


























supporting progressive political art,
the present administration ‘contri-
butes’ to art by dressing Queen Nancy
in the latest designer gowns.”

The Community Murals Magazine
editorial group put its view of current
government priorities concisely,
according to a summ -y by Tim
Drescher: “More money on military,
less on other things.”

Many of these points were echoed
by participants in the brainstorm
sessions at the Activist Artists
Advance and People’s Theater
Festival in June (see coverage begin-
ning on page | of this issue); it would
be pretty silly to argue that the present
federal administration is likely to step
up its support for socially-conscious
art.

But we were disturbed by some
omissions in this analysis. First, it is
discouraging to know that people re-
garded government as a fixed quant-
ity, a lost cause. Progressive artists pay
taxes too; even if we don’t stand to
determine the current direction of
public cultural policy, we surrender
our future impact by failing to pro-
vide a strong voice for a policy of
cultural democracy today. If the
federal government looks like a lost
cause, then perhaps activist artists
stand a better chance of making their
voices heard by state and local govern-
ments. But can the movement afford
to let government totally off the hook
now?

Swimming Up the
Mainstream

PADD explored the reasons the art
world doesn’t support much political
work: “Mainstream fine art is not con-
sidered political, and culture s
generally considered something that
transcends politics and real/-every-
day life. Art overtly treating political
issues therefore becomes hors
concours, that is, taboo. In relation to
‘real life’, mainstream art is either
above it all or below it all. In the first
case, it is seen as very profound, but
distant and uninteresting to the
general populace; in the second case, it
is seen as a frill — decoration or enter-
tainment. In other words, culture is
acknowledged to be so important that
it’s unimportant, except to the ruling
classes. It remains under their control,
since they are supposedly the only
people who have the time and the
money to bother about it, who are
educated to know about it, and to
determine what is ‘quality.’ They are
also the only people with the power to
select and impose their taste on
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everyone else.

“Art, then, tends to be supported
mainly by do-gooders (missionaries to
the ‘other’ classes) and by those who
want to use it for their own political
ends through hegemony.” When these
people support political art, Lippard
and Sholette assert, their aim is “. . .
often to oppose and defuse any pro-
gressive culture, to co-opt and patron-
ize it. Within the artworld this has
taken, so far, the form of making
‘political art’ into a temporary style,
rather than acknowledging it as an
ongoing endeavor that adapts to and
develops within current situations. At
three points within the last 16 vears
this has happened: in the late '60s when
the antiwar movement reached out of
the general left community; in the mid
'70s when the bicentennial called
‘patriotic’ issues into question; in the
early '80s when Fear of Frying and
rebellion against Reaganism also
emerged from the grassroots. We are
riding the crest of this last wavelet now

Others, especially at the Activist
Artists Advance, pointed out that
traditional patrons and collectors
don’t support progressive artwork,
quite simply, because its message is
repugnant to them or its form
unacceptable. For some, this was
trying to get blood from a turnip; some
Advance brainstormers felt that the
acceptance of the traditional artist’s
role impeded the progressive artist’s
work — “Stop trving to please the arts
world and get on with it” was the
message.

Charles Frederick of New York’s
Pandemonium Group offered another
angle on this question: “The artist who
wants to socialize his work often feels
that he has to give up being an artist,
when actually his responsibility is to

create work which shows the contra-

diction of that — the problem of

individuality —within a socialized
society One of the poignant
positions of the artist right now is that
at some point people will recognize
that the notion of artist which prevails
at the moment is no more than a super-
stition.”

But other brainstormers saw the
possibility of altering the artist’s stance
in order to increase support. From
Tim Rollins: “Just as Brecht’s corpor-
ate shark keeps his pearly white teeth
out of sight, so too must the left learn
how to tell the truth in a more acces-
sible, clever fashion.

“I think if progressive culture began
dropping those old dripping red letters
and stencilled fists and began to
develop a broader, less defensive, less
negative approach to making critical
social art, then we would gain a
broader financial support from sec-
tors not especially inclined toward
financing ‘political art’.”

Promoting Private
Grants

Private philanthropy was a big object
of speculation in the brainstorm. At
the Activist Artists Advance, partici-
pants pointed out that political art-
work fell between various funders’
priorities: Traditional arts funders
tend to consider political art illegiti-
mate; establishment funders in general
shy away from any progressive work,
whether arts-oriented or not; and the
small funders who focus on progres-
sive projects generally see cultural
work as a low priority within their own
purviews.

Like PADD and the People’s
Theater Festival group, the Advance
brainstormers thought progressive
artists worsened the situation through
self-censorship: by not applying for
funding, they encourage funders to see
political artwork as marginal, a fringe
activity; and when they do apply and
receive sSupport, progressive artists
sometimes internalize funders’ biases
and tone down their reports and pro-
posals to ensure continued support.

Most discussants felt that activist
artists had been remiss in educating
potential supporters — in all sectors —
about the development of our
tradition. It was asserted that potential
funders can easily dismiss each
socially-conscious arts project as an
individual aberration or departure
from the mainstream, because we have
done very little to educate people
about the long and varied history of
political art movements. Advance
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participants pointed out that political
art is always seen as existing in
opposition to other, more legitimate
traditions; our responsibility is to
legitimate its own inspiring history.
They also pointed out the movement’s
handicaps: most of our supporters
don’t have the kind of access to
funders that establishment arts
boosters have; and often they haven’t
got the clout — or the desire — to
argue for progressive arts projects
when they must compete with equally
worthwhile social service programs.

Considering the
Audience

Others raised the question of identify-
ing audience. People’s Theater
Festival discussants felt too much
work was addressed to a too-narrow
public: “Preaching to the converted.”
Some felt activist artists would do
better to define their audience more
broadly and work accordingly. Brain-
stormers at the Advance felt we just
didn’t know enough about who our
audiences are, and how best to address
them; it was suggested that research is
needed into who does support
artwork, what cultural enterprises
now interest our desired audiences,
and where their interests in new work
would be greatest.

It was repeatedly pointed out that
few members of our society are
involved with artwork outside the
consumer culture industries. How
many people go to plays, or buy origi-
nal artwork of any kind — much less
progressive? Not many, according to
Xchange: “At the grassroots level, the
deepening depression means people
are spending less money on enter-
tainment overall. Whatever money is
available usually goes to a sure-thing,
a guaranteed good time — such as a
Hollywood movie recommended by
friends and given positive TV news-
paper reviews. If vou've only got $7 for
the weekend, why blow it on some
little-known, marginal group whom
you've never seen before?

“The entertainment consumer is
often more interested in the product
than the process. Therefore, the high
priority questions are: What film,
play, etc., is happening? Will I enjoy it?
Is it worth the cost of admission? The
low or no priority questions are: Who
is making money at this event — a
capitalist theater or a workers’ col-
lective? Is this a fundraiser for a group
or cause worth supporting? Is this a
political education? In the end, the
money that is spent goes for a few
games of Pacman and a beer, not to a
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political art event.”

In other words, brainstormers kept
coming back to that fact that activist
artists don’t enjoy any sort of
immunity from the conditions that
affect the entire society: few people
spend money on artwork to begin
with; worsening economic conditions
exacerbate the situation; and socially-
conscious artists, already in a marginal
position, suffer the consequences.

Brainstormers didn’t agree on the
question of marketing artwork. While
Tim Rollins of Group Material and
some People’s Theater Festival parti-
cipants thought progressive artists
needed to change their ideas about
marketing, some of the Advance
artists suggested that “marketing” was

an inappropriate description of the
‘way we need to reach potential
supporters — that “organizing” fit
better.

For Charles Frederick, the real
question is what function art work is
able to perform: “Culture provides for
a symbolic arena; a cultural language
— a language of symbols — allows for
contradictions to be playful. It allows
. . . the questions of the society to be
given play safely, within a bounded
object . . . So if we talk about a leftist
culture, we're talking about the fact (to
me) that we have a left which is in
incredible disarray. We have a kind of
distorted mirror image of the main-
stream society in the left . . . We are
isolated from one another
according to various issues and
various positions of struggle.” For
Frederick, then, progressive artists
have the opportunity to provide such a
symbolic arena for the left — but have
so far not grasped that opportunity.

Jim Yates works with Partners in
Learning, a Florida popular education
project, and sees a contradiction in the

support of his work that carries over
into other areas of cultural action as
well: “The present educational system
is very much a part of the dominant
social, political and economic order,
though it may appear to be autono-
mous. We liberating education folks
realize that our programs are rein-

forcing and serving this system . .. We

need to develop an empowering organ-
izational base independent of the edu-
cational system . .. We must be pre-
pared to go it alone when the money
dries up because of our continual
challenges to the present social order.”
Yates suggests that cultural action
groups need to “Create alliances with
local activist organizations such as
community organizations, unions,

feminist and civil rights groups. We

could work with these groups 1o
develop education programs and pro-

jects which serve and involve their

membership and the surrounding
community.”

Up Against Ourselves

Most brainstormers looked toward
aspects of the artist’s own attitudes
and practice to lay the blame for non-
support. John Greyson criticized the
movement for being reactive and too
thinly-spread: “We're up against a
bucks blockade which controls every
viable venue of distribution in this
country and culture, and our ‘net-
works' of ‘umbrellas’ of ‘coalitions’
must be recognized as reactive
responses to this very political
stranglehold . . . My point is that we
are still a small handful, and while we
may be tryving to make up for the vast
inequities of silence that typify status
quo culture, we could well be under-

mining our effectiveness by gadflying
from issue to issue, forgetting to do
effective community outreach.”
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within a symbolic arena rather than in
the . . . fractionalized disputing arena
we usually see on the left. It allows
people to see that there is some way
they can all talk . .. It’s as much a work

for the left right now to organize itself

as it is to organize what they feel is
another society.” As Charles sees it,
“One of the ways in which the left can
overcome some of its disarray . . . is to
provide an infrastructure for leftist
cultural work.

“The result of societal change,” says
Frederick, “would be that we would
probably have the richest, most
resourceful infrastructure in the world
... On the other hand, we don’t have it
yet. And one of the ways in which you
can train people to take it over is by
creating an alternative infrastructure
right now, to give more and more
people a means of support so they can
be making this alternative — which
becomes something that people can
see. It's there. It belongs to people.”

And for now? “Getr that vision out . .
- at least raise the question of a possible
infrastructure from among the various
Jfragments that presently lie on the
Sfloor . . . The left should become a
massive network so that work which is
done will affect the left. Present a
question to every isolated, alienated
leftist in the audience and then fight
about it, so that the work becomes
open-ended because it reaches into the
audience in terms of their own experi-
ence as well as their wish for something
to happen in the world . . . The artist
can be someone who has a power or
talent for a certain kind of articulation
which is needed in a community of
people . . . The more you can do in
certain ways symbolically, the more
you can prepare for less misunder-
standing and miscomprehension when
it comes to activism. Once you can try
and create on some symbolic level the
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notion that there is a people growing in
the midst of oppressive conditions,
then I think you are on the way to

really helping a political program . . .”

Envisioning the Future

The national brainstorm has made
several things clear. First, it must be
noted that no more than a hundred
people, all told, participated. At its
inception, one goal of the round-robin
was to demonstrate — or at least
develop — the movement’s capacity to
cooperate on a common project. At
the conclusion of this first brain-
storm, we've learned that that capacity
needs a lot more development: whole
sectors of the movement — musicians,
for instance — had no voice in the
brainstorm; and few of the partici-
pants looked beyond their own direct
experience for guidance. If our ability
to engage others in dialogue needs so
much work, it should be no surprise
that our ability to earn others’
financial support is weaker still.
Second, the brainstorm pointed up
a rather surprising quirk of the
movement for cultural democracy:
while activist artists are resourceful
and ingenious in creating their art-
work, not much of that imaginative
quality rubs off on fundraising. Most
of us try the same six things, over and
over again. Perhaps the solution’s as
simple as utilizing the same methods to
develop a fundraising project that we
utilize in planning an arts project.

Third, the round-robin reminds us
how progressive artists must swim in
the same social and cultural sea as all
the other poor fish. When people have
less money, they spend less money on

activist art; when government moves

to the right, progressive arts projects
lose out along with other socially-
constructive work; when government

talks up the primacy of the private
sector and the marketplace, even
activist artists hear the call of the cash
register.

Fourth, the most-used word in the
entire brainstorm was “community”.
People blamed their lack of support on
the lack of a strong community base;
they told stories of their own experi-
ences in community organizing; and
they called for a redefinition of
community — and of the artist’s
relation to it — as the solution for the
future. This should come as no
surprise to our readers: the antidote to
the alienated, individualistic genius
notion of the artist must be the artist
who is in and of a community of
fellows, and whose work does all of
them some good.

But we would all do well to
remember that we live and work in a
society that discourages the develop-
ment of the kind of supportive, self-
determining community on which the
notion of cultural democracy is based.
No artist — regardless of the nature of
his or her commitment — can call a
community into being where before
there was only a collection of atomized
individuals. Building a more humane
society is irrevocably a group project
— and not a test of the talents or capa-
bilities of an artist.

And finally, the brainstorm
reminded us of how difficult it is to
imagine a future not completely cir-
cumscribed by the limitations of the
present. Some kinds of speculation
were entirely omitted by the brain-
stormers: for instance, no one con-
sidered what cultural democracy
might have to offer the movement for
economic democracy. Progressive
artists today might dream of a future
in which the decentralization of
production and distribution also
meant decent work for artists in their
own communities — as artisans, as
teachers, as neighborhood workers, as
programmers for community media,
as planners of public environments
and buildings, and so on. Dreaming
doesn’t guarantee the future we desire;
but without dreams, we’ll have no
voice in the future at all.

If something you’ve read here
infuriates or pleases you, if your
imagination is engaged by this exercise
in putting our heads together, send us
your thoughts and the discussion will
carry on. [ ]
Don Adams and Arlene Goldbard are
editors of the newsletter ‘Cultural
Democracy’ and staff members of
NAPNOC (Neighbourhood Arts Program
National Organizing Committee)

Box 11440, Baltimore, MD. 21239, U.S.A.
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dreamt of taming him

with my body, my mouth

so wet he would drink from it
like a kid does a hose

when he has been running all day
and must stop, must drink

says Dennis in a breathtakingly perfect
portrayal of sexual longing, called
“Mark Clark.” “My skin tattooed
there”, Cooper said in “My Type”, on
the picture, the image, of an old lover

its mind as set as
Danger’s, says, Dennis
plus Mike forever.

Tenderness takes us to the deeper,
darker meanings. Both subject and
object are now torn loose from their
former moorings in context. The
object of desiring tends to become
more and more an ‘image’, or fantasy,
"while the subject becomes the
colonizer of that image. And this is, 1
think, the meaning of Dennis Cooper’s
long piece, “A Herd”, at the end of
Tenderness. Other sections of the
book deal with exploitation as their
basic theme. Sex-exploitation,
commodity-exploitation and the
exploitation a writer might practice on
his “material” (i.e. people he uses in his
work and, from another point of view,
his readers too) are revealed as tenden-
tial murder. The story “Dinner” shows
one man literally using up another one
sexually and then throwing him away.
And Cooper as narrator does exactly
the same thing with a prostitute his
friends “buy” for him in “For My
Birthday”. In the story “Lunch”,
there’s an implicit equation between
what an art work is and murder. A
performance artist (apparently) with a
tape recorder and a distanced attitude
goes around making tapes of his
friends’ voices. Then finally — “Jack
checked off a list in his notebook. Four
down and fifteen toshoot. So far it was
going well.”

But unlike the anti-porn people, and
the anti-sex moralizers, for Cooper it’s
also important to tell of the satisfac-
tions of the commodity world — to
insist that distorted satisfactions are
also real, and shouldn’t be dismissed.
There’s one moving example he gives
in a poem called “Being There”, a sort
of mystical monologue of a street
hustler, who’s clearly headed down-
ward — a loser. When tricks are with
him, older men, usually, who just want
to use him, he dreams of his past.
“Hey, dad,” he exclaims achingly, “it’s
been like this for decades”. Then
.comes the matter-of-fact reversal. “It
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means tons to me”, he thinks.

But even with these qualifications,
Cooper’s frightening last word is “A
Herd”. Accounting for nearly half of
The Tenderness of the Wolves in
actual length, “A Herd” is a long
narrative with several parts and often
coinciding, several viewpoints. Every-
one has a story to tell about the central
fact of a(nother) young man’s murder,

beginning with the mass murderer, -

Ray. Mother and father of the young
man, the murder victim, high school
friends and sex-friends, even God —
they all get into the act. It’s a weird
story altogether. A crazy guy wants to
kill kids so they’ll finally become
objects for him. Of course mother and
father just don’t understand — behind
their eyes they’re only Ozzie and
Harriet. Too bad for them. God might
understand, but he’s out of the picture
— he doesn’t count. As for the kids?
Maybe. Maybe in a confused sense
they know, but even that’s not certain.
But Ray knows, the murderer. He’s
heard voices — like Joan of Arc — and
he knows. And at the end, chaining up
the boy, before the explosion of

BAD TASTE
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sadistic violence, he looks for the
“idol’s 'look™, as Cooper calls it —
which he can’t find. He grows weary in
these situations, but when a boy dies
Ray gets his prize. And

’

. . . with the facial expressions dulled
and in place he would gradually find
that the kid brought to mind some
ripe child whose hit songs were stuck
on the radio’s dials, whose visage
beamed down from most billboards.
Then, what Ray had done took on
meaning —

As, I think, Dennis Cooper’s somber
book does too. These hard-edged
meditations on the meaning of
commodity society bring us as close as
any poetry to a confrontation with the
meaning and structures of our own
lives. )

B_ruce Boone is a San Francisco writer.
His most recent book, with Robert
Gluck, is La Fontaine.
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