An Insider’s
Look at How
NEA Awards
Its Grants

This month, recommendations,
Jor three artists' grants were de-
nied by the Notional Endowment
for the Arts, causing ¢ new wave of
controversy for the embattled arts
agency, Calendar asked Andy
Grundberg, chair of the photogra-
phy panel that recommended the
grants, Lo provide an insider's view
of the proceedings and current
slate of affairs at the endowment.
Grundberg is e former photography
critic for the New York Times and
is currently director of Friends of
Photography in San Franeisco.

By ANDY GRUNDBERG
SPECIAL TO THE TIMES

s one who has admired the

National Endowment for the

Arts for its commitment to
artistic excellence and cultural
equity, I find it hard to believe
that the agency's putative con-
science, the National Councll on
the Arts, decided on Aug. 5—after
an informal lunchtiime sglide
show—to deny fellowships o
three deserving photographers.
As a member of the “advisory
pcer panel” that had recom-
mended that the three artists
receive the fellowships, 1 find it
even harder to believe that the
council acted purely on aesthetic
grounds. -

The three artists—Merry Al-
petn, Barbara DeGenevieve and
Andres Serrano—were gelected
from among 1,700 applicants for
the photography fellowships that
the endowment awards every
other year. They are photogra-
phers whose work I have foi-
lowed, respected and often
(though not always, as Is my
critic’s prerogative) admired cur-
itpglr dthe course of my 20 years in the
jeld.

The six other panclists who were
convened by the endowment last
spring included five nationally
known artists and ohe “layman”
from outside the field. All of us
agreed that Alpern, DeGenevieve
and Serrano deserved to be among
the 30-odd candidates we ulti-
mately recommended o receive
endowment funds. But the Nation-
&l; Council, which includes no one

“4with—a-background in the art of

photography, saw fit te overrule
our recommendation. Never before
had the council rejected a fellow-
ship peer panel's judgments.

- At least superficially, the coun-
¢il's action was within the rules
under which the endowment op-

erales. All granis applications go -

through the same exacling process:
They are reviewed by an advisory
panel of experts, which recom-
mends thein to the National Coun-
cil. The council then recommends
them to the chair of the endow-
ment. Only when the chait ap-
proves does a grant become offi-
clal. But, if the council disapproves,
as it did in this cage, a grant cannot
be awarded. (This HNttle-known
wrinkle was put into effect by
Congress in 1990.)

However,' the National Endow-
ment for the Arts has long honored
a higher mandate: that decisions be
madc not on the basis of favoritism,
political expediency or Influence,
bul solely on the bagis of artistic
quality. As a panel, we observed
this mandate serupulously. Unfor-
tunately, the National Council did
not.
~ As the transcript of the council's
public session revceals, the discus-
sion about the photography {ellow-
ship began with citations of Con-
gress' cagerness lo see that the
council tot be a “rubber stamp™ of
pesr pancl decisions. One member
alluded to the fact that Congress is
about to decide how mueh to cut
the endowment’s budget for the
coming fiscal year. Other ¢ouncil
members then expressed doubls
aboul whether the pictures they
had seen in slide form represented
the best the field of phatography
had to offer.

Artistic quality? Let's not kid
ourselves. The name “Serrano” on
the list of fellowship recommen-
dations set off alarms among the
council's 26 members well before
they arrived in Washington for
their meeting. They knew, as we
on the panel knew, that Serrano’s
work had touched off a political
crisis for the endowment five years
ago—4a ¢risis that has seemed to
abate only recently. But as panei-
ists we abided by the instructions
given usi We were to decide only

on artistic merit. And the work

Serrano submitted with his appli-

calion was among the strongest we:
had the privilege of secing,

The same was true of the works
of Alpern and DeGenevieve. Likie
Serrano, who had photographect
dead ‘bodles in powerful fashlor,
Alpern and DeGenevieve focused
on powerful, sometimes disturbing,
subject matter. Their sin, however,
was 1o include itmages that re-
vealed the human body, and hu-
man foibles, in unflinching fashion.

Alpern's documentary images of
sex and drugs belng traded in an
urban office building and DeGene-
vieve's cralted image/text works
about gender and scxuality appar-
enlly pushed more than half the
council members over the edge.
Either that, or they felt that sin-
gling out Serrano would look too
caleulated.

So the council did the expedient
thing, late enough on a Friday o
that virtually no press coverage
emerged until several days later.
What amazes me, and makes me
intensely angry, is the casualness
with which the ecouncil members
took their responstbility to con-
sider the aesthetic issues raised by
the images they chose to view. For
ohe, not eévery member of the
council actually saw the slides
submitted by the three photogra-
phers; they were shown first to &
subgroup of eight members and
againt during an unofficial session
during a lunch break, when at.
tendance was enlirely optional,
For another, no one had the wis-
dom to refer to critical expertise in
a field outside their ken; no re-
views were read, no references
made {0 the artists’ exhibition re-
cords or other achievements.

Anyone who has participated in
an endowment peer panel can
testify to the fairness of the ardu-
ous, sometimes exasperating pro-
cess by which granl recommenda-
tions are made. In my case, five
days were gpent looking at, by my
estimate, 25,000 slides. First we
looked at 17,000 slides submitted,
then at the first-round survivors,
then again at a second cut, and
once again 10 select the finalists,
We argued and agonized, asked to
hear the artist's statement and
exhibition information, looked at
the slides again, and finally agreed
without dissent, By the end of the
week we were all fast friends, and
we knew more about the state of
contemiporary photography than
we could have imagined.

The National Council operates
quite differently. Its decisions, al-
though binding on the chair of the
endowment, arc made quickly and
across a Wide range of disciplines.
The council’s members ¢annot ge¢
the thousands of slides culled early
on. They cannot debate the stature
of an artist who is totally unfamil-
iar to thern. Ultimately their deel-
sions come down to two factors:
personal taste and politice. Neither
belongs in the process,

The couneil’s recent actions sug-
gest that the process I3 now funda-
mentally flawed. Congress has in-
terfered with the endowment's
procedures to the extent that they
no longer ensure excellence and

equity.
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