
Protecting
art as our
obligation

When the Sam Francisco Board of
Education voted last month to censor
the1936muralcycle"Lifeofwashing-
ton,"ittriedtodosowithaminimum
ofpublicattention.Earlierthis
month,ashundredsstreamedupthe
entrystairwayofGeorgeWashington
HighSchooltotakeadvantageofa
quietlyannounced,two-houroppor-
tunitytoviewthefresco,.itwasclear
thatthestrategyhadfailed.

Thework,bythecelebratedartist
Victor Amautoff, is an artistic trea-
surethatwasnotwidelyknownbe-
foretheboardaction.Peopledon't
thinkfirstofpublicschcolsasart
venues,andinrecentyearsthecon-
cemforstudentsafetyhasledto
stringentsecurityprotocolsthat
wouldkeepthemawayiftheydid.

Now,inthemiddleofaworkday
with less than 48 hours' notice, citi-
zensdroppedtheirnormalactivities
to...engagewithart?Ihavenever
seenanymuseumexhibitiongenerate
moreintenselooking,morediscus-
sionthanthisimpromptuartview-
ing.

Theoutpouringofconcemthat
day,addedtoweeksoflocalandna-
tionaloutragecomingfromallcor-.•nersoftheartandeducationprofes-
sions,seemstohaveledtoamodified
schoolboardproposalto``remove(the
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Doo Doo Mom Inyah Ing.ah (left) and Alice Mosley view the 1g36 mural by
Sam Francisco artist Victor Amautoff at George Washington High School.
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movethandestroyingit,butequally
censorial.

AsimportantastheAmautoff
muralsaie,theissuesraisedbythe
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have to do with what I think of as a
kindofculturaldutyofcare-with
theavoidanceofnegligenceorhami
toworksofartmaintainedbyan
organizationforthepublicgood.

AtleasttwootherrecentBayArea
events,thoughverydifferentfrom
censorshipcontroversies,revolve
aroundthesamecentralquestion:
Whatobligationsdoourculturaland
educationleadershavetoprotectour
heritage?

One,ahopefulsign,istherestraint
andfocusemhodiedbythe5ooCapp
StreetFoundation'sdecisiontopriori-
tizecareforagreatworkofart,evenif
itmeanstrimmingapopularpro-
8ran.

Theothercaseisanexampleof
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extremeadministrativemyopia.
A rare and decades-old collec-
tion of Northern California art
maybeputontheblockbya
public institution, Napa's di
RosaCenterforContemporary
Art,merelytofundshort-termi
needs.

Thereareobjectsintheworld
that transcend their material
components. An heirloom in
onefamilymightbejustacheap
teapot to anyone else; a pho-
tographisasheetwithsome
marksonit-itisnotyourson
oryourmother.Yetpeoplehave
been known to risk fire or flood
tosavewhattheymightcall
``fragmentsoftheirlives,"asif
theirsoulfulselveswerepieced
.togetherofceramicandpaper
bits. So it is with entire cultures.

The art museum had its start
astheplacewhereweguardthe
refics,(awordoriginallyusedto
describethebodypartsofsaints)
ofourchanedngunderstanding
ofourselves,theobjeetsthatteu
the stories of our lives. Like reli-
ctousrelics,thesearechjectswe
preserveandalsovenerate.

Whichbringsmetothean-
nouncementbythediRosa
Centerthatitplanstoselloff
most of the 1,6oo works of art in
its fabled collection, and use the
proceedsforprograms`itsays
arecurrentlystarvedforsup-
port.

Itisaplanthattriestohaveit
allways,justifiedbyhair-split-
tingdistinctionsbetweenthe
center and its umbrella founda-
tion,bothrunbytheverysaine
people. Di. Rosa altemately
claimsthatitisnotacollecting
entitybecauseithasnotpur-
chasedartinrecentyears;in-
siststhatitcan'ttakeproper
careoftheartithas;andprom-
isestomaintaina``1egacycollec-
tion" of Zoo to 4oo works. Like-

1yasnot,theidiosyncrasyfor
which the collection is known
will be sacrificed for the sake of
high-dollarworks.

Itisaproposalthatreeksof
opportunism, trumpeted as a
solutionbyaboardanddirector
tooineptortoolazytocalTyout
theircentralresponsibilities,
seeminglyblindtothefactthat
iftheycan'tbalancethebooks
now, an infusion of art-sale
proceedswillbebumed
througheventuallyandthe
organizationwillbebackto
where it is now.

DiRosamightwellarguethat
itisnotsubjecttomuseum
standardsrequiringthatso-
called ``deaccession" sale pro-
ceedsbeusedonlytoimprove
the collection, because the cen-
ter is not an accredited institu-
tion. That's a technical out, but
not an ethical one. Both the di
Rosa's director, Robert Sain,
and its collections consultant,
Graham Beal, have worked in
major u.S. museums. They
knowtherulesandthejustifica-
tiorls for them.

Thecollectionhasitshighs
andlows,bothartisticallyand
in terms of market value, but
thatiswhyitshouldstaytogeth-
er - its cultural worth is in the
a8ore8ate.

Meanwhile, the contretemps
at 5oo Capp Street, while im-
menselyupsettingtotheindi-
viduals whose lives have been
disrupted,seemsonafarmore
rational course than destruc-
tion or dissolution. The founda-
tion runs the David Ireland
House,anextraordinarywork
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simplewoodVictorianinthe
Mission District.

In 2ol6, after extensive con-
servation efforts, the founda-
tionopenedthefragileenviron-
ment to the public. Since that
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The members of the board that runs the David Ireland House at goo Capp St. in the Mission are
cutting back on rotating programs to focus on the primary work of art in their care.
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The "Saddle Car" by artist David Best was part of the
collection of the late modern-art connoisseur Rene di Rosa.

time, an ambitious series of
temporaryexhibitionshasbeen
developed.

Theprojecthasbeenfunded
almostentirelybyasinglebene-
factor, Carlie Wilmans, and it's
safetosayithascosthermil-
1ions.Attemptstobroadenthe
donor base have been insuffi-
cient.

Wilmans,forherown.rea-
sons, has made it clear that she
can't or won't continue to fund a
reported$1oo,oooannualdef-
icit, so the foundation's small  `
board decided to cut back on

rotating programs - one cura-
torwaslaidoffandanotherquit
-tofocusontheprimarywork
of art in their care. It is a deci-
sion consistent with their first
responsibility as trustees: the
conservationofanirreplaceable
componentofthecity'scultural
fabric.

Theideathatpublicagencies
havealegaldutynotonlyto
provide services - to, say, keep
waterways navigable and air-
planesfromrunningintoeach
other-butalsotoprotectre-
sources like open space, clean

Waterandairisrelativelyre-
cent. As I understand it, this
principleofapublictrustisthe
basis for much of the environ-
mental law that has been devel-
oped since the 197os.

Littlesuchlegislationorcase
lawhasbeendevelopedtopro-
tect cultural resources, and
probablywon'tbe,butthat
doesn'tmeanthattheconceptis
without value. There is at least a
moralsenseinwhichthepublic
owns certain rights to such
resources,justasweareentitled
toahealthyphysicalenviron-
ment, regardless of who might
holdlegaltitletoatractofland.

The iconoclasm of the Refor-
mation in Europe, the destruc-
tion of the Bamiyan Buddha
statues by the Taliban - indeed,
theimpendingcensorshipof"Life of washington" -are
extremeexamples,butthe
violationofthepublictrustthat
they represent is clear. The
obligationtothattrustisnoless.
apparentinthesinallestof
violations, or the most modest
of protections-,ofourrightto
ourculturalheritage.
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