























REMARKS OF MELANNE VERVEER,
DEPUTY CHIEF OF STAFF TO THE FIRST LADY,
AT THE CONFERENCE OF THE NATIONAL ASSEMBLY OF
LOCAL ARTS AGENCIES

San Jose, California
June 12, 1995

Ms. Verveer: Thank you so much, and thank you Bruce (Davis) for
that far too generous introduction. I have enjoyed working with
Bruce in the past and am pleased that the arts are thriving in
Santa Clara County under his leadership. I am so delighted to
see him again.

It is wonderful for me to be with you today. I have had the good
fortune to work with NALAA over the years and I’m happy to have
this opportunity to thank you for what you do every day. The
size of this conference says a great deal about your commitment
and vitality.

I have worked most closely with your Washington office and I must
tell you that Bob Lynch and the staff represent you very well. I
especially want to acknowledge Bob’s dedication, leadership and
hard work.

And what can I say about Jane Alexander that Mayor Hammer didn’t?
We thank Jane for her spirit and vision. Hers is a powerful
voice for the arts in America. I think it is a measure of the
kind of person she is that Jane accepted this difficult challenge
at this stage in her career. From her work in repertory theater,
Jane learned firsthand the enormous contribution the NEA makes
and she wanted to give something back to her country through her
service at this time.

I believe that Jane’s travels across America over the last year
and a half demonstrate better than anything I know the story of
the NEA in action. Jane visited with quilters in Mississippi,
with inner city children reinventing great literature to the
rhythms of the street, with cowboy poets in Montana and with
fellow citizens in urban areas revitalized by the arts -- she has
showcased great art in all its diversity - enjoyed and performed
by people of all ages throughout our nation.

It is my special privilege this afternoon to bring you a message
from President Clinton which I would like to read to you:



FIRST LADY HILLARY RODHAM CLINTON
VIDEOTAPE REMARKS FOR
THE 1995 SCHOLASTIC ART AND WRITING AWARDS CEREMONY
JUNE 17, 1995

To all of the recipients of 1995 Scholastic Art and Writing
Awards, their families and their teachers, congratulations and
welcome to our nation’s capital. I am sorry not to be with you
today, but I share the excitement and pride you must feel on this
special occasion.

I am delighted that America’s most promising young artists
and writers are being hosted at two of our nation’s most
important cultural institutions - The Library of Congress and the
Corcoran Gallery of Art. I am also pleased to join in
congratulating the Alliance for Young Artists and Writers -- its
Board of Directors and national sponsors, for their important
efforts to reward and promote a remarkable group of artists and
authors, who will no doubt contribute much to this country’s
cultural heritage.

Through their original works, the 1000 awardees have
distinguished themselves and their schools in their aspirations
and their achievements. The level of talent and technical
facility represented among these young men and women would be
difficult -- if not impossible -- to duplicate anywhere else in
the world. You are a microcosm of America’s diverse creative and
cultural heritage.

Sadly, we live in a time when arts and humanities education
are being devalued. School budgets are being cut and the arts
and humanities are especially vulnerable. While we respect the
need for fiscal responsibility, we need to recognize that art
instruction and writing ability are central to a comprehensive
education. Moreover, arts education is transforming when used to
enliven and illuminate other academic disciplines.

What these young people are doing in their creative pursuits
is vital to the direction of our country. Through discipline and
verve, they have created new standards of excellence that will
help America maintain preeeminence in the arts and in culture
internationally.

This country has always valued imagination and creativity --
in fact, they are part of the legacy of the pioneers and
immigrants who founded our nation. Human imagination -- your
imagination -- is the fuel that will lead us into the next
millennium. That imagination and your creative spirits must be
allowed to guide us on our journey.

Thank you and congratulations to you all.
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Thls Is N EA Country

Hardee Endorsements in Kural Virginia
W Yen beg—

NOLLYAH3S3Hd
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By Ralph Alan Cohen
Speaal to The Washungton Post

'm_the executive director of
the Shenandoah Shakespeare
Express, a Shakespeare troupe

that tours two-thi of the
United States eachyear. I live
in Broadway, Va., a town of 1, not

far_from tE%est glrgmia Border.e
home of the Broadway High School

Gobblers. Broadway has a wonderful
little supermarket, where Randy lets
you sign for groceries, but it doesn't
have a fast-food place. We have to
travel to the Hardee's in Timberville,
our “twin city” about two miles away.

That’s where [ went on the Fourth
of July.

ordered a chicken biscuit from the
teenager at the counter. She pointed to
my chest and asked me: “Are you with
them?’ | was weanng one of my compa-
ny’s T-shirts. “Yes,” I answered. ‘I don’t
act but I'm one of the directors.”

And she said: “They did ‘Taming of
the Shrew’ at our school. I think that's
the best play by Shakespeare.” o

Flattered, I opened my mouth to
speak, but before I could say anything,
the girl working the drive-through win-
dow called back over her shoulder: “No.
The best play is ‘Midsummer Night's
Dream.’ That was really funny.”

“ ‘Taming of the Shrew’ was just as
funny, but it had a great love story,”
said the cash-register girl.

“ ‘Midsummer Night’s Dream’ was
funnier, and it had more than one love
story,” countered the drive-through kid.

Cash-register teenager. “I still like
‘Taming of the Shrew’ best because
Kate was a really strong woman and the
show started with ‘Stand by Your Man.’
That.uasssid=ese): And that actor Jeff
looked just like Jason Priestley.”
Drive-through teenager: “He was in
the other play too; he was the one who
married the Queen at the beginning.”
Cashregisterteenagen=~He-was-bet-

[ offer this real-life exchange from a
Hardee's in rural Virginia for the consid-
eration of America’s lawmakers, as they
ponder the future of the National En-
dowment for the Arts.

doah Shakespeare Express.$3,00Q, and
that money Eelped us take “Othello,”

“The Taming of the Shrew” and "WRich
Ado About Nothing” to more than 100
high schools and colleges in more than
30 states. True, most Americans don’t
associate the NEA with kids learning to
love Shakespeare That’s because Sem

have
Lreated the compelhng fiction that all
the agency does is fund kooky and de-
praved artists Jshe~dabbl—urbody-fhurds
agd private-pasts.

Last year, for example, the Helms
contingent went into conniptions be-
cause $150—about half of what the
Pentagon has been known to spend ona
hammer—found its way from the NEA
to a man whose “art” includes razor-
etching the body of a volunteer.

But here’s the real story: Our little

Last year, the NEA gave the Shenan-q

A

Shakespeare cpmpany got $5,000—
not much, but 33 times more than the
human Etch-a-Bketch—and our grant,
not his, is typjcal of the NEA. By far
the majority of the NEA money goes to
local theater{ groups, community or-
chestras and/regional museums—what
you might traditional art. Gewees-

of m%mmm In movies, V1Q-

lénce U rap; profanty in rock lyrics—
bt They ve rargetad the NEA. The or-
ganuzation that most assures the con-
ti 1on ot classical thea

and music inthis MTV world.
You have 10 Wonder—

The Conservative NEA

There are other Helmsian fictions as
well. One of them is that the NEA is an

_elitist_club Tor -
owntown attan.
The real story is this:

When my partner Jim and I decided
to apply for help from the NEA, we
were acutely aware that we had no
connections in the theater world and
no pull in the government. If getting a
grant depended on whom we knew,
there was no point driving 125 miles to
Washington. All we had going for us
was my faith in our idea, plus Jim's en-
ergy, the dedication of 11 underpaid
actors and “Bubba,” the old pickup
truck my father left me.

We decided to try. As we rode the
elevator to the NEA offices in the Old
Post Office Pavilion we felt like Doro-
thy approaching the inner sanctum of
the Wizard of Oz. Then the doors
opened and we found . . . plain old Ben
Cameron.

We expected a lavish office, but he
had a cubbyhole, and we had to borrow
enough chairs for us all to sit down. We
expected layers of bureaucracy; we got
Cameron, the top guy in charge of the-

|

ater projects. We expected the rube
treatment; instead, we were asked two
main questions: One, how was our pro-
ject different from other projects they
were funding? And two, would we be
able to deliver?

No_powerfy] friends reguired': no

inky approaches urged. No one told us
to do “Hamlet” nude or change “Antony
and Cleopatra” to “Tony and Tony.”

It might be news to the Helms faction
that the best term to describe our expe-
rience with NEA funds was “conserva-
tive.” We didn’t get a grant the first year
we applied. The explanation was simple:
First-time applicants are a risk. The
NEA wanted us to prove our staying
power—Ilaudable fiscal restraint.

Our second application won a $5,000
grant, which has twice been renewed.
But each renewal has come only after an
exhaustive evaluation by the NEA. A re-
viewer spends the day interviewing us,
watches our show and decides whether
we are meeting our mission. To ensure
impartiality, we are not allowed even to
offer him a sandwich or a free ticket.

One final fiction: that the NEA is
somehow related to high taxes. The
NEA will spend $167 million this year.
The government spends three times
that amount each day to cover the inter-
est on the national debt.

Or put it another way. It costs each
one of us less than 2 cents a week to
support an America in which teenagers
like the ones at the Hardee's in Timber-
ville, Va., have access to the plays of
Shakespeare, the music of Mozart, the
paintings of Remington and the songs of
Gershwin.

That's a bargain for our kids’ fu-
ture—better, even, than Sen. Helms's
tobacco price supports.

Raiph Alan Cohen is a professor of
English at James Madison
Universtty.
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