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Counterpunch
Who Should Choose Art Shown to the Public?
By CII^RLES DESM^RAIS

The Times' report that the La-
guna Art Museum ``rejccted"
a work of art by Mark Heresy

titled "Freedom of the Press," an
American flag "constructed of
photos from porno magazines" im-
plied that t,hc rejection was t,he re-
sult of fear that the museum might
lose funding from the National En-
dowment, for the Arts.

The simple
facts of the
matter do not
support such
an implication.
The Heresy
exhibition is
"of supported
by arts en-
dowment,
funds, and
thus is invul-Charles Desmarais
nerable to en-
dowment action. Moreover, the
museum is exhibiting 19 works
from among 21 ( not 19 of 20, or 20
of 21, as reported in various edi-
tions of The Times ) . They were se-
lected in consultation with the art-
ist, who respected our curatorial
decision and never felt he was cen-
soi®ed. The t,wo Heresy flag works

not chosen were "Freedom of the
Press" and a collage made from
Christmas wrap and flashing lights.

The article, however, raised
larger issues.

Ironically, one of these is exactly
the same as that ra.ised by conser-
vative attempts to dictate restric-
tions on artistic content, for the
current debate over federal fund-
ing of the arts is not only about the
very important principle of free-

• dom of expression. It is also about
who will choose the art our muse-
urns and theaters and symphonies
present and to which our commu-
nities have access.

I have said publicly and repeat-
edly that I will not allow govern-
ment interference in that process
as long as I am director of the La-
guna Art Museum. Perhaps I
should have also said that I will not
allow press interference. The mu-
seum's highly trained and experi-
enced curatorial staff takes very
seriously its responsibility to care-
fully and fairly select works of art
and assemble them into exhibitions
that educate, edify and challenge
the museum's audience.

As I told The Times last week,"we select what we believe to be

valuable and important" to share
with the public as pal.t of each ex-
hibition. In the process, we always
leave out much more than we se-
lect, for each artist may have hun-
dreds of works, and there are thou-
sands of artists in California alone.

Others may agree with our
choices or not. But to imply that

' such choices are driven by cow-
ardice and fear is to hit below the
belt.

Correct or incorrect, it was our
call that "Freedom of the Press"
wa.s not essential to the exhibition
we were assembling. As for most
exhibitions, works were borrowed
from a number of lenders around
Southern California-not excerpt -
ed from a pre-existing set. We had
19 flags-enough to give the sense
of the work without unduly divert-
ing viewer attention to the strong
sexual content of "Freedom of the
Press" (or, for that matter, to the
flashing lights of the other flag not
selected).

Apart from this practical consid-
eration, though, I would also argue
that just as the museum has the
right to exhibit Challenging or dif -
ficult work, it also has the right to
consider community values in
making its choices,

Whoever said that (tjz the works
exhibited in museums must be
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would be illegal or improper to ex-
hibit ``Freedom of the Press"-in-
deed, I reserve the museum's fu-
tul.e right t,o exhibit it if there is a
compelling curatorial reason to do
so-and it is far from saying that
the museum won't continue to ex-
hibit challenging work on adult
themes, as it has in the past.

Finally, I resent t,he underlying
assumption of this and other Times
articles that funding from the Na-  .
tional Endowment for the Arts has
in some way tainted the Laguna
Art Miiseum and the other instit,u-
tions nationally that have earned
and accepted some 4,200 grants
this year ( according to the endow-
ment 16 grants have been turned
down ) .

The application process for arts
cndowmcnt grants is a rigorous
one. A successful application is a
badge of honor and achievement,
awarded after thor.ough review by
peer panels of nationally recog-
nized experts in the field. I am very
proud that the Laguna Art Museum
this year received the largest grant
ever €`warded in Orcangc Colmty, as

well as five other awai.ds. This will
provide a total of $222,500 for edu-
cation programs, exhibitions, pres-
ervation of irreplaccablc works of
art and other projects that will
greatly benefit the people of
Southern California.

Along with most other arts lead-
ers, I object to the endowment's

current requircmcnt that grantecDQi
sign a promise not to present ob-
scene works. I see the certificatioi:
as unnecessary, perhaps unconsti-
tutional, and an affront to the dig-
nity of al`ts professionals akin to
the loyalty oaths of the 1950s.
However, the certification
amounts, in the`end, only to a
promise that we will abide by the
Supreme Court's definition of ob-
scenity-something that all citi-
zens must do.

As a member of the governmcnl
and art committee of the Assn. of
Art Museum Directors, I have hac]
the opportunity to discuss this is-
sue at length with the direct,ors of
the nation's largest and most pre`q
tigious museums.

The vast majority are accepting
the grants they earn from the Na -®
tional Endowment for the Arts,
while expressing their concerns
about the certification to their rep I
rescntatives and endowment offi-
cials. I applaud any institution that
Chooses other methods of protest-
ing the regulation, as a few have b a,
bringing suit or tui`ning down the
funds. And I have seen nothing bu"
support from such institutions for
the method the majority of arts
groups have chosen.

Desmarcts is director of the liag'u-
na Art MqAse`um in Ilag`una Beach.
The ea;hibition " Mark IIeresu.. Ftog``
Col.nutinq;Aes tiuro`utuh Dec.  16 .


