” The mawrity of Congress, in turn, “beheved that
in accordance with the oid fable of the cricket and the ant,
:the artist was the cnicket who sang all summer while the

»ant worked and then came around with the first frost for
., fvod and shelter.” .

But despite all those suspicions. the endowment was

" created by Congress i lC)d')—%lrnghl s appuarent succes-

sor, Livingston Biddle, helped drait that legislation as an

Laide to Sen. Cluborne Pell (D-R.1)—and went on to be-
~come what Straight called “one or the very few success

stories of the past 10 yearsin governmept.”
That success, however, worried as well as pleased

Stringht: “The game wasn't very exaiing when there were

only $6 milhon in chips in i." said Strasght, “but there are
prospectively more thim $200 million in chips in this game
noxt year (f the White House endorses pending budget
proposals). With $209 mithon, the game becomes interest -

.me to 2 lot of power brokers who haye no business in-
*fluencing tne professinnal deasons of the National En-

dow ment for lhc Arts.” \
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