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preface

The arts are doubly patronized in America today. On the one 
hand, they are supported, financially and institutionally, by 
foundations, corporations, universities, and private donors. On 
the other hand, they are condescended to, looked down upon, 
considered as recreational rather than serious work. None of 
this is new, and little of it has changed very much over the last 
several years.

In what follows, I will argue that the two kinds of patronizing 
are not only related, but also interimplicated: that the system 
of arts patronage has led to both a devaluation of art-making 
and performance and, with equally damaging results, to their 
overvaluation, aligning the “creative arts” with aesthetic tran-
scendence rather than with work that can be assessed within 
the traditional canons of scholarship.

This dynamic, of over- and undervaluing the arts, is in my 
view both inevitable and dialectical. It is not a problem, per se, in 
that it needs to be—or can be—resolved. Rather, it is a condi-
tion of art-in-the-world, a consequence of the fact that works of 
art (whether they are paintings, poems, plays, or architectural 
designs) have come to be aligned with possessions, objects, 
taste, and desire, rather than with progress, reason, logic, or 
social welfare. But whether or not art “makes the world better,” 
or “makes us better people,” in some mystical-secular-cultural-
ethical way, artworks, and artists, are part of a market economy, 
as well as of a libidinal economy. Indeed, the relation between 
those two economic spheres is close to the heart of the ques-
tion of patronage, and of patronizing in its double sense.

By undervaluation, then, I mean the idea that art is an add-
on, a recreational activity, something that supplements the 
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real hard work of, say, economics or politics or medicine or 
physics or business. Thus when school budgets are tight, the 
first things to be cut are classes in art or music. No one would 
think of cutting science or history. In these examples, art suf-
fers from being considered somewhat worthless for the work of 
the “real world.” Overvaluation, on the other hand, results in a 
different sort of difficulty in the placing of values upon art and 
its products. Some people feel that it is beyond the realm of 
regular experience, therefore the work of art (art as object and 
as process) is also beyond, or even above, a normal discussion 
of valuation and evaluation—it is “priceless,” as they say.

This overvaluation of art seems closely akin to what Freud 
described as the overestimation of the object, which he con-
sidered to be the normative condition of being in love. “In 
connection with this question of being in love,” he wrote, 
“we have always been struck by the phenomenon of sexual 
overvaluation—the fact that the loved object enjoys a certain 
amount of freedom from criticism, and that all its character-
istics are valued more highly than those of people who are 
not loved.”1 Freud’s “object” here is a “loved object,” not a 
“material possession,” but the trajectory of feeling is, I believe, 
the same. We might compare the bromide, attributed to hu-
morist Gelett Burgess, “I don’t know anything about art, but 
I know what I like”—a saying tellingly similar to Justice Potter 
Stewart’s statement about hard-core pornography, “I know it 
when I see it.”2

As we will see, when we take up the analogies between 
art and science and their implications for the value of the 
arts in modern culture, the idea that art is related to love, 
and thus, in an etymological as well as a pragmatic sense, 
to the amateur, has had some negative effects upon the idea 
of art-making as a profession. One persistent notion, inherited 
from and cultivated—in some quarters—since the Romantic 
period, has been that to be an artist is to suffer, and that suffer-
ing, including economic privation, is a testing ground for the 
true artist and his or her calling. This conviction has led, upon 
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occasion, to the claim that somehow if artists don’t suffer and 
compete to succeed, their art will suffer, so that funding them 
will actually lower the standards of art. Despite the fact that 
our culture values museums, art collections, and professional 
theater and ballet companies, there is a certain resistance to 
the idea of art-making as a job, and also as a major in a college 
or university setting.

A survey by the Urban Institute cited statistics to illustrate 
what is called “an American paradox”—that while 96 percent of 
Americans said they were “greatly inspired” by art and “highly 
value” it in their lives, only 27 percent “believe that artists con-
tribute ‘a lot’ to the good of society.” It is worth taking note 
of a certain double bind here that underwrites this “Ameri-
can paradox.” If contemporary art is not considered “work” 
or art-making a “job,” nonetheless (or, perhaps, therefore) art—
once certified as art, by patrons, collectors, curators, reviewers—
becomes an object of desire, of worth. Critics have developed 
a vocabulary of transcendence to describe such things in the 
world, a vocabulary that includes words like “great” and “uni-
versal” and “timeless.” The opposites of these terms, assuming 
that they had opposites, would ground the work in its time, 
place, and conditions of production and consumption—the 
materiality of the work of art. The idea of art as transcendent 
implies that it is not tied to experiment, practice, rehearsal, 
rewriting, error, correction, reconstruction, and so on—that is, 
to the processes of scholarship, science, business, and so on. By 
experiencing art as “other worldly,” the quite worldly aspects of 
its production are often misplaced.

Yet the training and support of artists is a serious, time-
consuming and, indeed, often a costly business, since it involves 
issues of space, materials, equipment, and personnel—what are 
often lumped together under the forbidding word “resources.” 
Any serious commitment to the arts today, though, will have to 
begin with an understanding of their interrelationship (studio 
art, film, video, photography, installation, music, dance, per-
formance, theater) and of the essential necessity to provide, 
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precisely, the vital resources of space and materials—a studio, 
a dance floor, a display or installation space, for each artist and 
every group.

Even today, when corporations, venture capitalists, instruments 
of government, and art aficionados vie for the role of patron, 
and when publicity, flattery, and celebrity are part of the habit-
ual currency of the art market, there is no guarantee of escap-
ing the mutual misprision of patron and patronized, and their 
tendency both to overestimate and underestimate each other. 
But this misprision, I hope to show, is both inevitable and, ulti-
mately, salutary. It’s a starting point, a place of debate and fruit-
ful contestation, an opportunity to discover what is at stake in 
various kinds of analysis, observation, and cultural performance 
(whether the performance in question is an interview, an instal-
lation, an exhibition, or a scholarly article).

The advent of what I will be calling the “visual intellectual,” 
and of cognate artists in performance, music, and other re-
sidual and emergent art forms, provides a timely showcase for 
the seriousness and pervasiveness of art-making in venues that 
cross over from academia to public life. Arts venues, universi-
ties, curators, and interested donors in the public and private 
sectors should see this as a moment of challenge and oppor-
tunity. When high interest—in the general culture, among 
students, in the worlds of commerce and celebrity—come to-
gether with the belated recognition of the centrality of the arts 
and art-making for humane life in a complex world, there is a 
strong incentive to work collaboratively to take advantage of 
this conjunction. Committed and knowledgeable participants 
can bring these elements together in projects and programs 
that no one entity can sustain alone.

If the goal is to envisage and bring about a mode of patron-
age without patronization, at all levels of artistic performance, 
it is essential for artists to have a chance to speak, and advo-
cate, in conjunction with their patrons—whether those patrons 
are financial supporters, trustees, gallerists, impresarios, art 



preface xv

collectors, audiences, employers, peers, or fans. For what we 
need is an understanding of the way in which patron and artist, 
production and consumption, art and science, transcendence 
and application, theory and practice, are part of a cultural dia-
logue, in which each complements, interrupts, and challenges 
the other.
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1

the paradox of patronage

timon: What have you there, my friend?
painter: A piece of painting, which I do beseech
 Your lordship to accept. . . . 
timon: I like your work,

And you shall find I like it.

—timon of athens

Artists have always had patrons. From the time of Maece-
nas, a wealthy Etruscan noble who supported Virgil and Hor-
ace and was duly celebrated in their verse, to the Medicis and 
later the popes, and then to Isabella Stewart Gardner and the 
Guggenheim and MacArthur Foundations, rich sponsors have 
often supported painters, sculptors, and poets. And inevitably, 
these relationships have been loaded—fraught with over-, and 
underestimation, with pettiness as well as generosity, with dis-
dain as well as desire.

The artist had the talent, and the patron the money. In some 
cases, though by no means all, the dynamic of the relation-
ship involved forgetting this key and defining fact. Artists, who 
often have very little money, could occasionally live as if they 
were rich, or at least live among the rich, receive invitations to 
their parties, and be received at their city and country homes. 
And patrons, who have often, though by no means always, pos-
sessed considerable artistic vision and taste, could experience 
pleasure in a creative society of people and be made to feel that 
their place in the world might transcend the means by which 
they came to financial and social prominence. By mobilizing 
the fantasies that artists have about patrons, and vice versa, pro-
ductive instances of patronage can be forged and precipitated. 
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For example, when he wanted to raise funds to rebuild Shake-
speare’s Globe Theatre, the American actor Sam Wanamaker 
put together a highly effective coalition of philanthropic so-
cialites, actors, and British and American academics. Each was 
possessed of a quality or attribute lacking in, and admired by, 
the others—wealth, fame, charisma, gravitas.

A complicated and contradictory mixture of deep gratitude 
and powerful resentment is thus built into the dynamic of pa-
tronage. Which of these two will predominate in any given en-
counter between patron and protégé is never entirely predictable, 
although the volatility of their bond has been the stuff of many 
historical biographies and romanticizing films, such the 1984 hit 
Amadeus and the 1988 French period piece Camille Claudel (fea-
turing Gérard Depardieu as Auguste Rodin and Isabelle Adjani 
as his eponymous admirer/amante). Indeed, as we have already 
noted, the relationship between patron and artist often follows 
the psychic structure of a love affair, with attendant fantasies, ap-
propriations, misunderstandings, and disappointments. The more 
disinterested this relationship appears, the greater is its capacity 
to surprise and disconcert one party or the other—or both.

The histories of words are often suggestive, and the history 
of “patron” is no exception. The word stems originally from the 
Latin pater, “father,” and the connections with, or analogies to, a 
system of patriarchy are not incidental but central. Many of the 
ambivalences of that familial power relation reemerge in the 
context of patronage. The Latin patronus means “protector of 
clients” (whether those clients were individuals, cities, or prov-
inces); the “former master of a freedman or freedwoman”; and 
an “advocate or defender.” The English word “patron” quickly 
acquired the meaning of “one who takes under his favor and 
protection, or lends his influential support to advance the inter-
ests of, some person, cause, institution, art, or undertaking.”

A patron was once also a “donor,” who commissioned works 
of art, like altarpieces, for churches and other institutions. In 
recognition of this generosity, using the medieval and early 
modern versions of Photoshop, the artist carefully inserted 
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an image of the donor into the work of art: a donor kneeling 
in prayer at the foot of the cross, a donor in close proximity 
to a saint. Nicholas Rolin was the chancellor of the Duke of 
Burgundy, Philip the Good (from 1422 to 1457). He was for-
tunate enough to have lived in the time of Jan van Eyck and 
Rogier van de Weyden, court painters to Philip the Good, and 
so he is prominently on display in van Eyck’s Rolin Madonna
(where he kneels opposite the Virgin, wearing a gold brocade 
jacket trimmed with mink) and in van der Weyden’s Beaune Last 
Judgment.

Medieval and Renaissance paintings and stained-glass win-
dows regularly display such donors, dressed in the height of 
modern fashion, posing unselfconsciously (and without a hint 
of anachronism or blasphemy) in the same panels as naked 
saints and the crucifixion. In 1493 a guild of wealthy citizens 
and craftsmen from Haarlem in the Netherlands commissioned 
a sumptuous illuminated manuscript as a welcoming gift to a 
monastery, the Hermits of St. Augustine, who had undertaken 
to pray for the guild’s members. The manuscript is a virtual 
“Who’s Who of Haarlem,” with donors depicted at the bottom 
of almost every page, kneeling in prayer next to saints or other 
religious fi gures.1

In centuries past, patrons were mentors, sponsors, and agents 
for the artists they took under their protection. The painter 
lived with the patron and tried to obtain commissions from the 
patron’s friends. Artists were members of the household retinue, 
rather than godlike creative beings; sometimes they even wore 
livery, in order to indicate their dependent status. The baroque 
artist Andrea Sacchi entered the household of Cardinal Antonio 
Barberini in 1637 and was placed in a category with three slaves, 
a gardener, a dwarf, and an old nurse. In 1640 he was promoted, 
joining other pensioners like writers, poets, and secretaries. Jan 
van Eyck was peintre de monseigneur (court painter) in the house-
hold of Philip the Good, paid—according to the terms of his 
contract—not for his work itself but for his availability to do it. 
Anthony van Dyck was the court painter of Charles I. These were 
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patronage relationships of a kind that seldom exists now. There 
were, of course, variations on this pattern. Some artists worked 
exclusively for single, powerful patrons, while others, like their 
twenty- and twenty-first-century counterparts, might paint, and 
then exhibit, without knowing who would purchase their work. 
Transactions could be mediated by dealers or dilettantes, do-
mestic or foreign—“but,” as Francis Haskell noted, “artists [in 
Baroque Italy] usually disliked the freedom of working for un-
known admirers, and with a few notable exceptions exhibitions 
were assumed to be the last resort of the unemployed.”2

In the realm of literature, the patron emerged as an espe-
cially important figure with the rise of print culture. Indeed, it 
has been suggested that it would make more sense to list and 
catalogue early modern works by the names of their patrons 
than by the names of their authors, since patronage was a much 
more powerful system than authorship in that period, and the 
imprint of the patron’s interests on the collectivity of the work 
he or she sponsored might be more telling than any assessment 
of the author’s supposed subjectivity. Only with the develop-
ment of the system of copyright, in the eighteenth century, did 
authorship really become the major factor in determining who 
“owned” a written work. This paradigm shift had far-reaching 
implications for literary patronage. The seventeenth-century 
poet and playwright Ben Jonson, famously sensitive on the ques-
tion of his social place, expressed satisfaction at the way he was 
treated at Penshurst, the home of the Sidney family,

Where the same beer and bread, and self-same wine
That is his lordship’s, shall be also mine.
And I not fain to sit (as some this day
At great men’s tables) and yet dine away.
Here no man tells my cups; nor standing by
A waiter, doth my gluttony envy; . . .
Nor, when I take my lodging, need I pray
For fire, or lights, or livery; all is there; . . . .

( Jonson, “To Penshurst” [1616])
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In this case the rather touchy poet felt, or wished to feel, like a 
guest rather than a servant in the house of his patron. But pa-
tronage was often less comfortable and more intrusive than the 
Penshurst ideal. Classic quotations on the topic are telling. We 
might compare the observation of the Painter in Shakespeare’s 
Timon of Athens—“When we for recompense have prais’d the 
vile, / It stains the glory in that happy verse / Which aptly sings 
the good”—with Francis Bacon’s testy remark that “books (such 
as are worthy the name of books) ought to have no patrons but 
truth and reason.” But in fact books in this period often did
have patrons and dedicatees, and in many cases the favor of the 
patron was crucial to the economic survival of the writer.

Perhaps the most famous contretemps between patron and 
“patronized” in English letters was the public quarrel between 
Dr. Samuel Johnson and his supposed patron, Lord Chester-
field. Johnson had sought Chesterfield’s assistance, without 
success, at a time when he was in deep financial need, and was 
hard at work on his pathbreaking Dictionary of the English Lan-
guage. Chesterfield was completely unresponsive until, many 
years later, the dictionary at last appeared in print, at which 
point it was belatedly accompanied by Chesterfield’s endorse-
ment. Johnson’s celebrated letter of rebuke, dated 1755, is a 
model of its kind:

My Lord:
I have been lately informed by the proprietor of the 

World that two Papers in which my Dictionary is recom-
mended to the Public were written by your Lordship. To 
be so distinguished is an honour which, being very little 
accustomed to favours from the Great, I know not well 
how to receive, or in what terms to acknowledge. . . .

Seven years, My lord have now past since I waited in 
your outward Rooms or was repulsed from your Door, dur-
ing which time I have been pushing on my work through 
difficulties of which it is useless to complain, and have 
brought it at last to the verge of Publication without one 
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Act of assistance, one word of encouragement, or one 
smile of favour. Such treatment I did not expect, for I 
never had a Patron before.

[. . .] Is not a Patron, My Lord, one who looks with uncon-
cern on a Man struggling for Life in the water and when he 
has reached ground encumbers him with help. The no-
tice which you have been pleased to take of my Labours, 
had it been early, had been kind; but it has been delayed 
till I am indifferent and cannot enjoy it, till I am solitary 
and cannot impart it, till I am known, and do not want it.

In Johnson’s Dictionary itself the first definition under “patron” 
was equally to the point: “One who countenances, supports or 
protects. Commonly a wretch who supports with indolence, 
and is paid with flattery.” It was after Johnson’s experience with 
Chesterfield that he famously altered a couplet in his poem 
“The Vanity of Human Wishes.” In the 1749 version of the poem, 
adapted from a satire of Juvenal, Johnson had catalogued a 
litany of woes, all concerned with the harshness of poverty:

There mark what ills the scholar’s life assail,
Toil, envy, want, the garret and the jail.

The penurious scholar worked, starved, competed with others 
for his livelihood, slept in an attic, might wind up in debtor’s 
prison. But in 1755, after the spat regarding the Dictionary’s 
patronage, he replaced the humble but anodyne “garret” with 
the far more pointed and personal “patron.” Henceforth the 
list of grievances would read, uncompromisingly,

Toil, envy, want, the patron and the jail.

The fact that a patron could so readily be summed up as part of 
the problem, rather than presented as the solution to it, tells the 
whole story in brief—for Johnson’s London, and for the ages.

Many recent writers, following Jürgen Habermas, have de-
scribed the eighteenth century as a time of expansion of the 
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public sphere, with attendant pleasures and dangers. Nowhere 
was this clearer than in the changing market for art and litera-
ture. Thus, for example, in a study forthrightly titled Painting for 
Money: The Visual Arts and the Public Sphere in Eighteenth-Century 
England, art historian David Solkin discusses “artists and writers 
about art who embraced the realities of a burgeoning market 
economy.” In this period, he notes, “for the first time in English 
history, paintings became an object of widespread capital in-
vestment; and alongside other cultural producers who contrib-
uted to an increasingly active trade in luxury goods, artists soon 
learned that many rules they had long accepted as absolute 
imperatives would have to give way to the higher laws of supply 
and demand.”3 During the first half of the eighteenth century, 
painters continued to work for individual patrons on commis-
sion, as they had in previous centuries. However, a new mode of 
display, the exhibition, created an increasingly important space 
for commercial competition among painters and sculptors. 
Ironically, the same century that produced Immanuel Kant’s 
famous definition of beauty as “disinterested” (interessenlos) also 
propelled art into the fray of commerce and the challenge of 
public taste—that is, into modernity.

Portrait painting, long a favorite of patrons and a mainstay 
of artists’ incomes, came under particular criticism as a species 
of “self-love.” Portrait painters, one observer said acidly, are 
“chiefl y obliged” to the

Vanity and Self-love of their Employers, Passions which must 
ever be gratified, and the Owners of them are ever ready 
(though Remiss upon other Occasion) to open their Purses 
to the irresistible Flattery of Portrait Painting. . . . For be 
the Taste and Fashion of the Times what they may, or let 
them vary ever so much, or be they ever so preposterous—
it is impossible for the Craft of Man to invent a Method to 
prevent the Sale of Portraits and Looking Glasses.4

(Recall the painter poking fun at the “glass-fac’d” flatterer in 
Timon of Athens.)
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Was a patron a vain narcissist or a generous underwriter and 
collector? The tension produced by these two ostensibly incom-
patible models of patronage emerges in the debates between 
two major eighteenth-century institutions: the Society of Artists 
of Great Britain and the Royal Academy. The Society fostered 
annual exhibitions for the sale of artwork. However, the Acad-
emy remained resistant to the notion of a general public that 
might consume art in a free marketplace. Sir Joshua Reynolds 
concisely presents the position of the Academy in his third Dis-
course on Art:

Be as select in those you endeavour to please, as in those 
whom you endeavor to imitate. Without love of fame you 
cannot do anything excellent, but by an excessive and un-
distinguishing thirst after it, you will come to have vul-
gar views; you will degrade your style; and your taste will 
be entirely corrupted. It is certain that the lowest style 
will be the most popular, as it falls within the compass 
of ignorance itself; and the Vulgar will always be pleased 
with what is natural, in the confined and misunderstood 
sense of the word. . . . I MENTION this, because our Ex-
hibitions, while they produce such admirable effects, by 
nourishing emulation and calling our genius, have also a 
mischievous tendency, by seducing the Painter to an am-
bition to please indiscriminately the mixed multitude of 
people who resort to them.5

Patrons continued to receive bad press at the hands of some of 
the most eloquent and nimble satirists of English literature and 
English art. William Blake, himself no fan of art schools, acad-
emies, or Sir Joshua Reynolds, wrote a series of torrid epigrams 
on the bad taste of the age, and particularly on the folly of 
aspiring English collectors. “You must agree that Rubens was a 
Fool / And yet you make him master of your School,” begins a 
short poem addressed “To English Connoisseurs,” and another 
chants “Rafael Sublime Majestic Graceful Wise . . . Rubens Low 
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Vulgar Stupid Ignorant,” and so on. Yet another of these barbed 
verses is entitled, with a fine diminuendo,

On the Great Encouragement
Given by English Nobility to Correggio Rubens
Rembrandt Reynolds Gainsborough Catalani
DuCrowe & Dilbury Doodle

But perhaps most striking among the frank and vivid epigrams 
that have been collected under the heading “On Art and Artists” 
is a little dialogue between the poet (who was also, of course, 
a painter and engraver) and a powerful allegorical woman 
whom he addresses as “Mother Outline”:6

“O dear Mother Outline! Of wisdom most sage,
What’s the first part of painting?” She said: “Patronage.”
“And what is the second, to please and engage?”
She frowned like a fury, and said, “Patronage.”
“And what is the third?” She put off old age,
And smil’d like a siren, and said, “Patronage.”7

In this delectable piece of Blakean fantasy, woman is divided 
into a familiar set of three parts (old wise woman, fury, siren), 
and the elusive and allusive word “Patronage” is given a full 
operatic performance in all of its contradictory dimensions: 
first oracular, then hissing, and finally, enduringly, seductive. 
Blake’s “patronage” hovers in the air, a ghostly afterimage, 
the smile of the siren lingering after the rest of the scene has 
faded. (A biographical aside: Blake’s own experiences with pa-
trons were largely unhappy. When he died in August 1827, he 
was destitute.)

As we have seen, the change of economic structures in the 
industrial age produced a shift in the patronizing class. No lon-
ger did nobility, royalty, and gentry have a monopoly on becom-
ing donors; nor were persons of humbler station the exclusive 
recipients of their largesse. Victorian patrons were often mem-
bers of the rising middle class, while some of the artists they 
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patronized were gentry, or, at the least, moved in sophisticated 
social circles. One result of this social reversal was that the new 
patrons, less confident about their knowledge of art history, 
began to pour money into the purchase of new art.8 Here is the 
classic formulation of Lady Elizabeth Eastlake, an author and 
critic who was also the wife of the president of the Royal Acad-
emy, and director of the National Gallery.

The patronage which had been almost exclusively the priv-
ilege of the nobility and higher gentry, was now shared (to 
be subsequently almost engrossed) by a wealthy and intel-
ligent class, chiefly enriched by commerce and trade; the 
notebook of the painter, while it exhibited lowlier names, 
showing henceforth higher prices. To this gradual trans-
fer of patronage another advantage very important to the 
painter was owing: namely, that collections, entirely of 
modern and sometimes only of living artists, began to be 
formed. For one sign of the good sense of the nouveau-
riche consisted in a consciousness of his ignorance upon 
matters of connoisseurship. This led him to seek an article 
fresh from the painter’s loom, in preference to any haz-
ardous attempts at the discrimination of older fabrics.9

Thus the upwardly mobile Victorians began to collect “con-
temporary art.” Art contemporary to themselves, of course—the 
works of painters like Frith and Landseer. They may not have 
known much about art, but they knew what they liked, and 
bought it.

Artists either complied with their new class of patrons, or 
grumbled—in public and private. Dante Gabriel Rossetti, who 
had made himself vulnerable to a particular patron’s wishes 
because he wanted to avoid the judgment of a public exhi-
bition, complained in a letter to Ford Madox Brown about 
Frederick Leyland, a wealthy Liverpool shipowner, who had 
been his generous supporter: “I have often said that to be an 
artist is just the same thing as to be a whore, as far as depen-
dence on the whims and fancies of individuals is concerned.”10
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J. M. Whistler had a similar relationship, and a similar break, 
with Leyland, when Whistler’s extravagant and beautiful design 
for the Peacock Room in Leyland’s house proved too costly for 
the patron’s taste. Leyland paid only half the requested two 
hundred guineas, and the two parted company acrimoniously. 
When Whistler subsequently went bankrupt, he was not reti-
cent about blaming the situation on his former patron.

Patronizing Modernity

Throughout Europe, the pattern and personalities of patronage 
shifted over time, as economic circumstances changed and art-
ists began to negotiate on their own, acknowledging the need 
to sell or place their work. This shift, indeed, laid the ground-
work for the modern system that integrates artists in a network 
of social and fiscal relations. The French Academy—like its Brit-
ish counterpart—had actively discouraged its members from 
combining the sale of art with artistic production, forbidding 
artists “to do anything to permit the confounding of two such 
different things as a mercenary profession and the status of 
Academicians.”

But a new group of dealers representing painters and sculp-
tors began to develop in France—and elsewhere—in the nine-
teenth century. Renoir, for one, declared, “there’s only one in-
dicator for telling the value of paintings, and that is the sale 
room.”11 Gauguin had been a stockbroker. Both Theo van Gogh 
and his better-known brother worked as dealers for many years, 
and, indeed, Vincent regarded his brother as both an aesthetic 
collaborator and a representative.12 Picasso was represented 
by Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler and then by the entrepreneurial 
Paul Rosenberg, who set up for his client gallery exhibitions 
from Paris across Europe and then in the United States. By the 
1930s—the decade in which the Museum of Modern Art’s pow-
erful director, Alfred Barr, mounted a retrospective of Picasso’s 
work—the relationships among galleries, dealers, curators, and 
museum exhibitions had been fashioned into a highly beneficial 
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and workable patronage system. This system functioned well into 
the later twentieth century, and it is still preeminent today.13

Twentieth-century writers, too, continued to have their pa-
trons. Once again, this relationship often remained highly am-
bivalent: talent and money were equally eroticized, and some 
species of creative ingratitude was perhaps inevitable. The pa-
tronage relationships of modern authors were often further 
complicated by social and personal issues such as class, sex, 
and race, all of which exacerbated both the difference between 
patron and patronized and their mutual imbrication. One strik-
ing example may perhaps stand for many others.

A wealthy white widow, Charlotte van de Veer Quick Mason, 
became the patron of several key figures in the Harlem Re-
naissance, including Alain Locke, Zora Neale Hurston, Aaron 
Douglas, and Langston Hughes. Mason, who liked to be called 
“Godmother,” gave funding to support black artists, but re-
quired a certain degree of reciprocity. She shared the view of 
many at the time that Negro art and culture were suffused with 
spirituality and primitive energy, and vocally differed with Fred-
erick Douglass, the “father of African art,” when he disagreed 
with this romantic ideal. Her story provides an all-too-vivid ex-
ample of the doubled valence, and danger, of “patronizing the 
arts.” Mason gave funds to underwrite the play Mule Bone, coau-
thored by Hurston and Hughes (later, when she withdrew her 
support from Hughes, a rift developed between the two writers, 
and Hurston claimed the play as her own). The dapper Hughes 
was asked to cut back on his social life, and received gifts of 
clothing and opera tickets. Mason also asked him to accompany 
her to balls and other public functions. She advised him on the 
content and tone of his first novel, Not Without Laughter (1930),
and he was ultimately dissatisfied with some of the changes she 
suggested.

In his autobiography, Langston Hughes wrote about the 
difficulties of this patronage relation: “. . . having just been 
through a tense and disheartening winter after a series of mis-
understandings with the kind lady who had been my patron. 
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She wanted me to be more African than Harlem—primitive in 
the simple, intuitive, and noble sense of the word. I couldn’t 
be, having grown up in Kansas City, Chicago and Cleveland.”14

Langston Hughes split from Mason in 1930, although he wrote 
her letters seeking to reinstate the connection. And he lost 
touch, as a result of the schism, with Locke and Hurston, who 
remained loyal and indebted to their “Godmother” for patron-
age and support.

With certain exceptions—like the $100 million-plus donation 
that the heiress Ruth Lilly made to Poetry Magazine in 200215—
literary patrons are less visible today than in previous decades 
and centuries. Perhaps this is because the profession of “writer” 
has now attached itself to a brave new world of publishing and 
contracts, agents and editors, bookstores, magazines, and jour-
nals, not to mention the worlds of self-publishing (pioneered in 
the nineteenth century by Emily Dickinson and Walt Whitman) 
and the world of the weblog. Writers often teach writing, either 
in colleges and universities or in evening programs, summer 
institutes, or institutions for “life-long learning.” The creative 
writing lectureship or professorship and the book contract—
tantalizingly described in six or very occasionally seven figures—
are the patronage units of the present day.

Postmodern (Post-)Patrons

The twenty-first century continues to see analogous transforma-
tions in the business of the visual arts: contemporary patronage 
networks increasingly include not only collectors but also gal-
lerists, who perform a number of the financially sustaining and 
personally inspiriting roles that were fulfilled in earlier years 
by the individual patron. Dealers like Leo Castelli and Illeana 
Sonnabend (both based in New York) have given monthly sti-
pends to the artists affiliated with their galleries, sometimes 
supporting them through years of meager sales. Some dealers 
assist with production costs, which can be significant in certain 
cases. Take Jeff Koons, for instance, whose forty-three-foot-high 
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topiary sculpture Puppy required not only a steel frame but 
the laborious installation of hundreds of living flowers and 
plants. Although the standard activities connected with repre-
senting artists remain—placing the work in private collections 
or in museums, photographing and archiving new work, and 
so on—the modern dealer is also a friend, confidant, personal 
manager, and publicist.16 And in the world of the “art star,” the 
world of present-day art, gallerists are also competing with one 
another for high-profile artists, and artists are switching gal-
leries and representation in a series of economic moves that 
resemble the “free agency” in professional sports.

In practice, dealers have long been part of the process of 
taste-making at the heart of this new structure of art-world pa-
tronage. However, this social and economic fact has sometimes 
struck observers as contravening a cherished notion of art. The 
fact that the critic Roberta Smith, writing in the New York Times
in celebration of the booming Chelsea art scene, has to defend it 
against accusations that it is “dealer driven” in contrast with the 
purer “artist-driven” Soho, draws attention to the persistent ro-
manticism of this idea of pure art. “The dealers,” wrote Smith,

are exactly what’s best about Chelsea. As small, basically 
family-run businesses, commercial galleries are the clos-
est link between new art and the everyday public. Unlike 
increasingly corporate, supposedly non-profit museums, 
they are run by one or two people who decide what will 
go on view, without having to get permission from a direc-
tor, board of trustees or corporate sponsor—and admis-
sion is free. The dealer may even look longer and think 
harder than his or her museum counterparts, because the 
dealer’s own money is on the line. And the link between 
the art and the public is especially direct in Chelsea; the 
glass-fronted spaces currently in favor allow pedestrians to 
see a great deal of art without ever leaving the sidewalk.17

That galleries should have come to rival museums in the ambi-
tiousness of their exhibitions—another point Smith makes—says 
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something suggestive about the current state of arts patronage. 
And the “backlash” against the Chelsea scene, which condemns 
it as overly commercial and homogeneous, “a consensus of me-
diocrity and frivolousness” according to one gallery dealer, is 
likewise indicative of the unease produced by the specter of 
artistic success and its indebtedness to dealers, to museum do-
nors, and to the public.

Many of today’s artists still work on contract or on commis-
sion. While this practice is most visible among architects, it is 
also common to some other studio artists. They may occasion-
ally find wealthy patrons who are also deeply knowledgeable 
about contemporary art—patrons like Eli Broad, a collector 
and sponsor, who built two Fortune 500 companies over five
decades, before turning to a full-time life of what is now called 
venture philanthropy; or Agnes Gund, president emerita of 
the Museum of Modern Art, a lifelong collector of modern 
and contemporary art, and an early patron of major artists like 
Robert Rauschenberg, Mark Rothko, and Jasper Johns. But de-
spite all the language one hears about “modern Medicis,” by 
and large most artists are independent workers, not contracted 
to patrons in the old Renaissance fashion, which is to say that 
they are in fact dependent on grants from foundations and the 
government, and on teaching, to support their studio work 
and exhibitions.

Here is where government, academia, commerce, and the 
arts come together in a potentially fruitful but also contesta-
tory relation.

Culture Vultures

Like “hodgepodge,” “higgledy-piggledy,” “legal eagle” (or “legal 
beagle”), and “fag hag,” all current entries in the Oxford English 
Dictionary, the phrase “culture vulture” has a built-in pseudo-
logic based upon its rhyme. Also, newspapers love it. It is a term 
that catches the eye in a headline. (Here are some recent sight-
ings: “The Candidates as Culture Vultures.” “Why the Queen 
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Is No Culture Vulture.” “Material Girl Turns Culture Vulture.” 
“Hungry French Culture Vultures Feed on Eng Lit.”)18

But it is also, of course, a phrase with a history.
By the time the term “culture vultures” appears in Dylan 

Thomas’s Quite Early One Morning (1954), it has already ac-
quired a negative connotation. The context, alas, is “A Visit 
to America,” a description of the voracious and indiscriminate 
appetite for visiting artists, novelists, and lecturers making their 
way, and their income, from Europe to America. The date of 
this devastating little account is 1953, but—allowing for global-
ization and for some slight shift in gender politics away from the 
automatic derogation of women’s clubs—the narrative is not 
unfamiliar. Let me treat you to Thomas’s unbeatable prose:

See the garrulous others . . . . gabbing and garlanded from 
one nest of culture-vultures to another: people selling the 
English way of life and condemning the American way as 
they swig and guzzle through it; people resurrecting the 
theories of surrealism for the benefit of remote parochial 
female audiences who did not know it was dead, not hav-
ing ever known it was alive; people talking about Etruscan 
pots and pans to a bunch of dead pans and wealthy pots 
in Boston.19

While today it is obligatory for performers to speak highly, 
even fawningly, of their audiences—every baseball and football 
player thanks the fans—in those earlier, more robust, and less 
politically correct times visiting lecturers, from Sigmund Freud 
to Oscar Wilde, were happy to be lionized while privately, and 
not so privately, deploring the comical limitations of their au-
diences. Thomas takes the measure of both sides. As you can 
see, the garrulous—and bibulous—lecturers come in for as 
much genial irony as the culture vultures. But—as you can also 
see—the term has a powerful persuasiveness. Call it the fl ip 
side of “patronizing”—in this case the protégé patronizes his 
public, if only for a New York (or Boston) minute. But Dylan 
Thomas was, happily, atypical, and even he took more pleasure 
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in the access to his admiring public than he was here willing to 
acknowledge.

Patrons of Culture

The relation between an individual patron and his or her pro-
tégés was always, of course, only one model of “patronizing the 
arts.” Participatory patronage meant that many people could be 
“patrons” in a sense that came closer to cultural consumption than 
to cultural production. As early as the time of Charles Dickens 
the notion of the “patron” had come to mean sponsor in a slightly 
different sense, a sense that continues in arts organizations (and 
fund-raising) today. In Dickens’s brilliant novel Our Mutual Friend,
the kindly common man, Mr. Boffin, who has unexpectedly in-
herited the estate of his rich employer, voices his impatience with 
patronage as a mode of social climbing for the middle class:

“Patrons and Patronesses, and Vice-Patrons and Vice-
Patronesses, and Deceased Patrons and Deceased Patron-
esses, and Ex-Vice Patrons and Ex-Vice Patronesses, what 
does it all mean . . . ?

“I can’t go anywhere without being Patronized. I don’t 
want to be Patronized. If I buy a ticket for a Flower Show, 
or a Music Show, or any sort of Show, and pay pretty heavy 
for it, why am I to be Patroned and Patronessed as if the 
Patrons and Patronesses treated me? If there’s a good 
thing to be done, can’t it be done on its own merits? If 
there’s a bad thing to be done, can it ever be Patroned 
and Patronessed right? Yet when a new Institution’s going 
to be built, it seems to me that the bricks and mortar 
ain’t made of half so much consequence as the Patrons 
and Patronesses; no, nor yet the objects. I wish somebody 
would tell me whether other countries get Patronized to 
anything like the extent of this one! And as to the Patrons 
and Patronesses themselves, I wonder they’re not ashamed 
of themselves. They ain’t Pills, or Hair-Washes, or Invigo-
rating Nervous Essences, to be puffed in that way!”20
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Allowing for Mr. Boffin’s uncommon frankness—this is the 
Emperor’s New Clothes moment for modern patronage—his 
description of contemporary Patrons and Patronesses, “puffed” 
on the playbills and plaques of cultural institutions, has a dis-
quietingly familiar (and modern) ring. “The art patrons of the 
Renaissance,” S. N. Behrman observed shrewdly, “had them-
selves painted into the pictures they commissioned; because 
their American counterparts lived too late to have this service 
performed for them, they had to gain their immortality by buy-
ing collections and putting them in public museums.”21 The 
Frick Collection. The Guggenheim Museum. The Getty Insti-
tute. The Morgan Library. The Kimbell Museum. The Broad 
Center for the Arts. Today “patron” and “donor” are carefully 
calibrated levels of fund-raising at cultural institutions like mu-
seums and theater companies. And instead of the image of the 
donor, we have the donor’s name, whether corporate or per-
sonal, inscribed on the entablature or the letterhead.

If Dickens’s litany of “ex-vice patronesses” and so forth seems 
excessive, consider the patronage options open to a twenty-
fi rst-century donor. At the American Repertory Theatre in Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts, contributions are gratefully recorded and 
acknowledged from generous supporters who run the fi scal 
gamut from guardian angel to archangel to angel, and then, 
shifting from the celestial to the merely terrestrial sphere of giv-
ing, to (in order of generosity) benefactor, producer, partner, 
patron, and finally sponsor. What can be gleaned from this Great 
Chain of Funding is, among other things, that the principles of 
grade inflation function at all levels of cultural taxonomy. The 
once exalted patron is now near the bottom of the heap, while 
even the angel, long a term of endearment in the annals of 
theatrical management, is trumped—and out-trumpeted—by 
the guardian angel.

Arts venues have long been naming opportunities indebted 
to the generosity of individual patrons or corporate sponsors. 
The Art Institute of Chicago offers Ford Free Tuesdays, cour-
tesy of the car-maker, not the foundation. New York’s storied 
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Broadway theaters now include the American Airlines Theatre 
(formerly the Selwyn), the Ford Center for the Performing Arts 
(aka the Lyric and Apollo Theaters), and the Cadillac Winter 
Garden (founded as the Winter Garden in 1911, adopted by 
the Cadillac motor company in 2002). Boston’s Citi Perform-
ing Arts Center, once called the Metropolitan Theatre (1925) 
and later the Music Hall (1962), was renamed CitiWang Center 
for the Performing Arts in 1983 after a generous gift from phi-
lanthropist An Wang, founder of Wang Laboratories.

This onomastic explosion in the arts corresponds, it is per-
haps needless to say, to the general tendency to put a corporate 
or commercial brand on other entertainment venues, notably 
sports stadiums. Among major-league baseball teams, the Texas 
Rangers play at Ameriquest Field, the Detroit Tigers in Com-
erica Park, the Chicago White Sox at U.S. Cellular Field, the 
San Diego Padres at PETCO Park, the Philadelphia Phillies 
at Citizens Bank Park, the Tampa Bay Devil Rays at Tropicana 
Field. These are the names as of this writing, but there is no 
guarantee that they will remain so. The naming rights function 
like high-end billboards; Chase Field, the home of the Arizona 
Diamondbacks, was previously Bank One Ballpark. The former 
Enron Field, home of the Houston Astros, is now Minute Maid 
Park, although Houston is not renowned for its orange groves. 
And I have not even mentioned the Allstate Sugar Bowl (for-
merly the Nokia Sugar Bowl) or the Tostitos Fiesta Bowl.

Perhaps the winner in this name-change sweepstakes, though, 
is the golf tournament known from 2004 to 2006 as the Cialis 
Western Open, the second oldest professional golf tournament 
in the United States. Beginning life as the Western Open, it be-
came in the palmy eighties the Beatrice Western Open (named 
after Beatrice Foods, not Dante’s ideal love), and then in rapid 
succession the Centel Western Open, the Sprint Western Open, 
the Motorola Western Open, the Advil Western Open, and then 
the Cialis Western Open. In 2006 the event was scheduled for a 
complete makeover, and was renamed the BMW Championship. 
From Cialis to BMW—talk about the Ultimate Driving Machine.
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It may be hard to top these commercial and cultural transi-
tions, but the arts are doing the best they can to keep up. Like 
other kinds of institutions, the visual and performing arts have 
long offered naming opportunities for bricks and mortar, as 
well as for endowments: a gift from Laurence A. and Preston 
Robert Tisch made possible, in 1982, the purchase and reno-
vation of space for what would become the Tisch School of 
the Arts at NYU, and philanthropists Edythe L. and Eli Broad 
made a major contribution to enable the construction of the 
Broad Art Center at UCLA. Buildings, galleries, theaters, and 
museums are traditional beneficiaries of sponsor generosity.

But a new aspect of arts patronage has now entered the fray, 
with the decision of ballet companies to auction off, not their 
theaters or seats, but their top dancers. As Erika Kinetz re-
ported in the New York Times, “American ballet companies have 
recently begun allowing donors to sponsor individual dancers, 
for amounts that range from $2,500 to $100,000 a year. Some 
ballet companies even compile and distribute rosters, which 
look eerily like shopping lists, specifying their dancers’ ranks 
and prices.” In nineteenth-century Europe and America, liai-
sons between rich men and female dancers were sometimes fos-
tered by management. But the Times article focused—perhaps 
as a sign of the times (and the Times)—not on men sponsoring 
women, but instead on women sponsoring men.22

Two large color photographs of smiling women and the 
male dancers they had paid top dollar to sponsor adorned the 
top half of the Dance page. And the text emphasized that this 
sponsorship was “practical” and “friendly,” not “intimate” or 
erotic. The sponsor of an American Ballet Theatre principal 
dancer gave cooking tips to his girlfriend (another principal 
dancer with the company). The sponsor of a male dancer with 
the Atlanta Ballet planned to invite him home for dinner with 
her four sons. For his part, the dancer acknowledged his sense 
of obligation to his patron—“to be quite frank, they are pay-
ing your salary”—and said he planned not only to accept the 
dinner invitation (“I would definitely rotate my schedule to 
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accommodate anything”) but also to cook her dinner and send 
her birthday gifts.23

The sponsor is not always a single individual; several of the 
ABT sponsors were couples or family groups. In other cases, as 
with the Houston Ballet, the company asks donors to “endow 
a dancer position, in the manner of an endowed chair at a 
symphony or university, rather than to sponsor an individual 
artist.”24 This practice both protects the funding—if a dancer 
leaves the company, the funding stays—and also guards against 
overpersonalization. But the American Ballet Theatre posts 
the patron’s name on its Web site: “Mr. ——’s performances at 
American Ballet Theatre are sponsored by ——.”

A full-color spread in the New York Times Magazine heralded
the rise of a long-suppressed type, the “patron sweetheart.”25

Full-color, full-page photographs in the style of a Vogue or Van-
ity Fair magazine cover featured five New York women, most 
in their thirties, one a youthful twenty-six, each surrounded 
by works of art they collect or sponsor. The information in 
the captions reflects this curious combination of art patron-
age and personal shopping. Thus the description of Allison 
Sarofim, the daughter of two wealthy Texas art collectors, ends, 
“Sarofim’s own collection includes the Rothko over the fire-
place. Zac Posen dress, $1,600.” Another patron was identified
not only by “the three paintings by de Kooning that surround 
her but also by her Chloe dress, $2,560. www.neimanmarcus.com.
Christina Addison earrings, Manolo Blahnik sandals.” The price 
of the dress and the Neiman Marcus Web site from which you 
could buy it were given in the text.

This feature appeared in the Times Style pages, not the Art 
section, and a certain amount of having-it-both-ways journal-
istic schadenfreude seemed to accompany the description of 
its subjects, described in the article as “not Bergdorf blondes 
looking for a cause between collagen injections and lunch at 
Le Cirque” but rather “the behind-the-scenes movers and shak-
ers, planning the parties, picking the art.” What is probably 
most telling, and most symptomatic, is the evocation, in the 
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first line of the brief (one-paragraph) article that accompanies 
the glam photographs, of the telltale M-word. M, for Medici. 
Here is the opening sentence: “The fall, for Manhattan’s young 
Medici types, can be grueling—with galas and openings and 
armory-size antiques-fests clogging up the social calendar well 
into winter.”

Let’s leave aside for a moment the fact that the armories of the 
Medicis were quite possibly clogged with weaponry rather than 
with antiques. The idea of these “patron sweethearts” as young 
Medici types is, nonetheless, both alluring and suggestive.

We are, in fact, in the midst of a full-scale Medici revival in 
popular culture—the second time as farce. A four-part series on 
PBS in 2004 was called The Medici, Godfathers of the Renaissance,
and the Mafia analogy was insistent and deliberate. CBS’s 60
Minutes went to Italy to observe the exhumation of the Medici 
family tombs by some historians of medicine, in a program en-
titled Tales from the Crypt (broadcast October 3, 2004). But why 
was this headline stuff for 60 Minutes? The double valence of 
the Medicis (lurid family history, patrons of high culture) made 
them both irresistible and contemporary. The Medicis-R-Us. Or 
so we would like to think. 

Indeed this idea—that there is a new class of American Medi-
cis, movers and shakers who are patrons of the arts—has been 
a tempting one for more than half a century. For Senator John 
F. Kennedy, even as he campaigned for the presidency in 1960, 
this was a role to be fulfilled by an enlightened government. 
As he wrote in a letter to the editor of the periodical Musical
America (which describes itself today as “the business source 
for the performing arts”), “There is a connection, hard to ex-
plain logically but easy to feel, between achievement in public 
life and progress in the arts. The age of Pericles was also the 
age of Phidias. The age of Lorenzo de Medici was also the age 
of Leonardo da Vinci. The age of Elizabeth was also the age of 
Shakespeare. And the New Frontier for which I campaign in 
public life can also be a new frontier for the American arts.”26

In this case the Medici function was to be fulfilled not by the 
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individual patron but by the government. And as we are about 
to see, this mode of sponsorship, too, has its pitfalls.

A Late Frost

At John F. Kennedy’s inauguration in 1961, he sought to em-
phasize the difference between his White House and Dwight 
Eisenhower’s by incorporating a celebrated American poet into 
the proceedings. The poet he chose was Robert Frost, then in 
his eighties, a former poetry consultant to the Library of Con-
gress. After Kennedy’s own stirring remarks—“Ask not what 
your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your 
country”—he turned the podium over to Frost, who had written 
a new poem, entitled “Dedication,” for the inaugural occasion. 
(The poem was later published as “For John F. Kennedy, His 
Inauguration.”) But—as anyone who saw these events on televi-
sion will vividly recall—Washington, D.C. had just emerged from 
a winter storm, and the glare of the sun on the snow blinded 
Frost from seeing his text. (In those long-ago days, his poem was 
on a piece of paper, blowing in the wind, not mounted invisibly 
upon a teleprompter.) Although Kennedy and Vice-president-
elect Lyndon Johnson tried to shield the aging poet’s eyes from 
the sun, he could not read. So Frost abandoned his occasional 
poem and recited, instead, one he knew by heart, the familiar 
and powerful poem called “The Gift Outright”:

The land was ours before we were the land’s.
She was our land more than a hundred years
Before we were her people. She was ours
In Massachusetts, in Virginia.
But we were England’s, still colonials,
Possessing what we still were unpossessed by,
Possessed by what we now no more possessed. . . .
Such as we were we gave ourselves outright
(The deed of gift was many deeds of war)
To the land vaguely realizing westward,



24 chapter 1

But still unstoried, artless, unenhanced,
Such as she was, such as she will become.27

The poem today sounds, in a way, astonishingly politically 
incorrect, full of paeans to mastery, ownership, and expansion, 
ignoring the preexistence in “our” land of many native peoples, 
many prior stories, arts, and enhancements, not to mention the 
practice of slavery that made the rhetoric of possession seem 
double-edged at best. Ishmael Reed would observe many years 
later, “Frost’s poem is the last gasp of the settler sensibility. It 
says the country was created so it could be occupied by Europe-
ans.”28 This is the danger of trying to patronize poets who are 
still alive: they might write something the patrons—or a later 
cultural sensibility—find embarrassing. But it is not the busi-
ness of poetry to be politically correct.

“The Gift Outright” was, and is, a powerful poem, stirring in 
its rhythms, patriotic in its themes, the perfect complement to 
Kennedy’s own clarion call to the nation. Originally written in 
1942, in the midst of World War II, it was a hot war poem for 
a cold war time. Whether they admired it or deplored it, those 
who were there remembered it. Poet Derek Walcott, who noted 
all the flaws in the poem, had this to say about the occasion: 
“By then as much an emblem of the republic as any rubicund 
senator, with his flying white hair, an endangered species like 
a rare owl, there was the old poet who, between managing the 
fluttering white hair and the fluttering white paper, had to re-
cite what seemed more like an elegy than a benediction.”29 And
another poet, Galway Kinnell, recalled the moment, memora-
bly, in his poem called “For Robert Frost.”

I saw you once on the TV,
Unsteady at the lectern,
The flimsy white leaf
Of hair standing straight up
In the wind, among top hats,
Old farmer and son
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Of worse winters than this,
Stopped in the first dazzle

Of the District of Columbia,
Suddenly having to pay
For the cheap onionskin,
The worn-out ribbon, the eyes
Wrecked from writing poems
For us—stopped,
Lonely before millions,
The paper jumping in your grip,

And as the Presidents
Also on the platform
Began flashing nervously
Their Presidential smiles
For the harmless old guy,
And poets watching on the TV
Started thinking, Well that’s
The end of that tradition,

And the managers of the event
Said, Boys this is it,
This sonofabitch poet
Is gonna croak,
Putting the paper aside
You drew forth
From your great faithful heart
The poem.30

This image, genuine twenty-four-carat American pathos with a 
timely touch of King Lear, depends for its effectiveness—and 
it is very effective—upon the contrast between the frail, aged 
man and the robust, powerful poem. (And also, we might note 
in passing, upon the contrast between the oral and the written, 
the former, in this case, a kind of guarantor of authenticity. 
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“Putting the paper aside . . . You drew forth / From your . . . 
heart / The poem.”)

What would have happened if Frost had read, instead, the 
poem he had composed for the occasion? Here is how “Dedica-
tion” begins:

Summoning artists to participate
In the august occasions of the state
Seems something artists ought to celebrate.
Today is for my cause a day of days.
And his be poetry’s old-fashioned praise
Who was the first to think of such a thing.
This verse that in acknowledgement I bring
Goes back to the beginning of the end
Of what had been for centuries the trend;
A turning point in modern history.31

The poem ends—and would have ended, that cold and sunny 
January day—with a trumpet blast and a bathetic thump:

It makes the prophet in us all presage
The glory of a next Augustan age
Of a power leading from its strength and pride,
Of a young ambition eager to be tried,
Firm in our free beliefs without dismay,
In any game the nations want to play.
A golden age of poetry and power
Of which this noonday’s the beginning hour.

All things considered, I think we may be thankful for that gust 
of wind and that blinding glare that replaced an “occasional” 
poem of far lesser merit, written under the pressure of patron-
age, with a better poem written without it. The event, watched 
by millions on television, gave new (if brief) prestige to poetry in 
America, and—as the New York Times noted years later, “earned 
[Frost] unofficial recognition as the poet laureate of the United 
States.”32 And yet there were many who did take exception to 
the “American exceptionalism” expressed in his poem.
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The next president to invite a poet to speak at his inaugu-
ral was Bill Clinton, thirty-two years later. The poet was Maya 
Angelou, and the poem, “On the Pulse of Morning,” was the 
first actually written and performed for the inauguration of a 
president. It is never possible to guess at a poet’s motivation 
or inspiration for writing a particular poem, but some aspects 
of Angelou’s verse seemed to suggest that she had read Frost’s 
“The Gift Outright” (the poem he performed, not the poem he 
wrote for the Kennedy inaugural) and that she was speaking 
back to it. She cited, for example, all those who might have 
been thought to have been excluded from Frost’s colonial “gift”:

the Asian, the Hispanic, the Jew,
The African, the Native American, the Sioux,
The Catholic, the Muslim, the French, the Greek
The Irish, the Rabbi, the Priest, the Sheik,
The Gay, the Straight, the Preacher,
The privileged, the homeless, the Teacher.

Predictably, the poem itself got mixed reviews, though many 
people praised the poet’s energy and delivery. “I felt that woman 
could have read the side of a cereal box,” said novelist Louise 
Erdrich. “Her presence was so powerful and momentous.” A 
“prominent poet” who declined to have his name used told a 
reporter for the Washington Post, “I was hoping that it would 
be short, and it was long,” adding that “Maya Angelou is to 
Robert Frost as Bill Clinton is to John Kennedy.” “The Gift Out-
right” had been sixteen lines long; “On the Pulse of Morning” 
was thirteen stanzas long and took five and a half minutes to 
read. Rita Dove, who had won a Pulitzer Prize for her own po-
etry, sought to reposition Angelou’s poem as part of a different 
genre of verse: “I wouldn’t compare it to a poem I’ll read over 
and over again in silence. That’s not the kind of poem it was 
meant to be. It’s a song, really.”33

On the other hand, the poem certainly served a political pur-
pose. Bill Clinton said he loved it and would hang a copy in the 
White House. “Having a black woman poet was a wonderful 
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symbol,” said Louise Erdrich, and it was Angelou’s presence 
as symbol, personality, and inspiration that lingered after the 
event. The poem itself promptly became a best seller, under-
scoring Maya Angelou’s reputation as a poet of the people, 
rather than a poet’s poet. The fact that she had written the 
poem became as important as the poem she had written.

At Clinton’s second inaugural, Arkansas poet Miller Williams 
read a poem called “Of History and Hope” (it will not be for-
gotten that Bill Clinton was a native of Hope, Arkansas; Maya 
Angelou had also ended her poem, perhaps subliminally, “with 
hope”).

But since that time this presidential precedent has fallen into 
abeyance. As the Associated Press reported in January 2001, 
“President-elect Bush has decided not to include a poet at his 
inauguration. A spokeswoman for the Presidential Inaugural 
Committee, Natalie Rule, cited no reason for his decision.”34

The AP writer, succumbing to temptation, began this brief 
item, “It’ll be an inaugural with no doggerel.”

Once More, O Ye Laurels

Robert Frost was an unofficial “poet laureate,” working—and 
writing—on behalf of the head of state, but the title “laureate” 
was not awarded to poets in the United States until more than 
twenty years after his death. The history of this curious office, in 
effect that of government poet, will suggest some of the compli-
cations that come about when the patron is the king, president, 
governor, or (most complicated of all) “we the people.” The 
result, as you will see, is not always sanguine or salubrious.

The term “laureate” literally means “crowned with laurel 
leaves,” or “bays.” (As Andrew Marvell puts it, in a poem about 
the resistance to worldly fame, “How vainly men themselves 
amaze / To win the palm, the oak, or bays.”35) According to 
Greek mythology, the god Apollo, patron of poetry and music, 
chased the nymph Daphne, who fled to a riverbank, where with 
the help of a river god she was transformed into the laurel tree; 
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Apollo thenceforth wore a laurel wreath as a sign of his love for 
her. Ancient and medieval poets were often literally crowned 
with laurel wreaths. The most famous paintings of Dante show 
him thus bedecked. Petrarch’s beloved Laura was both a lady 
named “Laura” and a laurel tree (il lauro). The poet makes love 
to the idea of poetic fame. When she dies, he writes poems. 
The death of Laura becomes the birth of the laureate.

In England, Ben Jonson had been an “unofficial” laureate 
for James I, a literary king, but the office itself was created 
in the time of Charles II, and the first real “poet laureate” of 
Britain was John Dryden, appointed in 1670. A record of that 
time lists the new court officer among others of “His Majesties 
Servants in Ordinary,” including “One Geographer, One Histo-
riographer, One Hydrographer, One Library Keeper, one Poet 
Laureat, one Publick Notary.” The original fee for the Laure-
ate was £100, plus a “butt of sack.” (When a later laureate tried 
to get the payment in wine converted to a payment in cash, 
the wine was mysteriously included in the £100 fee by the thrifty 
monarch—a case of wine turning into water, rather than the 
other way around.)36

Initially the official laureate was a combination of panegyrist 
and propagandist—a role that is no longer held in govern-
ment by a poet, but is nonetheless recognizable as a function 
of several of our paid officials. The two occasions for which 
“occasional poems” were required were New Year’s Day and the 
king’s birthday, on each of which the laureate was to produce 
an ode that would be set to music and performed in the pres-
ence of royalty. Early laureates labored mightily under these 
thankless tasks—the Hanoverian Georges were particularly tin-
eared when it came to English poetry.

Dryden himself was already a celebrated poet and dramatist 
when he was appointed to first official laureate. (It is worth 
noting that most of the next several laureates were dramatists, 
not—as today—lyric poets.) Documents of the period describ-
ing the new laureate call him “the most ingenious and learned 
John Dryden.”37 But a roll call of his successors will indicate 
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the degree to which fame can be fleeting: Thomas Shadwell, 
Nahum Tate, Nicholas Rowe, Laurence Eusden, Colley Ciber, 
William Whitehead, Henry Pye, and Alfred Austin are no lon-
ger household words, if they ever were, although—to be fair—
it is also the case that Wordsworth, Tennyson, Robert Bridges, 
and John Masefield have held this (increasingly symbolic) 
post. Some who were asked declined the honor, not wishing to 
spend their time writing birthday odes to kings.

In the nineteenth century the office became overtly ceremo-
nial, no longer requiring “any onerous or disagreeable duties.” 
Queen Victoria’s prime minister Robert Peel wrote to Word-
sworth, who had initially turned down the post, “Do not be 
deterred by the fear of any obligations which the appointment 
may be supposed to imply. I will undertake that you shall have 
nothing required of you.” The laureateship was an honor, of-
fered simply because of Wordsworth’s “eminence as a poet.”38

Wordsworth accepted it in the same spirit, as an honor that 
expressed “a sense of the national importance of Poetic Litera-
ture.”39 We should notice that this tribute came at the end of his 
career, not when Wordsworth was a young radical but when he 
was an old and established figure. Aged seventy-three, and long 
resident in the Lake District far from London, Wordsworth bor-
rowed a suit of court clothes from the literary socialite Samuel 
Rogers in order to attend a levee at the behest of the sovereign, 
then returned immediately to the mountains and the lakes. In 
the seven years that ensued between his appointment as poet 
laureate and his death, he never wrote a poem, or indeed so 
much as a line of poetry, in connection with the office.

This lack was made up, and more, by the laureate who fol-
lowed, Alfred Tennyson, who held the rank for forty years, and 
wrote much distinguished and moving occasional verse. It is 
worth noting, though, that even Tennyson disliked the implica-
tions of the title. “Writing to order is what I hate,” he said. “They 
think a poet can write poems to order as a bootmaker makes 
boots.”40 Despite this reluctance—born, it should be noted, 
from the bad reputation the word “laureate” had acquired 
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since its first official use in England—it was Tennyson, more 
than any other poet, who gave prestige and meaning to the 
modern role of poet laureate. He fulfilled the promise implicit 
in Wordsworth’s wistful phrase about the “national importance 
of Poetic Literature.” Tennyson became, in effect, England’s 
poet, the poet of the English language, of Englishness, and of 
English patriotism, at a time of high colonial and world expan-
siveness. “The Poet of the People,” he began to be called. The 
American poet James Russell Lowell would hail Tennyson as 
“The Laureate of the Tongue as well as the Nation.”

Tennyson’s poetry was frankly patriotic, and through it he 
advised and admonished, using poetry as a mode of public 
policy. Cardinal Manning thought his poem about the need for 
a stronger fleet “ought to be set to music and sung perpetually 
as a National Song in every town of the Empire.”41

After Tennyson’s death, Stéphane Mallarmé, writing from the 
vantage point of France, felt called upon to comment on the 
laureateship and its discontents, suggesting that England had 
misunderstood its “superb deceased” poet: “One nation has the 
right to remain unfamiliar with the poets of another; it so badly 
neglects its own! That misunderstood title of poet laureate, in 
addition, sounds like a license to engage in boosterism, seems 
almost to designate some sort of versifying comrade, inferior to 
the gossip columnist.”42

Tennyson’s successors, down to the most recent laureates, 
Ted Hughes and Andew Motion, have increasingly served pub-
lic roles, although they have been roles connected with edu-
cation and public outreach, not with policy. Motion, indeed, 
has penned a poem on Princess Diana and two poems on the 
queen mother—one on her hundredth birthday, one on her 
funeral—all published in a volume called, not without irony, 
Public Property.

So the English model of the poet laureate went from one 
kind of patronage to another. How has the United States, so 
often emulous of England in matters of high culture, envis-
aged the role of national poet?
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American Idol

In 1985, in the wake of a long campaign by Senator Spark Mat-
sunaga of Hawaii, himself a writer of poetry as well as a virtuoso 
of the harmonica, Congress changed the title of the consultant 
in poetry to the librarian of Congress, a little known and little 
noticed official. Henceforth the poetry consultant would be 
known as the poet laureate. Notice how comparatively recent 
this is. From Joseph Auslander in 1937 to Gwendolyn Brooks in 
1985–86 the title of poetry consultant had stood alone, adorn-
ing the resumes and the reputations of such luminaries as 
Allen Tate, Robert Lowell, Elizabeth Bishop, Robert Frost, and 
Maxine Kumin. But Matsunaga felt the title gave insufficient
visibility to poets and poetry. Indeed his first idea was that the 
laureate would be selected and appointed by the president of 
the United States (in 1985 that would have been Ronald Rea-
gan). But the legislation was changed to keep the appointment 
in the hands of the librarian of Congress.

The poet laureate gets a stipend of $35,000 (importantly, 
this is not government money, but the income from a private 
gift). Robert Penn Warren, who had been poetry consultant 
forty-five years earlier, was the first to hold the new title—a title 
a more recent laureate, Robert Pinsky, has viewed with some 
ambivalence. “‘Laureate’ is more royal sounding and Ameri-
cans are suckers for that,” he said. “‘Laureate’ has cachet, but 
it also sounds like you’re serving an elite group.” For Pinsky 
the combination of a small stipend, a very small travel budget, 
and a nonexistent staff made the implied task of “trying to 
constantly create culture” a virtual impossibility, and one that 
made the laureate, whoever he or she might be, a “huckster for 
poetry.”43 (Compare Mallarmé’s “license to aid boosterism.”)

Robert Penn Warren made it clear when he accepted the 
appointment that he would not serve if he were “required to 
compose an ode on the death of someone’s kitten.” He would 
not, he said, be a “hired applauder.”44 More specifically, he 
would distinguish his role from that of his British counterpart. 
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“Of course, it’s not the same thing as the English version. There 
they write stuff celebrating the throne. I don’t expect you’ll 
hear me writing any poems to the greater glory of Ronald and 
Nancy Reagan. Why should I?”45

Again as a small footnote to history we might note that Sena-
tor Matsunaga, who had wanted to “upgrade” the position of 
poetry consultant so as to “provide young American poets with 
role models,” and who was not himself involved in the search 
process, had rather expected the first American laureate to be 
Gwendolyn Brooks, who was then the incumbent poetry consul-
tant. (“I thought they might have just promoted Brooks right 
away,” he said, “but I guess they’re waiting till next year to start it 
up,” he told David Remnick at the Washington Post.) The desig-
nation of Robert Penn Warren as the first first poet placed in the 
office a very distinguished writer who had already been poetry 
consultant (and who was a white man, not a black woman).

The first female laureate was Mona van Duyn (1992–93); the 
first black woman to hold the office, Rita Dove, was appointed 
the following year. The laureate for 2004–06, Ted Kooser, was a 
retired Nebraska insurance executive who has written ten vol-
umes of poetry about the Midwest. The description of Kooser 
offered by the librarian of Congress, James Billington at the 
time of his appointment, says a good deal about just how repre-
sentative the American laureate was now expected to be: “Ted 
Kooser is a major poetic voice for rural and small town Amer-
ica and the first poet laureate chosen from the Great Plains. 
His verse reaches beyond his native region to touch on univer-
sal themes in accessible ways.” Regional, universal, accessible. 
These are the key words of modern laureation. (Kooser’s reply 
was in kind. “We poets out here don’t get a lot of attention, and 
now I will and I have some trepidation over that.”)46

By contrast, Kooser’s successor, Donald Hall of New Hamp-
shire, was heralded as “a poet in the distinctive American 
tradition of Robert Frost.” He lives in a white clapboard farm-
house in New Hampshire on land settled by his maternal great-
grandfather, and encountered Frost at the Bread Loaf Writer’s 
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Conference when he was only sixteen, before going on to Har-
vard, Oxford, and Stanford. But Hall was also seen as a potential 
advocate for artists, unafraid of political controversy or plain 
speaking. It was noted that when he served on the advisory coun-
cil of the National Endowment for the Arts during the first Bush 
administration he called those who interfered in the awarding 
of arts grants “bullies and art bashers.” (Billington, asked about 
this history, said he wasn’t aware of it, but that in any case the 
poets laureate “are chosen for their poetry, not chosen to make 
a statement about anything else.”)47

But Hall’s bluntness seems to have extended as well to de-
bunking grumpy ideas about the death of poetry (“Death to the 
Death of Poetry” was one of his essays in 1989) and to what he 
calls the “McPoem”: “The McPoem is the product of the work-
shops of Hamburger University,” he once wrote, in an essay 
called “Poetry and Ambition,” and “every year Ronald McDon-
ald takes the Pulitzer.” Poems, he contended, “must not express 
mere personal feeling or opinion—as the moment’s McPoem 
does. It must by its language make art’s new object.” Eastern 
newspapers—the New York Times, the Boston Globe—rejoiced in 
the return of the laureateship to the neighborhood, each of-
fering an editorial urging Hall to speak out freely and bluntly; 
as Verlyn Klinkenborg noted, “There’s always the temptation 
for the laureate to find some anodyne ground to stand on. But 
these are not anodyne times.”48

Times change, laureates change. When Hall’s term was up, a 
“fellow New Englander”49 with a very different history and style 
was appointed the fifteenth poet laureate. Charles Simic, born 
in Yugoslavia, is a former MacArthur fellow and a recipient, 
in 1990, of the Pulitzer Prize for poetry. The New York Times,
which deployed the “New Englander” tag (Simic teaches at the 
University of New Hampshire) to mark the transition from one 
national poet to another, nonetheless stressed the differences. 
Simic was a “surrealist” with a “dark view,” declared the Times
headline, and Simic himself was quoted as saying that his resi-
dence in the United States was a product of history: “Hitler 
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and Stalin were my travel agents.” Nonetheless he declined in 
an interview to address the question of “the role of poetry in 
culture,” preferring to quote a student he had met in an El 
Paso school in 1972, who had said that the goal or purpose of 
poetry was “to remind people of their own humanity.” (Nine-
teen seventy-two, the year of the Watergate break-in, the shoot-
ing of Governor George Wallace, Jane Fonda’s visit to Hanoi, 
the massacre of eleven Israeli athletes at the summer Olympic 
Games in Munich, and the reelection, by a landslide, of Rich-
ard Nixon as president of the United States, might have been 
a good year to be reminded of one’s humanity, though it is not 
quite clear what would be involved in such an aide-mémoire.)

Simic was approvingly described as a poet of “disconcerting 
shifts” and “sinister imagery” (the Times here quoting, as its au-
thority, a previous review in—of course—the New York Times).50

The same review had also characterized him as a poet with 
a “blunt plainspoken delivery punctuated with colloquialisms 
and deadpan ironies,” views echoed by librarian of Congress 
James H. Billington, who told the Washington Post that Simic’s 
work was “surreal and surprising, commonplace yet dream-
like,” and “has both shades of darkness and flashes of ironic 
humor.”51 In 2007, with the Iraq War going badly and President 
Bush’s popularity ratings hovering around 30 percent, irony, 
darkness, and surrealism were again mentionable qualities in 
connection with the highest poetic appointment in the land.

If one laureate is a good thing, would more laureates be bet-
ter? This, too, we could say, is the American way with culture.

Indeed many of the states, it turns out, also have poets laure-
ate—at present, close to forty states plus the District of Colum-
bia. (The numbers change from time to time, since some states 
have subsequently discontinued these—largely unpaid—posts; 
or, as in the case of Pennsylvania, “have no plans to fill” them.) 
State laureates vary from the eminent ( John Ashbery was poet 
laureate of New York; Grace Paley, poet laureate of Vermont) 
to the local and idiosyncratic. Songwriter John Denver was 
poet laureate of Colorado from 1974 until he died in 1997. 
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And the tasks of the state laureates have also varied widely. 
Some travel from schools to bookstores to libraries to Rotary 
Clubs, bringing poetry and literature to new audiences. The 
poet laureate of New Hampshire (Marie Harris) was asked to 
write a commemorative poem celebrating the minting of the 
New Hampshire quarter. Her poem, “Common Coin,” praised 
the famous profile of the state’s Old Man of the Mountain—
which (unlike the poem, and the coin) subsequently collapsed 
three years later. Some laureates serve for life—like John 
Denver—others for as little as a year, like the poet laureate of 
the state of Texas, who is appointed together with a state musi-
cian and two state artists, one for two-dimensional media and 
one for three-dimensional. According to the statute, “the indi-
viduals designated as the poet laureate, the state musician, and 
the state artists do not receive any pay or emolument.”

It may not be lucrative, but that does not mean the position 
has been without controversy, or peril. Amiri Baraka (the for-
mer LeRoi Jones) was poet laureate of New Jersey until after the 
September 11 World Trade Center bombings, when his poem, 
“Somebody Blew Up America,” was deemed incendiary because 
of its anti-Israel—and some say anti-Semitic—sentiments. The 
position of New Jersey laureate, which was created in 1999 and 
pays $10,000 for a two-year term, was worded in such a way that 
Baraka could not be fired, and he refused to resign, so some 
state legislators tried to abolish the position, and succeeded in 
July 2003.

The laureateship of California is a position for which poets 
apply—or, as it turned out, don’t apply, since many of the state’s 
best-known writers decline to do so (Adrienne Rich, Gary Sny-
der, Lawrence Ferlinghetti . . . ). Quincy Troupe, a poet, per-
former, and editor who did apply, and became California’s fi rst 
offi cial poet laureate, later resigned when it was learned that 
he had falsified his resume (claiming to have graduated from 
Grambling State). In the wake of the scandal—it turned out he 
had never passed any courses at Grambling, though in his fi rst 
admission he said he had studied there though not earned a 
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degree—Troupe also resigned from the writing faculty of UC 
San Diego and returned to New York.

(First) Ladies Bountiful

One striking, though not surprising, fact about these U.S. poets 
laureate and the enterprise of the public support of poetry is 
that they sometimes seem to be, or to become, the properties 
of the first lady rather than of the governor or the president. 
The patronage of poetry, and the arts in general, is still women’s 
work in the United States. California’s first lady Sharon Davis an-
nounced the appointment of California’s first official poet laure-
ate in 2001, although there had been “unofficial” California-state 
poets, appointed for life, since 1915. And Laura Bush, as first 
lady of the United States, has been closely associated with the 
National Endowment for the Arts and its chair, poet Dana Gioia.

As Jacqueline Kennedy had once brought high culture (and 
decorative arts) to the White House, and Lady Bird Johnson 
identified herself with the “beautification” of America’s high-
ways (clearing them of billboards, planting flowers and trees), 
so Laura Bush, trained as a librarian, committed herself to cul-
tural education. She and Dana Gioia collaborated to produce 
two blameless, but toothless, family-focused public projects, 
Shakespeare in American Communities and American Masterpieces: 
Three Centuries of Artistic Genius. The Shakespeare program, as 
its title suggests, was aimed at outreach and at “introducing” 
Shakespeare to children and families. Indeed, the official pub-
licity materials stressed this even to the point of faint risibility, 
noting that the plays to be performed featured “famous families 
such as the Montagues and the Capulets, and memorable char-
acters including Desdemona and Othello.”

As for American Masterpieces: Three Centuries of Artistic Genius,
the three centuries of the title turned out to be the eighteenth, 
nineteenth, and twentieth. Representatives of the current cen-
tury (described by columnist William Safire as “today’s edgy 
artists”52) were not in evidence. Instead the program featured 
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“yesteryear’s greats” (that’s Safire again), from Aaron Copland 
to Georgia O’Keeffe. The highly touted $18 million budget 
increase for the arts, after several years of cuts, was the largest 
proposed increase in National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) 
funding in twenty years. But all of that money was to go to un-
derpin these new programs, programs in cultural exposure and 
cultural tourism—programs that would “introduce” Americans 
to the time-tested artists of the past, and not to the fast-moving, 
untested art world of their own time. This is a certain kind of arts 
patronage. But it reveals both the advantages, and the deep-seated 
problems that arise, when government patronizes the arts.

The programs for Shakespeare in American Communities and 
for Three Centuries of Artistic Genius are perfectly pleasant initia-
tives. Not only will they do no harm, they will surely do much 
good. But the keywords of the Bush/Gioia initiatives are “intro-
duce” and “family,” and neither of these has much to do with 
the patronage of contemporary art. (As with Dr. Johnson and 
Lord Chesterfield, the patronage for current work may come 
too late to be of benefit to the artists whose achievements are 
most visionary.)

When the poet Robert Bly accepted the National Book 
Award for Poetry in 1968 he invoked the moral authority of the 
radical intellectuals of his time, who had spoken up—and acted 
up—against the Vietnam War:

We have some things to be proud of. No one needs to be 
ashamed of the acts of civil disobedience committed in the 
tradition of Thoreau. What Dr. Coffin did was magnificent; 
the fact that Yale University did not do it is what is sad. 
What Mr. Berrigan did was noble; the fact that the Catholic 
church did not do it is what is sad. What Mitchell Good-
man did here last year was needed and in good taste. . . .

In an age of gross and savage crimes by legal governments, 
the institutions will have to learn responsibility, learn to take 
their part in preserving the nation, and take their risk by 
committing acts of disobedience. The book companies can 
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find ways to act like Thoreau, whom they publish. Where 
were the publishing houses when Dr. Spock and Mr. Good-
man and Mr. Raskin—all three writers—were indicted? . . .

You have given me an award for a book that has many 
poems in it against the war. I thank you for the award. 
As for the $1,000 check, I am turning it over to the draft-
resistance movement, specifically to the organization called 
The Resistance.51 (March 6, 1969)

The most dated part of this speech is the amount of the check. 
Today’s National Book Award winners each get $10,000 and a 
crystal sculpture.

But there is something moving, still, about this spectacle of a 
poet trying to change the world with “many poems against the 
war”—and a thousand-dollar check. Especially when we con-
trast it to the cancellation of the proposed White House Con-
ference on “Poetry and the American Voice,” convened by First 
Lady Laura Bush for Lincoln’s birthday, February 12, 2003.

The Live Poets’ Society

Mrs. Bush made cultural headlines when she declared, “There’s 
nothing political about American literature.”54 The occasion was 
a flood of new poems by poets invited to the White House for 
Lincoln’s birthday, a day set aside for a symposium on the works 
of Emily Dickinson, Langston Hughes, and Walt Whitman, but 
intersecting, as it happened, with the onset of the war in Iraq. 
The White House event, which was to be called “Poetry and the 
American Voice,” was jettisoned—the word used at the time was 
“postponed,” but the conference was never rescheduled—after 
almost two thousand poets responded to an email suggestion by 
Sam Hamill, editor of the Copper Canyon Press, that they send 
him poems and statements opposing the war. Hamill planned to 
create an anthology of poems to present to the White House.

The singularity of the “American voice” was belied by this 
chorus of dissidence, articulated by concerned objectors. The 
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result was that the voices of contemporary American poets 
were silenced—at least in terms of official sponsorship. The 
White House put out the following statement: “While Mrs. 
Bush understands the right of all Americans to express their 
political views, this event was designed to celebrate poetry.” 
Katha Pollitt, writing in the Nation, observed ironically that it 
was “just like old times,” recalling an occasion “when Robert 
Lowell refused to attend a poetry symposium at the Johnson 
White House to protest the Vietnam War.”55

As many commentators pointed out, Whitman, Hughes, and 
Dickinson were odd choices if the point was to be somehow 
above politics. Pollitt remarked that

Whitman’s epic of radical democracy, Leaves of Grass, was 
so scandalous it got him fired from his government job; 
Hughes, a Communist sympathizer hounded by McCar-
thy, wrote constantly and indelibly about racism, injustice, 
power; Dickinson might seem the least political, but in 
some ways she was the most lastingly so—every line she 
wrote is an attack on complacency and conformity of man-
ners, mores, religion, language, gender, thought.

She noted that Whitman was gay (“as perhaps were Hughes and 
Dickinson,” she wrote carefully), and that these “quintessen-
tially American writers” were also profoundly “subversive.”56

Instead of live poets (unpredictable, ungovernable, uncon-
trollable) performing “Poetry and the American Voice” in real 
time (on five-second delay to allow for poetry malfunction), 
with all their flaws, eloquences, impertinencies, and importuna-
cies, the event planned for Lincoln’s birthday 2003 was to be 
a celebration of a particular vision of the past. That Whitman, 
Hughes, and Dickinson were all “war poets” is in its own way in-
disputable. That they would have been comfortable houseguests, 
in person, in any White House, is very much to be doubted.

When war with Iraq did come, the laureates spoke, on both sides 
of the Atlantic. In response to the U.S. war in Iraq the British 



the paradox of patronage 41

poet laureate, Andrew Motion, wrote a thirty-word poem, “Causa 
Belli,” and published it in The Guardian.

They read good books, and quote, but never learn
a language other than the scream of rocket-burn.
Our straighter talk is drowned but ironclad;
elections, money, empire, oil and Dad.

As Poetry International commented at the time, “There are 
several precedents in British literature of anti-war poems writ-
ten by poet laureates, the most famous of which is ‘The Charge 
of the Light Brigade’ by Alfred Lord Tennyson, written after 
the Crimean war. However, the practice is far from common.” 
(The Tennyson poem, as readers of Virginia Woolf will recall, 
contains the haunting line “Someone had blundered.”)

The then-U.S. laureate, Billy Collins, not known as a political 
poet, signed an anti-war petition (together with Nobel laureate 
Derek Walcott, Richard Wilbur, John Ashbery, Robert Creeley, 
Charles Simic, James Tate, and others). Collins told the Associ-
ated Press,

If political protest is urgent, I don’t think it needs to wait 
for an appropriate scene and setting and should be as 
disruptive as it wants to be. I have tried to keep the West 
Wing and the East Wing of the White House as separate 
as possible because I support what Mrs. Bush has done 
for the causes of literacy and reading. But as this country 
is being pushed into a violent confrontation, I feel it in-
creasingly difficult to maintain that separation.57

The East Wing and the West Wing may here stand for “pri-
vate” and “government” patronage. As we have seen, it is not 
only modern day laureates who find it difficult, often impos-
sible, to keep them apart. But manifestly there are benefits to 
government patronage of the arts, in the form of grants, visibil-
ity, encouragement, reward, and even celebrity.
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bottom: Get your apparel together, good strings to your 
beards, new ribbons to your pumps; meet presently 
at the palace; every man look o’er his part: for the 
short and the long of it is, our play is preferred.

—a midsummer night’s dream

Testifying before the Subcommittee on Select Education of 
the House of Representatives Committee on Education and 
Labor in 1978, author John Updike was characteristically blunt 
about the question of public patronage of the arts:

I would rather have as my patron a host of anonymous 
citizens digging into their own pockets for the price of 
a book or a magazine than a small body of enlightened 
and responsible men administering public funds. I would 
rather chance my personal vision of truth striking home 
here and there in the chaos of publication that exists than 
attempt to filter it through a few sets of official, honorably 
public-spirited scruples.1

The Updike of 1978 was, of course, already famous and well 
established as the author of prize-winning novels and short 
stories (the unnamed “magazine” here is presumably the New
Yorker, where Updike had been a regular contributor since 
1957). His celebrity is presumably one reason he was invited 
to appear before the subcommittee. But a novelist and critic, 
especially a successful one, has relatively low set-up costs: in 
1978 these would not even have included a computer. And 
the cost to the consumer/collector of an example of Updike’s 
work—“the price of a book or a magazine”—is, manifestly, 
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on a different scale from the cost of a painting, sculpture, or 
mixed-media installation. Few artists can afford to be as inde-
pendent, or as insouciant, as John Updike was on this occa-
sion. Yet the resistance to submitting a “personal vision” to the 
“official . . . scruples” of public arbiters, however “enlightened 
and responsible,” remains a key question for the notion of gov-
ernment-supported art. The gentle irony implied in the refer-
ence to those “honorably public-spirited scruples” suggests that, 
even if their hearts are in the right place, these well-meaning 
bureaucrats can in practice know little that is pertinent about 
the making or evaluation of art.

What should be the role of lawmakers, government agen-
cies, and interested public officials in the patronage of the arts? 
Hands-off? Hands-on? Handout? How does such state support 
cohere with the independence and “personal vision” of the 
artist?

“Great art is sustained and strengthened by great patronage. 
Poor patronage discourages and diminishes art,”2 wrote the 
former deputy chairman of the U.S. National Endowment for 
the Arts Michael Straight in a book published just two years 
after Updike’s testimony. He was speaking not only of the goals 
of the NEA but of the great patronage eras of the past, citing 
William Butler Yeats’s 1912 poem, “To a Wealthy Man Who 
Promised a Second Subscription to the Dublin Municipal Gal-
lery If It Were Proved That the People Wanted Pictures.”

You gave, but will not give again
Until enough of Paudeen’s pence
By Biddy’s halfpennies have lain
To be “some sort of evidence”
Before you’ll put your guineas down . . .
What cared Duke Ercole, that bid
His mummers to the market-place,
What the onion-sellers thought or did
So that his Plautus set the pace
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For the Italian comedies?
And Guidobaldo, when he made
That grammar school of courtesies
Where wit and beauty learned their trade
Upon Urbino’s windy hill,
Had sent no runners to and fro
That he might learn the shepherd’s will. . . .

There could hardly be a less populist message: Yeats’s claim is 
that aristocrats and men of taste should lead, rather than con-
sult or follow the popular will. The “Paudeens” and “Biddies” of 
modern Ireland should content themselves with “pitch and toss” 
or other folk amusements, and leave the cultural planning to 
those with taste and vision. But despite Yeats’s evocation of Duke 
Ercole of Ferrara, Guidobaldo, Duke of Urbino, and Cosimo de 
Medici as models for the visionary patron, the poem failed as a 
political intervention. The “wealthy man,” Lord Ardilaun, did 
not give a second gift, and the “pictures” in question, a group of 
French paintings collected by art dealer Hugh Lane, and now the 
nucleus of the Hugh Lane Gallery in Dublin, were dispatched by 
their collector to London for an exilic stay of sixty years.

In this case the appeal to national and municipal patronage, 
voiced by a poet to a wealthy donor, foundered on the request 
for “some sort of evidence” that the people wanted art—and 
were willing to pay for it, to the limit of their own abilities.

But what is “great” patronage, and what is “poor” patronage? 
For Michael Straight, great patronage provides “discernment,” 
“resources,” and “restraint”—the good patron chooses the artist 
well, gives sufficient space, scope, and funding for good work, 
and declines to meddle in the process or in the result. (For 
Straight’s model of poor patronage, we can presumably invert 
these terms: a poor patron lacks taste or judgment, provides in-
sufficient funding, and mucks in where he or she is not wanted, 
whether at the level of the commission or at the level of execu-
tion.) Since as an NEA administrator he is trying to map these 



governing assumptions 45

notions of individual patronage onto a state agency, the criteria 
seem, again, pretty clear: the job of any patron (agency, corpo-
ration, individual, academic, and so on) is to pick the right can-
didates and give them what they need to get their work done.

What artists need, and what will most benefit our culture, is the 
wise restraint that actually manifests itself as disinterested but in-
formed support. Can such informed and confident disinterested-
ness be found, as Straight had hoped, in a government agency?

In what follows I want to explore the recent history of U.S. gov-
ernment patronage, using the twentieth-century history of arts 
funding in the United Kingdom as a particularly useful com-
parison index to developments in the United States. But con-
temporary art is, manifestly, not a national, but rather a global, 
enterprise, with festivals from the Venice Biennale and the Basel 
Art Fair to Documenta, held every five years in Kassel, Germany, 
and artists exhibiting their work internationally in museums, 
galleries, and on the Internet. The “art world” is a world phe-
nomenon, and arts policy in other nations has an effect upon 
artists and on art. A brief survey of the varying strategies by 
which modern states have attempted to patronize the arts—with 
particular attention paid to the history of government funding 
in Great Britain and the United States—reveals not only a diver-
sity of possible approaches, but also a recurring set of questions 
and difficulties concerning expertise, bureaucracy, stewardship, 
politics, censorship, and taste. The persistence with which these 
issues reemerge suggests that they are not incidental, but fun-
damental, and that by examining them we can illuminate some-
thing significant about the nature of state patronage.

Nation Stakes

Government sponsorship of the arts in the Netherlands, in 
France, and in Germany, is both more thoroughgoing and less 
contested than in the United States, and has functioned well 
to support experimental as well as classic and classical work, 
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in visual arts, performance, museum exhibitions, and the like. 
Funding for the arts in Japan, and in various nations in Africa, 
has followed models derived in part from European or U.S. 
practice, but has developed in ways reflective of local interests, 
political concerns, and national resources.

In Germany, arts funding is ordinarily administered on the 
state and municipal levels, with the majority of funding going 
to the cultural institutions owned and operated by the cities 
(opera companies, symphonies, museums, theaters, ballet com-
panies, and so on) but with some funding also designated for 
independent artists, who apply to the arts ministry and have 
their applications judged by specialists from each genre (music, 
theater, dance, film, photography). “Most larger cities,” writes 
composer William Osborne, an American who lives and works 
in Europe, “own a number of ateliers which they make available 
to visual artists on a permanent basis, and most cities own black 
box and studio theatres for smaller experimental and guest 
productions.” Thus most German cities have many more full-
time jobs for musicians, choirs, and ballet dancers, and many 
cities of moderate size (by U.S. standards) have more than one 
orchestra, and/or more than one opera house. As for private 
sponsorship of the arts, it is “rarely encouraged and is viewed 
with mistrust,” Osborne reports. “They feel this will lead to less 
funding based on the sporadic whims of patrons who often 
have superficial tastes. Embarrassingly, it is often referred to as 
the American model.”3

The Dutch Ministry of Education, Culture, and Science has a 
budget that is the largest of any Dutch government agency—by 
one reckoning it was equivalent, adjusted for population size, 
to the U.S. military budget. In 2003 the ministry spent about 
twenty-five dollars a year for every Dutch citizen (compared, 
for example, to about forty cents per citizen in the U.S. Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts). Grants are usually overseen by 
independent foundations with specific expertise in arts fields, 
and cities spend even more on the arts than does the central 
government. The famed Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, for 
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example, gets 95 percent of its budget from the city. Artists can 
get support for projects, travel, and studios, and get social se-
curity payments without having to produce work. Dancers who 
can’t dance anymore get retraining grants, and money is even 
available in the form of interest-free loans for those who want 
to collect Dutch art. In recent years there has been an increased 
interest in seeking out private funding, but there is no compara-
ble system of private philanthropy in the American model—the 
long-standing system depends upon state and civic support. “We 
consider it a proof of civilization,” said the director of the Mon-
drian Foundation, which distributes millions in public money 
each year to the visual arts. “It will never be banished.”4

In France, public support of the arts in the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries has been highly centralized and relied 
on the operations of a state bureaucracy of cultural affairs. Pri-
vate, philanthropic contributions along the lines suggested by 
the “American Model” have been, by contrast, relatively insig-
nificant. Although tax incentives for philanthropy do, in some 
measure, exist, the contributions of philanthropists remain 
relatively negligible, as do earned and commercial income for 
arts institutions and nonprofit organizations.

In the decades since the end of World War II, France has 
been a strong “designer state,” with cultural policy shaped to 
a great extent by its president and his ministers. Following the 
centralized, administrative-state tradition of the Jacobin and 
Napoleonic periods, the de Gaulle government established the 
Ministère de la Culture in 1959, with the writer and intellectual 
André Malraux at its head. The first tasks of the Ministry were 
to restore major national monuments and to create maisons de 
la culture in the provinces. Although this emphasis shifted a bit 
under Jack Lang, the Socialist minister of culture in the 1980s 
and early 1990s, Malraux’s twofold approach has left a lasting 
imprint on French cultural policy.

The French system of state support for the arts and culture 
has been aptly characterized as “an integral part of national 
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life, indeed of the national identity.”5 Thus there is consider-
able ministerial control, with the majority of funding going to 
a small number of highly regarded organizations, and an em-
phasis on the support of artists and the creation of art, rather 
than on audience and publics. The government supports the 
arts far more extensively in France than it does, for example, 
in Britain, and the support of culture comes from regions, de-
partments, and communes, as well as from the top. Subsidies 
(and tax breaks) for films as well as museums, theaters, and vi-
sual artists underscore France’s national identification with cul-
ture, while the Cultural Services of the French Embassy treats 
French artists, filmmakers, playwrights, and musicians as what 
they are—a major diplomatic resource.

Another constant feature of government funding of the 
arts in France has been an obsession with grands travaux—
with major projects like the Centre Pompidou and the Musée 
d’Orsay, both conceived in the 1970s. François Mitterand, who 
was president of France from 1981 until 1995, transformed the 
face of Paris as has no one since Baron Haussmann in the 
reign of Napoleon III, with the pyramid and the new Louvre, 
the Bibliothèque nationale, La Defense, the Institut du Monde 
Arable, Opera Bastille, and the new Ministry of Finance. The 
stated goal of Mitterand’s head of the Ministry of Culture, Jack 
Lang, was to maintain a cultural budget of 1 percent of the total 
national budget.

There has been some decentralization of cultural policies in 
France in recent years. However, arts funding remains an im-
portant tool of national policy—as the remarks of Dominique 
de Villepin, the controversial French prime minister, about the 
necessity of reviving the French visual arts and the French pres-
ence in world culture, suggest. De Villepin complained that 
France lacks a national and nationalistic organ to promote 
French culture that would be as effective as the British Coun-
cil; he established several prizes and an exhibition to rival the 
Tate Britain Triennial at the Grand Palais, as well as an organi-
zation called Cultures-France to rival the British Council.
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Since World War II, the national cultural policy of Japan has 
largely resembled that of the United States, on which it has con-
sciously patterned itself in many respects. Following the found-
ing of the NEA in 1965, the Japanese government established a 
counterpart: the Agency for Cultural Affairs (ACA) within the 
Ministry of Education, founded in 1968. The ACA, unlike the 
NEA, initially emphasized the preservation of existing artworks 
and the maintenance of museums and religious sites over provid-
ing financial support to living practitioners. It was not until 1990 
that the ACA would announce a more comprehensive strategy 
for funding current work, with tax incentives based on the Amer-
ican example and designed to encourage private-sector spon-
sorship. (These have been varyingly successful; one perennial 
problem that the ACA has faced since 1990 is the failure of the 
Finance Ministry to grant institutions the “nonprofit” designa-
tion that they require to provide tax breaks for private donors.)

In the interim, in 1978, the Japanese Diet also established the 
Japan Foundation by a special legislative act. This autonomous, 
nonprofit corporation, the equivalent of a German Goethe 
Institute or Alliance Française, was charged with fostering a 
positive image and facilitating cultural exchange abroad. It has 
served as a complementary force to government initiatives in 
the time since its founding, devoting a great deal of its resources 
to bringing foreign artists to Japan and encouraging collabora-
tions between Japanese and non-Japanese practitioners.6

Most African countries with national cultural policies loosely 
follow a continental European model. Senegal’s primary agency, 
the Ministère de la Culture et du Patrimoine, closely resembles 
the French Ministry and funds a wide range of projects, in fash-
ion (mode) and cinema (cinéma) as well as in more traditional 
categories, such as visual art, theater, and dance.7 South Africa 
has a system of public support for the arts administered almost 
exclusively at the national level. The National Arts Council, 
which was established in 1997—when it assumed the role of the 
former Foundation of the Creative Arts—is funded entirely by 
the country’s central government. (The annual budget currently 
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stands at approximately US$3.6 million.)8 The Council, much 
like the German Kulturstiftung des Bundes, provides grants in 
the following categories: music and opera; literature; visual arts; 
craft; theater and musical theater; dance and choreography; 
and “multidiscipline,” with resources explicitly allocated to cat-
egories ranging from living expenses, to stipends for materials, 
to exhibitions and performance, to workshops and conferences 
and documentation and research. As in France and Germany, 
“development officers” assigned to each area are responsible 
for judging entries.

While these various national—and international—initiatives are 
all of considerable interest, and each brings to the table some 
practices that might well be imitated or emulated elsewhere, 
the contexts are different enough to make comparisons either 
very broad or rather oblique. Let us return, then, to something 
highly particular within individual national practices—that is, 
to the question of whether a government has, or should have, 
any role at all in sponsoring or supporting the arts. Not surpris-
ingly, on this question—as on so many—there have been vehe-
ment opinions, often vehemently expressed and vehemently 
opposed.

Mingling, Meddling, and Interfering

“God help the Minister that mingles with art!” declared the 
British prime minister Lord Melbourne in 1830.9 Melbourne’s 
ejaculation, recorded in Haydon’s diaries, has often been mis-
quoted as “God help the minister that meddles with art!”10 And
in at least one case the word “minister” has been transmuted to 
“government,” producing a quite different exclamation: “God 
help the government that meddles with art.”11

Minister or government? Meddle or mingle?
What difference does it make?
“Meddle,” like “mingle,” means to associate or mix with—

and both words have at one time or another meant “have sexual 
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intercourse”—but the word “meddle” also carries a strong sec-
ondary meaning of interference, and has often been used to 
imply improper intrusion into affairs that are not one’s own busi-
ness.12 The permutations of Lord Melbourne’s ringing phrase 
have been taken to mean that governments should stay out of 
the art business. According to Haydon, Melbourne more specifi -
cally envisaged a quarrel with the guardians of the flame about 
the question of which artists to fund, remarking with some irri-
tation: “I’ll get the whole [Royal] Academy on my back!”13 That 
is to say, it was not so much the arts themselves as their self-
appointed custodians that aroused this politician’s concern.

Lord Melbourne’s anxiety was certainly prescient, in light 
of the long history of infighting among twentieth-century gov-
ernmental organizations and agencies and the art-makers they 
were designed to “patronize.” But the persistent painter would 
not take no for an answer. On a subsequent visit to Melbourne, 
Haydon raised the question once again, and reported the inci-
dent, with nice novelistic touches, in his diary:

He looked round with his arch face and said, “What now?” 
as much as to say, “What the devil are you come about—
Art, I suppose!” “Now, my Lord,” said I, “Do you admit the 
necessity of State support?” “I do not,” said he. “Why?” said 
I. “Because,” said he, “there is private patronage enough 
to do all that is requisite.” “That I deny—,” I replied, at 
which he said, “Ha! ha!”

He then went to the glass, & began to comb his hair. 
I went on: “My Lord, that’s a false view; private patron-
age has raised the School in all the departments where it 
could do it service, but High Art cannot be advanced by 
private patronage.” “But it is not the policy of this Country 
to interfere,” said he. “Why?” “Because it is not necessary.” 
“You say so, but I’ll prove the contrary.” “Well, let’s hear,” 
said Lord Melbourne, “where has it ever flourished?” “In 
Greece, Ægypt, Italy.” “How? By individual patronage?” 
“No, my Lord, alone by the support of the State.” “Has it 
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flourished in any Country without it?” “No. How can your 
Lordship expect it in this?” He did not reply.14

“High art cannot be advanced by private patronage.” “But it is 
not the policy of this Country to interfere.” Presumably Hay-
don’s plaint about high art has to do with the importunities of 
patrons, who want timid or flattering art, or who, at least, hav-
ing paid the piper, expect to hear some favorite tunes. When 
Melbourne demands to know where state patronage has flour-
ished, keeping a wary eye on his visitor in the mirror, Haydon 
swiftly delivers a classic litany of greatness past: ancient Greece 
and Egypt, Renaissance Italy.

Why would the Britain of the nineteenth century not want to 
follow their example, in developing art of a quality consistent 
with its high political and imperial ambition? Perhaps because of 
the liabilities implied by Melbourne’s expression “to interfere,” 
resonant with the double-entendre possibilities of “meddle” and 
“mingle.” Because the ambiguous and volatile relationships that 
have historically ensnared benefactors in “patron trouble” seemed 
best for a responsible statesman to avoid.

The critic and essayist William Hazlitt, formerly Haydon’s 
ally, came to oppose his view, although for rather different rea-
sons than those cited by Lord Melbourne. “Professional art is a 
contradiction in terms,” wrote Hazlitt with determined finality. 
“Art is genius, and genius cannot belong to a profession.”15 As
we will see, this preoccupation with the question of “genius” 
recurs frequently in discussions of patronage and of its rela-
tionship to the professional practice of art. Many modern com-
mentators still agree with Hazlitt: the genius is inimitable, not 
a “professional” but an original. By this logic, funding was, in a 
sense, doomed by paradox: the training, schooling, and foster-
ing of professional artists could only by this logic support the 
wrong artists, the nongeniuses.

Throughout the nineteenth and into the twentieth century, 
suspicion of the value of public funding of art and artists in 
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Britain persisted in multiple arenas, particularly among those 
who were concerned with more direct modes of support for 
the urban or the rural poor. Art was a luxury, not a necessity. 
British journalist, politician, and farmer William Cobbett—a 
contemporary of Melbourne, Haydon, and Hazlitt—who had 
written pamphlets as a young man under the name of “Peter 
Porcupine,” was also bristly later in his life about government 
support for culture. Elected to Parliament in his twilight years, 
he inveighed against public spending on the arts rather than 
on the needs of the working people: “Of what use, in the wide 
world, is the British Museum?” he demanded on the floor of 
the House of Commons. “Sixteen thousand pounds granted 
for the support of such a place are sixteen thousand pounds 
thrown away.”16

Such testiness was not perhaps entirely typical, but the idea 
of investing in the arts for the public good remained largely 
a goal for individual philanthropists rather than for the gov-
ernment throughout this period. With the onset of the World 
Wars, however, international events conspired to help advo-
cates of state patronage break through the kind of resistance 
Haydon had encountered from Lord Melbourne. Entertaining 
both the troops and those on the home front became an expe-
dient priority. In order to organize performances for dispirited 
soldiers in World War I, a group called the Entertainments 
National Service Association (ENSA) was created. The same 
group was revived in the Second World War. And in December 
1939, thanks to a £2 million gift that the American railway mil-
lionaire Edward Harkness had made a decade earlier in order 
“to conserve the heritage of Great Britain in all its aspects,” the 
Committee for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts was 
founded in London.

“CEMA,” as the Committee was known, came into being 
with the explicit objective of bringing arts and culture to a 
war-weary populace, while also providing financial support to 
performers who were out of work because of wartime condi-
tions. Behind this practical plan—and, indeed, in plain view in 
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its guiding principles—was the belief that England should not 
suffer a cultural defeat at the hands of its enemies. Indeed, the 
explicitly stated goal of CEMA was “the preservation in wartime 
of the highest standards in the arts of music, drama, and paint-
ing.”17 That is, there were pragmatic, political, and indeed na-
tionalistic incentives behind the British government’s assent to 
patronize the arts in the mid-twentieth century. And while the 
organizations founded in this moment of international crisis 
survived and even flourished in subsequent decades, the inter-
ests that initially motivated the creation of ENSA and CEMA 
have continued to shape debates regarding state patronage in 
the United Kingdom until the present day.

One of the most persistent disagreements regarding the 
proper use of state funds for the arts can be seen in the con-
trasting leadership styles of the first two chairs of CEMA. The 
first head, appointed in 1939, was Lord De La Warr, the presi-
dent of the Board of Education, who supported amateur re-
gional theater in the northeast of England and in the Welsh 
valleys and Lancashire, and groups like the Music Travellers, 
which gave concerts in churches, air raid shelters, and intern-
ment camps for aliens.18 However, the emphasis initially placed 
on regional and indigenous arts for public culture shifted 
abruptly with the appointment of the Cambridge economist 
John Maynard Keynes as CEMA’s new chairman in 1942.

Keynes—now Lord Keynes—was a Bloomsbury habitué, a 
lifelong friend of Virginia and Leonard Woolf, husband to the 
ballerina Lydia Lopokova, and the former lover of painter Dun-
can Grant. He objected, on both artistic and fiscal grounds, to 
the priority that his predecessor had placed on popular cul-
ture. Keynes “was not the man for wandering minstrels and 
amateur theatricals,” observed Kenneth Clark, the director of 
the National Gallery and Surveyor of the King’s Pictures.19 “He
wanted to know why the Council was wasting so much money 
on amateur effort,” Mary Glasgow, Keynes’s longtime assistant, 
added. “It was standards that mattered, and the preservation of 
serious professional enterprise, not obscure concerts in village 
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halls.”20 As a result, Keynes professionalized both CEMA and 
the arts it supported, focusing on performance venues like the 
Old Vic, Sadler’s Wells, and the Royal Opera House at Covent 
Garden.

Many observers had expected that CEMA would cease its 
operations after the war. However, when the time came to re-
view the organization and its utility in 1944, Keynes and others 
waged an impassioned campaign for continued state patron-
age. Ideally Keynes would have liked a balance of private do-
nors and public support, but increasingly he came to realize 
that government financial involvement was necessary, at least 
for the time being.21 Though wary that state patronage might 
develop into a “bottomless sink,” Keynes nonetheless helped 
instigate an important shift. Under his leadership, CEMA was 
transformed from a tool for reminding the British masses of 
the vitality of their culture during a state of emergency into 
a permanent fixture of the peacetime government. Renamed 
the Arts Council of Great Britain, the arts agency began, after 
the war, to offer grants for writers and other producers of art. 
It seemed a halcyon moment for public patronage.

The moment, however, was fleeting. Keynes’s death from a 
heart attack in 1946 prevented him from taking up the post 
as the Arts Council’s first chairman, and his insistence on the 
priority of the “fine arts” was modulated by his successors over 
time to include, once again, the local, the regional, the emer-
gent, and the young—that is, precisely that range of arts that 
had been fostered by ENSA and CEMA, at least under the lead-
ership of De La Warr, and that Keynes had gradually phased 
out. By 1965, with the issuance of a government White Paper 
(A Policy for the Arts: The First Steps) the shift in emphasis was 
complete, and funding for the arts was returned to the aegis of 
the Department of Education, where it had been until Keynes’s 
reorganization of the Arts Council. The tension between high 
and low, fine and popular, elite and populist, local and urban, 
or however else one wanted to describe it—a tension that in 
fact underlies almost all discourse about the arts in any time 
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or place—was now officially inscribed in the documentation 
about government support of the arts in Great Britain. The 
era of Young British Artists was on the horizon. But so was the 
renationalism of the various sections of “Britain.” In 1994 the 
Arts Council was divided to form the Arts Council of England, 
the Scottish Arts Council, and the Arts Council of Wales.

As the World Turns: The Changing 
“Heritage of Great Britain”

The tension between what we might roughly designate as the 
“local” and the “cosmopolitan” has only grown more compli-
cated in recent years, as the globalization of the art world inevi-
tably changes the terms of the De La Warr/Keynes opposition. 
These days, the sense of cultural identity mobilized to justify 
the founding of CEMA—and, indeed, the identifiable “heri-
tage of Great Britain” that it was funded to “conserve”—has 
become increasingly difficult to pin down. At the same time, 
disagreements concerning what constitutes “art” in any case 
continue to prompt vociferous public sparring on all sides.

Consider the case of the Turner Prize, awarded annually to 
a British visual artist under fifty, and named for the painter 
J.M.W. Turner. The Turner Prize has been controversial since 
its inception in 1984. Organized by the Tate Museum, and thus 
highly “canonical” and “British” in at least one sense, the Turner 
has nonetheless often been awarded to makers of “edgy” art. In 
1992 winner Damien Hirst exhibited a cow and calf in form-
aldehyde, titled Mother and Child, Divided. In 1998 Chris Ofi li 
exhibited a painting, No Woman, No Cry (acrylic paint, oil paint, 
polyester resin, paper collage, map pins, elephant dung). The 
list could go on. The Turner Prize, which reliably inspires a 
media circus, is funded primarily by corporate sponsors. How-
ever, the fact that the prize is given by a government organi-
zation (the Arts Council) to an artist whose work is—at least 
metonymically—designated as “British” implicates it in a tangle 
of issues that persistently surround state patronage. What say 
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should members of the public themselves have in these matters 
of high culture?

The winners, and all those considered for the Turner Prize, 
are by requirement “British artists.” But what is a “British” art-
ist in the twenty-first century? Chris Ofili, who won the prize 
in 1998, is of Nigerian descent. Born and raised in London, 
he won a scholarship that enabled him to travel to Zimbabwe, 
where he was influenced by local cave paintings and materials 
like the infamous dung. Yinka Shonibare, one of the four final-
ists in 2004, was likewise born in London of Nigerian parents, 
and moved to Lagos at age three, where he spoke Yoruba at 
home and English at school. Shonibare works with “African” 
fabrics that are made in the Netherlands and exported to Lon-
don. Kutlug Ataman, also a 2004 finalist, was born in Istanbul, 
where he has lived periodically, and now makes his residence in 
Buenos Aires; he received his B.A. and M.F.A. in film from the 
University of California. Tomoko Takahashi, a shortlisted final-
ist in 2000, was born in Tokyo, while the Turner Prize winner 
that year, photographer Wolfgang Tillmans, was born in Ger-
many; both artists attended British art schools and exhibited in 
Britain and worldwide. Beirut-born Mona Hatoum, shortlisted 
for the prize in 1995, and Anish Kapoor, the 1991 Turner Prize 
winner, who was born in Bombay, both studied at British art 
schools. Kapoor’s work was chosen to represent Britain in the 
1990 Venice Biennale, and Chris Ofili’s, in 2003.22

In short, even a cursory survey makes clear that the ques-
tion of a national prize for “British art” or a “British artist” has 
been opened up by both the global art world and the realities 
of immigration, international marriages, and schooling. When 
we look back to the questions that Keynes provoked about the 
comparative merits of funding “wandering minstrels and ama-
teur theatricals” or “serious professional enterprise,” what is 
clear in any case is that the underlying paradigms of the re-
gional versus the urban, and the local versus the cosmopolitan, 
have dramatically evolved. National art is now global. And—to 
evoke another issue raised annually by the Turner Prize and 
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present since the founding of CEMA—the high is low, and the 
low is high.

Dung and gold mixed together—which is the more precious, 
and which the more prosaic? That almost-witty coinage, “avant 
garbage,” marks a truism rather than a contradiction. And a 
number of almost-witty organizations, carrying out their cri-
tique of the art establishment, have in fact drawn attention to 
precisely the difficulties that the state as patron faces in meet-
ing the expectations that its citizens have for “art.”

In 1993, at the height of the manufactured outrage sur-
rounding the Turner Prize’s annual canonization of “best Brit-
ish artist,” the £20,000 prize awarded by the Tate Gallery and 
benefi cent Patrons for New Art was shown up by a new acco-
lade, valued at twice the sum (a cool £40,000). The K Foun-
dation’s “Prize for the Worst British Artist,” selected from the 
Turner short list, was in its first iteration given to the same art-
ist who won the Turner, the sculptor Rachel Whiteread.23 In-
formed that the money would be burned unless she accepted 
it, Whiteread took the funds and distributed them as grants to 
ten young artists, with a substantial sum left over to contribute 
to a homeless shelter.24 And of course everyone—the Tate, the 
Turner Prize, the K Foundation, and the artist—got a healthy 
helping of publicity.

It is hard to guess how John Maynard Keynes—either the 
young “Maynard” of the Bloomsbury years, who often par-
ticipated in such pranks, or the mature patrician of the BBC 
broadcasts, the Times, and the Listener—would have responded 
to such a well-heeled stunt at the cultural expense of New Art. 
Indeed, messages sent by such instances of state patronage 
and the public spectacles that attend them are mixed. In the 
Whiteread case one public institution, the Tate Gallery, sup-
ported an honorific award for edgy art, while another branch 
of government, a local city council in the East End of London, 
remained determined to destroy a prize-winning artwork on 
schedule, rather than extend the exhibition for several weeks 
to accommodate crowds of visitors. The intervention of the 
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K Foundation was itself a performance, of course (the Foun-
dation’s other moment of fame came when its two founders 
publicly burned £1 million in £50 notes). But the existence 
of a prize for a British artist under fifty, with attendant inter-
national publicity and the sponsorship of a group named the 
Patrons of New Art, raised the visibility of both “new art” and 
the opportunities for patronage. (I should note as a point of 
interest that although the Tate Gallery—or the various Tate 
Galleries: Britain, Modern, Liverpool, and St. Ives—is a quint-
essentially British institution, there is a separate organization 
called American Patrons of Tate with an address, and a tax-
exempt status, based in New York.)

The Right to Study Painting: State Patronage à l’Américain

In an often-cited letter to his wife Abigail, John Adams out-
lined, in 1780, what was, in effect, a genealogy of intellectual 
and cultural life for himself, his family, and the new American 
nation: “I must study Politicks and war that my sons may have 
liberty to study . . . Mathematicks and Philosophy, Geography, 
natural History, Naval Architecture, navigation, Commerce 
and Agriculture, in order to give their Children a right to study 
Painting, Poetry, Musick, Architecture, Statuary, Tapestry and 
Porcelaine.”25 The statement is as ambiguous as it is program-
matic. Did Adams mean by this ordering to imply that the arts 
were a third-order concern? Or, rather, that they constituted 
a culminating value for the nation and its citizens? It is worth 
considering the language he uses, both the sequence of fields
of learning (from politics to porcelain) and the sequence of 
verbs and moods: “I must study . . . that our sons may have 
liberty to study . . . in order to give their children a right to 
study.” This progression, moving from must to may and from 
liberty to right, is both elegant and determinative. The gift of 
a right in the third generation suggests a strong and impor-
tant entitlement, especially, perhaps, when the word is used 
by a writer who would help to engineer, a few years later, the 
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Massachusetts Compromise, which in turn cleared the way for 
the Bill of Rights to the U.S. Constitution.

To study, of course, does not mean to practice. These are 
arts both public and private, and their study is as important for 
patrons as it is for the artists themselves. The range of fine arts 
indicated in John Adams’s letter to his wife describes not only 
art forms but the emoluments of gracious living. “Painting, po-
etry, music, architecture, statuary, tapestry and porcelain” are 
the furnishings of culture, and their study is the necessary pre-
amble to wise patronage as well as to the practice and making 
of art.

What has become of John Adams’s tricolon in more recent 
decades? Are we, as citizens of a rich, Western democracy now 
entitled to study painting? Does our government have an ob-
ligation to protect this right? And, if so, can the government 
protect it without getting caught in the thicket of misunder-
standings that emerge when the patron-patronized relation is 
grafted onto such nebulous entities as “tax dollars” and “the 
American public”?

In the United States, as in Great Britain, state patronage or-
ganizations first emerged in response to a national crisis. Over 
the course of their somewhat briefer history, institutions like 
the National Endowment for the Arts and the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities have also often found themselves in 
many of the same quandaries that have troubled CEMA and 
the Arts Council, from the days of De La Warr and Keynes 
to those of Hirst and Ofili. The recapitulation of the familiar 
problems in America with respect to the benefits of regional-
ism versus those of cosmopolitanism—and the liabilities that 
arise from funding art that “ordinary” citizens might dismiss as 
“bad”—reappear here, suggesting that they reflect problems 
deeply embedded in the structure of state patronage.

The usual story told about the United States as compared 
to the United Kingdom in terms of arts funding is that Britain 
has become dependent upon government grants at every level, 
accepting the importance of public patronage, while in the 
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United States the tradition of private, individual, and corpo-
rate patronage, begun by the barons of industry in the nine-
teenth century and continued by their descendants, has always 
held center stage. In comparison to the state grants available 
in Great Britain and continental Europe, the support that the 
American government provides to its artists has been both less 
well funded and less widely endorsed. However, the history of 
government sponsorship in the United States over the course 
of the last century is complex, and a closer look at American 
arts funding before the creation of the National Endowments 
is revealing.

Public Works of Art: Federal Funding Schemes to Midcentury

In the early years of the Great Depression, Harry Hopkins—a 
close adviser to Franklin Delano Roosevelt and a future archi-
tect of the New Deal—began administering work-relief for art-
ists in New York State. As early as 1932, Hopkins was employing 
down-and-out artists to teach classes and to work on decorations 
for public institutions (post offices, hospitals, courthouses). 
When Roosevelt became president of the United States, how-
ever, he appointed Hopkins to run the Federal Emergency Re-
lief Administration (FERA), inherited from Herbert Hoover 
and expanded by the Federal Emergency Relief Act. It was the 
Department of the Treasury, rather than FERA, that was to be-
come “in effect one of the world’s greatest art patrons” over 
the course of the 1930s.

Historically American state patronage had been directed pri-
marily at the decoration and enhancement of monuments, not 
at the artists who did the work. However, with the inauguration 
of what came to be called the Public Works of Art Project, a pro-
gram of work-relief for professional artists was developed under 
the auspices of the Treasury. In the seven months of its existence, 
before it was superseded by what became the Treasury’s Section 
on Fine Arts, PWAP employed some 3,750 artists working on 
over 15,000 works of art, albeit at low wages. This marked, as 
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one commentator observed, “the first time the government had 
subsidized an art project of national dimension.”26

By the midthirties, a still more extensive national program 
was under way. Created in 1935 as a subdivision of the Works 
Progress Administration (WPA), it included the Federal Writ-
ers’ Project, the Federal Theatre Project, the Federal Art Project 
(with separate easel and mural divisions), and the Federal Music 
Project. Known collectively as Federal Arts Project Number 
One—or “Federal One,” for short—this initiative was intended 
to benefit both out-of-work artists and the general public. Yet, it 
encountered a number of points of difficulty and resistance—
points that, we begin to see, are deeply embedded in the struc-
ture of the state as patron in modern culture.

For all of their progressive energies, each of the “patroniz-
ing” initiatives of the Roosevelt administration also tapped into 
a certain strain of cultural conservatism or populism, especially 
in backlash against the heady experimental days of the twenties, 
which had produced Dada, Surrealism, and the expatriate po-
etry of Pound, Eliot, and Gertrude Stein. In the United States 
the tension between regional arts and “high” or cosmopolitan 
art was consolidated by the Great Depression and the prolifera-
tion of federal agencies developed during the New Deal.

Perhaps in an attempt to avoid controversy, the Federal Writ-
ers Project tended to focus on local and regional themes. Al-
though the Writers Project did provide funding for emergent 
writers like Ralph Ellison and Richard Wright, by far the largest 
amount of support went to the crafting of a series of state travel 
guides—a program developed specifically to mollify those who 
thought all the money would otherwise flow to the big cities. 
Most of those who worked on these projects did not gain further 
reputations as writers, although a few well-known figures did par-
ticipate and survive to tell the tale. John Cheever contributed to 
the New York guide; Saul Bellow, wishing to avoid the tedium 
of work on the travel guides, found himself instead performing 
an equally mechanical task: compiling lists of magazines held 
in the Newberry Library. Writers employed by the Project were 
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expected to work a regular day, 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m., and in 
general, both bureaucracy and censorship impeded their efforts. 
Even the Project’s textbook industry, which incorporated local 
histories, oral culture, interviews with former slaves, and aspects 
of ethnography and folklore, became the object of suspicion, 
since over time (and especially after World War II), these books 
came to be regarded as leftist tracts, or FDR boosterism.27

Regionalism and localism did not, in this case, provide an 
escape from political critique. Even the travel guides, anodyne 
as they might be thought to have been, did not please all audi-
ences: the Massachusetts guide was said to have too much in 
it that was prolabor and antiestablishment, not to mention its 
views on Sacco and Vanzetti. Several mayors banned the book 
in their home towns, and the state governor ordered a purge of 
objectionable passages and the dismissal of the author.28 There 
continued to be controversy regarding government patronage 
of the arts.

Regionalism also played an important role in the government 
funding of theater. In comparison with the work of solitary writ-
ers, theater groups under the New Deal flourished. Public per-
formances had an immediate effect, in small towns and cities 
as well as in urban areas. And collaborative activities sometimes 
produced material innovations—for example, the new elec-
tronic lighting boards and backstage projections, both funded 
under the Federal Theatre Project. The Theatre Project was di-
rected by Hallie Flanagan, a playwright (and the first woman 
ever awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship),29 and strongly sup-
ported by First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt. But it was inspired, as 
well, by one of America’s most successful playwrights.

Elmer Rice, the author of plays like The Adding Machine and 
Street Scene, agreed with Hallie Flanagan, and with FDR’s adviser 
Harry Hopkins, that “men and women of high professional 
standing had been reduced to the status of vagrants”30 by the 
Depression and its aftermath. Rice proposed an ambitious plan 
for the government purchase of regional theaters in a hun-
dred cities around the country, and the recruitment to them 
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of actors who had migrated to the large cities, and could be 
encouraged to return home. Thus regionalism—and perma-
nent local companies—would solve the problem of urban un-
employment, even as a few certified stars (Helen Hayes, John 
Barrymore) would be contracted to make appearances in these 
theaters across the country.

Flanagan’s plan for the Federal Theatre Project, designed 
along similar lines, said explicitly—in terms that would later be 
a red flag for some members of Congress—that the goal was 
not only “caring for the unemployed but recreating a national 
theatre and building a national culture.”31 But ultimately the 
project of returning actors to their original home communi-
ties was dropped, and the idea of building theater audiences in 
small towns across the country became a secondary concern. 
The plan, it seemed, was impracticable: neither actors, nor big-
city companies in New York and elsewhere, were willing to tour 
or travel in this way, and there were no funds to allow them to 
do so. The relief system did not provide for moving the popula-
tion from one district to another.

The Federal Theatre Project launched the careers of art-
ists and writers like Arthur Miller, Orson Welles, Marc Blitzs-
tein, John Houseman, Canada Lee, and Will Geer. But the very 
fact that theater tended to be collaborative rather than solitary 
seemed—in the 1930s as in the English Renaissance—to provoke 
suspicion. Brilliant innovations like the Living Newspaper, which 
dramatized current social issues like housing, race, the agricul-
tural depression, labor unions, and public utilities, interweaving 
documentary facts with fiction, were regarded as inflammatory. 
(It would be many years before Anna Deavere Smith’s Fires in the 
Mirror: Crown Heights, Brooklyn, and Other Identities was hailed as a 
breakthrough on Broadway). Certainly the left press—the Daily
Worker, New Masses, New Theatre, and other journals—supported 
the FTP, which engaged social issues and political controversies. 
Flanagan was called to testify before the House Un-American 
Activities Committee (HUAC), where her answers were frank 
but impolitic, and Congress dissolved the Federal Theatre 
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Project in 1939. Martin Dies, the chairman of HUAC, was par-
ticularly virulent in his criticism, and Republican J. Parnell 
Thomas asserted that “Practically every play presented under 
the auspices of the Project is sheer propaganda for Commu-
nism or the New Deal.”32

Handwriting on the Wall

One of the models for publicly produced art, and a politically 
ambivalent one, was the successful Mexican mural movement 
of the 1920s. The American painter, sculptor, and muralist 
George Biddle wrote to President Roosevelt in 1933 to urge 
that the administration support a similar project:

The Mexican artists have produced the greatest national 
school of mural painting since the Italian Renaissance. 
Diego Rivera tells me that it was only possible because 
Obregon allowed Mexican artists to work at plumbers’ 
wages in order to express on the walls of the government 
buildings the social ideals of the Mexican revolution. The 
younger artists of America are conscious as they never 
have been of the social revolution that our country and 
civilization are going through; and they would be very 
eager to express these ideals in a permanent art form if 
they were given the government’s cooperation.33

Biddle himself was a scion of an old and moneyed family, a 
classmate of Roosevelt’s at Groton and at Harvard (which is 
doubtless why his letter was not only written to FDR but also 
read and answered). His commitment to socially conscious art, 
and to government funding for the arts led to works like The
Tenement, a federally commissioned mural for the Department 
of Justice Building in 1935.

As for Roosevelt, his response was, apparently, a typical mix 
of interest and caution. He reportedly told Biddle that he 
didn’t want a bunch of young zealots painting Lenin’s head on 
the Justice Building—as Diego Rivera had done in a mural at 
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Rockefeller Center commissioned by Abby Aldrich Rockefeller. 
Rivera had offered to balance the Lenin portrait with one of 
Abraham Lincoln; instead he was paid off and dismissed from 
the job, and the offending image was covered with a drape. 
Near midnight on February 10, 1934, workmen carrying axes 
destroyed the mural, and the furious Rivera never consented to 
work in the United States again. The New York Times reported 
that his supporters compared the treatment accorded Rivera 
with the way Michelangelo had been treated by the popes.34

Yet despite these reminders of lofty patronage gone wrong, 
Biddle’s earnest correspondence with FDR led directly to the 
founding of the Federal Arts Project of the Works Progress 
Administration. Whether this fact should be regarded as a tri-
umph of social conscience or an old-boy handshake is, per-
haps, of less importance than the palpable result: artists were 
paid by the government to make art.

But what kind of art? And who would decide? The Rockefeller-
Rivera fiasco was sufficiently in peoples’ minds that the gov-
ernment yielded to local pressure from time to time, altering 
designs and details to suit its audience. The famous Forty-Eight 
State Competition of 1939–40, a nationwide contest to design 
murals for post offices across the country, produced a set of 
winning designs that were organized in a traveling exhibition. 
But at least one design, Fletcher Martin’s prize-winning “Mine 
Rescue” for a post office in Kellogg, Idaho, was rejected by the 
local inhabitants because of its graphic depiction of danger in 
the mines. Martin was compelled, in the words of one com-
mentator, to “create a less dramatic reference to local reality.”35

A mural by Ben Shahn for the Bronx post office was to include 
an inscription from Walt Whitman—until a Jesuit from nearby 
Fordham University lodged a protest. Biddle’s Tenement was 
conceived as part of an ambitious mural program on Society 
Freed through Justice—but some observers objected that its de-
piction of poverty was inartistic. America the Mighty, a powerful 
twelve- by fifty-foot mural on the subject of war commissioned 
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and executed for the War Department by Kindred McLeary in 
1941, became an awkward relict when the building on Twenty-
fi rst Street became the Department of State, and the mural was 
covered from 1954 to 1977 for “diplomatic” reasons.36

A different political motive sparked the creation of a mural 
in the Department of Interior, with the provocative (and appro-
priate title) An Incident in Contemporary American Life. The “inci-
dent” was the Lincoln Memorial concert given by singer Marian 
Anderson on Easter Sunday, April 9, 1939, after the Daughters 
of the American Revolution denied her the use of Constitu-
tion Hall because she was black. In response, Eleanor Roosevelt 
resigned from the DAR, and Secretary of the Interior Harold 
Ickes, a strong supporter of civil rights, provided the use of the 
Lincoln Memorial for the concert, which was attended by some 
75,000 people. Money was raised by public subscription for the 
mural, which was painted by Mitchell Jamieson in 1942.

Mural painting, although much in vogue at the time for the 
ornamentation of public space, was not the only kind of subsi-
dized visual art under the aegis of the Federal Art Project. Jack-
son Pollock, for example, was employed by the New York Easel 
Division of the Federal Art Project for the entire duration of 
the project, from 1935 to 1943. Artists were free to paint what-
ever they liked, and to produce as much work as they wished, so 
long as they submitted one painting every four to eight weeks 
for allocation to some public venue, for which they were paid, 
on average, ninety-five dollars a month. Pollock’s Landscape with 
Train (1937) and Landscape with Factory (1938), both produced 
for the WPA Federal Art Project, were apparently acquired by 
a plumber who thought he could use the painted canvasses as 
pipe insulation, only to discover that oil paint, when heated, 
gave off a foul smell. The Pollock landscapes, some paintings 
by Mark Rothko, and other works were rescued by a framer 
and restorer who purchased them for about five dollars each.37

Nor were representational paintings and social realism the only 
favored modes. Ad Reinhardt’s geometric abstractions, and a 
major mural by Arshile Gorky (Aviation: Evolution of Forms under 
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Aerodynamic Limitations, Newark Airport Administration Build-
ing, 1935–36, later destroyed) were among the works that the 
Project sponsored and supported.

It is important here to underscore the consistent debate and 
tension, among government officials, between sponsoring works 
and sponsoring artists. Holger Cahill, who directed the Federal 
Art Project from its beginning to its liquidation, conceived of 
the project’s central purpose as work-relief. “The primary ob-
jective of the project is the employment of artists who are on 
the relief rolls,” he wrote in 1935. “The Federal Art Project will 
draw at least ninety per cent [sic] of its personnel from relief. 
The project is planned in the belief that among these artists will 
be found the talent and the skill necessary to carry on an art 
program which will make contributions of permanent value to 
the community.” The goals of the Project—“to secure for the 
public outstanding examples of contemporary American art; 
through art teaching and recreational art activities to create a 
broader national art consciousness and work out constructive 
ways of using leisure time; through services in applied art to aid 
various campaigns of social value; and through research proj-
ects to clarify the native background in the arts”38—were, Ca-
hill believed, completely compatible with the idea of nurturing 
poor artists and allowing them to develop their own talents.

By contrast, the Section on Painting and Sculpture (later 
the Section on Fine Arts) at the Treasury Department, led by 
its chief, Edward Bruce, began with the description of the work 
(“to secure suitable art of the best quality for the embellishment 
of public buildings”) and then sought out appropriate artists to 
perform it, using expert advice and juried competitions. In this 
case the primary objective set out by the Treasury secretary was 
a “high standard” of quality certified by “people throughout 
the country interested in the arts and whose judgment in con-
nection with the arts has the respect of the Section.”39

Opposition to Federal One, which escalated in Congress dur-
ing 1938 and 1939 (based in part on claims of “Communist 
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subversion in New York City”),40 led to the abolishment of the 
program in September 1939, and the complete cutoff of funds 
for the Federal Theatre Project, presumably deemed the hottest 
of the hotbeds. The other three projects—music, writing, and 
art—were now partially foisted onto the states for cost-sharing, 
and anyone who had been supported by them for as long as 
eighteen months was dismissed; the “relief ” aspect of the WPA 
was thus effectively undermined. The onset of World War II al-
lowed for the conversion of the arts initiative into the Graphic 
Section of the War Services Program, and by the middle of 
1943, the projects had been shut down completely. HUAC, of 
course, remained. And armed with old names from the WPA 
days (Arthur Miller, Pete Seeger), the Committee could look 
about for new targets, even those not explicitly funded by the 
U.S. government or the states.

“Regional,” “vernacular,” “local,” “folk,” “amateur,” “commu-
nity”; “urban,” “urbane,” “cosmopolitan,” “professional,” “exper-
imental,” “aesthetic.” No matter which terms are used to mark 
this consistent, and persistent, split, it is one that has divided 
funders and supporters for as long as there have been patrons 
of the arts. Is the role of the arts to uplift the many, to provoke 
the few, to enhance lives, or to challenge them? As we will see 
shortly, this dichotomy, between subsidizing the art project and 
subsidizing the artist, would come to color the postwar “culture 
war” debates in a very significant way. Even in the late thirties and 
forties, political currents were at work, laying the groundwork of 
suspicion against artists more homegrown and less overtly “left-
ist” than Diego Rivera.

The history of government support for the arts in the early and 
mid-twentieth century both complicates and illuminates the 
debate about patronage in the United States in more recent 
years. We are used to thinking of the era of repression and 
witch-hunting presided over by HUAC as a postwar or cold war 
phenomenon. It was in September of 1947 that HUAC began to 
interview “friendly witnesses” who would testify against supposed 
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Communists and subversives in the Hollywood motion-picture 
industry, producing the infamous blacklist that prevented many 
artists and writers from working in the entertainment industry. 
But it makes sense to see that the congressional “oversight” of 
such activities was encouraged and prompted by government-
sponsored art programs, and that the habits of suspicion and 
paranoia (or meddling, mingling, and interfering) were already 
well established before the cold-war HUAC onslaught against 
artists and their politics. Thus by the time the National Endow-
ment for the Arts was passed by a divided Congress in 1965 
the arguments against—as well as for—government arts patron-
age were already in place. Moreover, the oppositional roles had 
been cast.

Lovers’ Quarrels

As we have seen, John F. Kennedy set a standard for govern-
ment attention to arts and culture in the United States, deftly 
inserting the poet Robert Frost into his inauguration ceremony. 
In October 1963 Kennedy spoke at the groundbreaking cer-
emony for the Robert Frost Library at Amherst College. Frost, 
a former member of the Amherst English faculty, had died, at 
age eighty-seven, in January of that year.

In the audience on this occasion was another poet, Archibald 
MacLeish, whom Kennedy had known at Harvard, where Mac-
Leish held the chair of Boylston Professor of Rhetoric and Ora-
tory from 1949 to 1962. Kennedy’s words at the Frost Library 
dedication constitute his most extended remarks on the role of 
the artist in society, and stand not only as a benchmark of presi-
dential eloquence in the arts of rhetoric and oratory but also 
as a striking and instructive contrast with the “culture wars” of 
subsequent decades.

The artist, [said Kennedy] however faithful to his personal 
vision of reality, becomes the last champion of the individ-
ual mind and sensibility against an intrusive society and 
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an officious state. The great artist is thus a solitary figure.
He has, as Frost said, a lover’s quarrel with the world. . . . 
If sometimes our great artists have been the most criti-
cal of our society, it is because their sensitivity and their 
concern for justice, which must motivate any true artist, 
makes him aware that our Nation falls short of its highest 
potential. I see little of more importance to the future of 
our country and our civilization than full recognition of 
the place of the artist.

Kennedy went on to defend artistic freedom (“We must never 
forget that art is not a form of propaganda; it is a form of 
truth”) and also, in the process, to express some worries about 
the connections between politics and art (“In free society art is 
not a weapon and it does not belong to the spheres of polemic 
and ideology”). But his caution, though voiced on the side of 
the heroic and solitary individual, did not require the silencing 
or neutering of political opinions. Rather, he sought to dis-
tinguish, for postwar America, the role of art in a democratic 
society. “It is the highest duty of the writer, the composer, the 
artist to remain true to himself and to let the chips fall where 
they may.” And he concluded with a ringing endorsement that 
echoed the hopes of John Adams in his letter to his wife:

I look forward to an America which will reward achieve-
ments in the arts as we reward achievement in business or 
statecraft. I look forward to an America which will steadily 
raise the standards of artistic achievement and which will 
steadily enlarge cultural opportunities for all of our citi-
zens. And I look forward to an America which commands 
respect throughout the world not only for its strength but 
for its civilization as well.41

A month later Kennedy was dead, killed by an assassin’s bullet. In 
1965 his successor, President Lyndon Johnson, signed legislation 
establishing the National Endowments for Humanities and for 
the Arts as independent agencies of the federal government.



72 chapter 2

The years 1963, 1965. It was in the context of the various 
conflagrations and cultural shifts of the sixties—the Russian 
takeover of Eastern Europe and erection of the Berlin Wall; 
the civil rights movement; the women’s movement; the escala-
tion of the war in Vietnam and student resistance to the draft; 
the House Un-American Activities Committee investigating cit-
izens, including a number of artists, poets, and performers—
that the National Endowments for the Arts and Humanities 
came into being. Perhaps it was inevitable that the optimism 
about the arts proclaimed by John Kennedy—and framed, it 
should be acknowledged, by familiar and comfortable Ameri-
can voices (Frost, MacLeish)—would give way to dissent.

Kennedy had exalted the solitary individual, the loner, the 
modern equivalent of Milton’s “one just man” standing up against 
corrupt or unthinkingly conformist society. But what would hap-
pen if the loner’s resistance became widely persuasive? If the 
counterculture became the culture? If conscience and conscien-
tious objection—or, alternatively, if self-absorption, experiment, 
mind alteration, and conscious excess—carried the day?

The artist as suffering loner, a figure derived from Romanti-
cism and brilliantly expounded in Edmund Wilson’s The Wound 
and the Bow (1941), derived his—“his”—pathos from his ex-
ceptionalism, the ugly-duckling syndrome. Whether he was a 
rebel (with or without a cause), a ninety-pound weakling, or 
a “brain” (the dismissive appellation for the geeks, nerds, and 
wonks of yesteryear), the artist stood proudly alone, contra mun-
dum. The misfit, the outsider, the loner: these were recogniz-
able American types. Out of the frontier mythology the New 
Frontier could champion its artists.

The phrase “rugged individual” has been an American truism 
since the middle of the nineteenth century, and was memora-
bly employed by Republican candidate Herbert Hoover in the 
1928 presidential campaign to differentiate the United States 
from the collectivism of Europe.42 A half-century later, in the 
(once again) prosperous 1980s, Roger Rosenblatt noted that 
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“everyone always says that rugged individualism is the back-
bone, and the jawbone, of America,” characterizing the term as 
“more aggressive than mere individuality, less narcissistic than 
the ‘me’ decade.”43

As Raymond Williams has noticed, the word “individual” has 
had an interesting intellectual itinerary, moving from the early 
meaning of “indivisible” (almost the opposite of our current 
usage) through the later senses of a singular personage as con-
trasted with a group, a collective effort, or a set of supervening 
social institutions like the family, society, or the state.44 As for 
the word “rugged,” from the same root as “rough,” “shaggy,” 
“hirsute,” and “ragged,” it may come uncomfortably close to the 
image of the long-haired artist or intellectual. (The word “rug,” 
slang for wig or hairpiece, is a related term.)

Etymology has never trumped cliché in American political 
discourse, however, and it is unlikely that either Hoover or any 
of the term’s more recent users was thinking of hairiness as a 
principal characteristic of this indigenous and idealized species, 
the rugged individual. And yet “long-haired” has its own lineage, 
as the OED makes clear in this unusually acerbic entry: “Having 
long hair; spec. applied, at various times (a) to Merovingians; 
(b) (freq. derog.) to aesthetes and intellectuals; (c) to cats with 
long fur; (d) to classical (as opposed to popular) musicians; (e)
to beatniks and hippies. Sometimes without reference to the 
actual length of the hair: with or of intellectual or aesthetic 
pretensions.”45 In any case, the idea of the artist as individual, 
floating free of propaganda and heedless of ideology, was, it 
soon became evident, itself a myth of the West.

The belated revelation that the Central Intelligence Agency 
had for many years underwritten cultural conferences and fes-
tivals, and funded respected journals like Encounter (edited by 
respected figures like the poet Stephen Spender and the scholar 
Frank Kermode), Transition, Partisan Review, Sewanee Review, Ke-
nyon Review, Poetry, the Journal of the History of Ideas, and Daedalus
(the journal of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences), 
made it clear that art and politics were, in the minds of many in 
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the government, inextricably intertwined. The Congress for Cul-
tural Freedom, run by émigré operative Michael Josselson, was 
begun as a result of a postwar conference for western intellectu-
als and artists held in Berlin in 1950, and continued in opera-
tion, supporting art exhibitions, musicians, and other cultural 
events, until its sponsorship by the CIA was revealed in 1967.

The Congress, whose title may strike some ears as an 
Orwellian coinage, had as its objective the weaning of leftist 
European postwar intellectuals away from Marxism and Com-
munism. In the Kennedy years A-list intellectuals like Robert 
Lowell, Hannah Arendt, Mary McCarthy, and Stephen Spender 
were guests at the White House, at Bellagio, at Gstaad, and 
in top-drawer hotels in New York, London, Paris, and Rome, 
as well as on private yachts. Money was funneled through a 
variety of foundations, and the Congress’s leadership fretted 
over such questions as who would get the Nobel Prize for Lit-
erature.46 (An organized campaign against the leftist Chilean 
poet and writer Pablo Neruda in 1964 had the unforeseen, and 
unwanted, effect of clearing the way for the prize to be offered 
to Jean-Paul Sartre, who famously refused it. The Peace Prize 
that year was awarded to Martin Luther King Jr.)

News of the CIA involvement in underwriting “cultural 
freedom” hit readers of the New York Times forcibly when they 
opened their morning newspapers in April 1966. A year later, 
in May 1967, under the headline, “Receiver of Funds from 
C.I.A. Quits: Head of Freedom Congress to Leave Group in 
Paris,” correspondent Gloria Emerson reported Josselson’s res-
ignation, “after having assumed responsibility for his group’s 
accepting funds from the Central Intelligence Agency from 
1950 to the summer of 1966.”47

It is not my intention here to offer a blow-by-blow account of 
cultural programming in the cold war. My concern is both more 
localized and more pointed. Once again, what I want to stress is 
that by the mid-1960s, when the National Endowments for the 
Arts and the Humanities were presented as new, optimistic ex-
amples of government patronage, there had already existed in 
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the United States and in Britain a long history of government 
arts patronage, political entanglement, and covert funding for 
select artists, writers, performers, and cultural organizations.

Climate Control

The Declaration of Purpose for the National Foundation on 
the Arts and Humanities Act offered a manifesto, of sorts, for 
government sponsorship of the arts. It pushed back at the in-
tensive and singleminded Sputnik-era focus on science, stating 
that “an advanced civilization must not limit its efforts to science 
and technology alone, but must give full value and support to 
the other great branches of scholarly and cultural activity.” And 
it emphasized, in a curiously predestinarian passive construc-
tion, that “the world leadership which has come to the United 
States cannot rest solely upon superior power, wealth, and tech-
nology, but must be solidly founded upon worldwide respect 
and admiration for the Nation’s high qualities as a leader in 
the realm of ideas and of the spirit.” The Declaration further 
underscored the importance of the arts and the humanities 
to “the fostering of mutual respect for the diverse beliefs and 
values of all persons and groups” and the “multicultural artis-
tic heritage” of American democracy—an early sighting of the 
language of diversity several years before it would be dismissed 
as mere “political correctness,” although, as we will shortly see, 
this formulation was quickly used and abused to resist cultural
critique in the name of universal and unchanging values.

The Declaration offered a caution about the interaction be-
tween the humanities and the arts and the federal government, 
which would come back to haunt both Endowments: “the Gov-
ernment must be sensitive to the nature of public sponsorship. 
Public funding of the arts and humanities is subject to the 
conditions that traditionally govern the use of public money.” 
But most strikingly, the Declaration of Purpose spoke, enthu-
siastically and unselfconsciously, about the making of artists 
and scholars: “While no government can call a great artist or 
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scholar into existence, it is necessary and appropriate for the 
Federal Government to help create and sustain not only a cli-
mate encouraging freedom of thought, imagination, and in-
quiry but also the material conditions facilitating the release 
of this creative talent.”48 Notice that the Declaration does not 
insist that art—or scholarship—be “great” in order to be subsi-
dized. Quite to the contrary, what it mandates is a “climate” and 
“material conditions” that permit for creative work, including, 
signally, both “freedom of thought” and practical ingredients 
from money to space and time. Greatness would be a happy 
outcome of this process, but the responsibilities of necessity 
and appropriateness fall upon the government, not the grant 
recipient. It is a nation’s ethical obligation to foster the making 
of art, and the advancement of learning.

Or so said the Declaration. Twenty-plus years later the two 
national Endowments, one for the humanities and the other 
for the arts, were to encounter vociferous opinions from some 
members of Congress, and other government bureaucrats as 
well, about community standards of decency and what was in-
sistently described as “redeeming literary, scholarly, cultural or 
artistic value.” What the works of art were to be redeemed from,
or for, and whether without redemptive value they were intrin-
sically worthless (or worse), was never made explicit.

Michael Brenson has usefully summarized the shift from 
cold war to culture war in his account of the shifting fortunes 
of the National Endowment for the Arts. “As the Cold War 
wound down,” he observes,

“the Kennedy and NEA balance between an ennobling 
view of art, which in the eighties came to be identifi ed 
with museum art, and a commitment to artistic free ex-
pression, identified with contemporary art, became in-
creasingly unstable. After the Cold War ended in 1989, 
the willingness of Congress to tolerate NEA support for 
free expression, and with it for contemporary art values, 
disappeared.49
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What disappeared with it, signally and symptomatically, was 
support for the individual artist.

As is evident from the words of Kennedy and from the Decla-
ration, the individual was the keystone of sixties optimism, and 
the tie-in between the arts and American exceptionalism, the 
spirit of The American Century. But perhaps paradoxically—
we’ll investigate in a moment whether this is really a paradox—
the rise of Reagan-era triumphalism over the defeated Soviet 
Union, while it led to an increased faith in individual entre-
preneurship in business, also marked a decrease of faith in the 
ruggedly individual artist.

An attempt had been made as early as 1968 to eliminate 
NEA and NEH grants to individuals, as the price of retain-
ing grants to institutions. Representative William Scherle of 
Iowa declared to the House that “one of the most questionable 
features” of the arts and humanities program was “the system 
of individual grants.” What he described as a “Government 
giveaway”—grants of $5,000 apiece to sixty painters and sculp-
tors in the previous year—was, in his view, untenable, and he 
drew the conclusion, as Michael Brenson notes, that “the ‘in-
dividual grant’ program should be ended.”50 Other congress-
men joined in the drive. Representative Paul Albert Fino of 
New York, who would later that year be elected to the New 
York State Supreme Court, urged that grants be given only to 
groups, not to individuals. “Aid to individuals is liable to turn 
out to be nothing more than a subsidy for hippies, beatniks, 
junkies, and Vietniks.”51 In other words, for long-hairs in a va-
riety of styles.

An amendment to curtail grants to individuals was proposed 
by Rep. William Steiger of Wisconsin, and was passed, but a few 
months later the Senate rejected the House amendment, and 
renewed funding for the endowments. Individual artists of ex-
traordinary interest and merit benefited from Endowment sup-
port in the subsequent years,52 and changed the nature of the 
art world. But twenty-seven years later, in 1995, Congress voted 
to eliminate all grants to individual artists, except writers.
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There were many reasons for this curtailment of govern-
ment patronage for the individual artist. Two works chosen by 
institutions—and actually supported by institutional, not individ-
ual grants—became flash points: Andres Serrano’s Piss Christ (a 
photograph of a plastic crucifix in a container of urine) and Rob-
ert Mapplethorpe’s X Portfolio (elegant photographs of nudes, 
and erotic, statuesque images from sadomasochistic gay cul-
ture). In most cases the lawmakers who inveighed against these 
works did not see them in the gallery or museum exhibitions 
for which they had been chosen. Instead they responded to de-
scriptions, photographs of photographs, and “translations” of 
their content into the lowest possible common denominator. “I 
know it when I see it.”

Likewise the nation and its lawmakers professed to be scan-
dalized by the solo-performance awards given to four artists 
who became known as the NEA Four: Karen Finley, John 
Fleck, Holly Hughes, and Tim Miller. Finley famously smeared 
her naked body with chocolate onstage in a performance 
work called “We Keep Our Victims Ready,” protesting violence 
against women. Fleck and Miller are gay men; Holly Hughes 
is a lesbian. All four performed political art with the body as 
the site of exhibition. The fellowships recommended for them 
were rejected in 1990 by NEA chairman John Frohnmayer, an 
appointee of President George H. W. Bush, citing federal laws 
against funding lewdness and obscenity. The artists sued, and 
obtained compensation in excess of their original grants (all 
these numbers, except presumably for the lawyers’ fees, were 
very small). However, in 1998 the Supreme Court upheld the 
use of the congressional decency test for the awarding of fed-
eral funding.

As was the case with Mayor Giuliani’s condemnation of Ofili’s 
“Catholic-bashing,” it is unlikely that many who were so publicly 
outraged actually saw these performances, rather than hearing 
them salaciously described. (Try describing the plot of Macbeth
or King Lear, much less Oedipus the King, and seeing if they pass 
muster as uplifting moral fare.) Nor was the general public, 
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or the Congress, likely to have much in the way of context for 
performance art. In any case the result was to galvanize sup-
port for the ending of grants to individuals. Congress and its 
moral arbiter Senator Jesse Helms had the last snigger here 
in 1995, defeating NEA chairman Jane Alexander’s attempt to 
save the program that had benefited so many visual artists since 
the inception of the Endowment. Ironically, however, Brenson 
notes, none of these supposedly offensive grants were actually 
awarded to individuals: the Serrano and Mapplethorpe works 
were part of grants to institutions. None of the NEA four re-
ceived grants from the visual artists’ fellowship program, the 
program Congress set out to kill.

From Cold War to Culture Wars: The Fall of the Endowment

The post-Vietnam period was rife with injured and indignant 
cries about the “politicization of the arts.” The “culture wars” 
of the 1980s and 1990s—a term memorably christened by Pat 
Buchanan53—intensified the sense of conflict by tendentiously 
conflating the disparate notions of “culture”: as social beliefs 
and formations; and as artistic creation. Buchanan’s prime-time 
speech to the Republican National Convention in 1992 explic-
itly invoked the comparison with the cold-war era: “There is a 
religious war going on in our country for the soul of America. 
It is a cultural war as critical to the kind of nation we will one 
day be as was the Cold War itself.”54 Buchanan’s rhetorical de-
nunciation of the Clinton administration targeted social issues 
like women in combat, gay and lesbian rights, “abortion on 
demand,” pornography and “radical feminism.” Nowhere—
except perhaps in his mention of pornography—did he touch 
on works of art. But this did not keep culture warriors from 
making war on the arts and culture.

During the contentious 1990 hearings on the renewal of the 
NEA, Representative Dana Rohrabacher proposed an amend-
ment that would bar grants to projects that seek to “promote, dis-
tribute, disseminate or produce matter that has the purpose or 
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effect of denigrating the beliefs, tenets, or objects of a particular 
religion [or] of denigrating a particular individual or group of 
individuals on the basis of race, sex, handicap or national origin.” 
In support of the NEA, Rep. Pat Williams (D-Montana) memo-
rably noted, for the record, that this amendment, as anodyne as 
it might at first seem, would outlaw funding for works like Jasper 
Johns’s flag series, The Merchant of Venice, A Chorus Line, The Birth 
of a Nation, and The Grapes of Wrath.55

Of equal concern was the Crane Amendment, proposed by 
Rep. Philip Crane (R-Illinois), which aimed to abolish the En-
dowment so as to “privatize” art. Both were defeated, and the En-
dowment was renewed. But it was clearly under attack both from 
self-appointed guardians of “core values” and from conservative 
Christian groups. Claims that the NEA funded “morally repre-
hensible trash” (letter to NEA from Rep. Dick Armey, R-Texas, 
signed by 107 members of Congress) and “openly anti-Christian, 
anti-American, nihilistic” art (Patrick Buchanan, column in the 
Washington Times) became commonplace. What was clearly at 
stake, in addition to “artistic freedom” and the pluralistic con-
cerns of a society increasingly multicultural, transracial, and sex-
ually permissive, facing issues of homophobia and AIDS, was the 
question of the Endowment’s own freedom. As Hugh Southern, 
the acting chairman of the NEA, noted in 1989, the Endowment 
was “expressly forbidden in its authorizing legislation from in-
terfering with the artistic choices made by its grantees. . . . The 
National Endowment for the Arts supports the right of grantee 
organizations to select, on artistic criteria, their artist-recipients 
and present their work, even though sometimes the work may 
be deemed controversial and offensive to some individuals.”56

Here we have come full circle with that keyword, “individ-
ual,” and its relationship to arts policy in America. Which “in-
dividual” had the stronger claim? The individual artist, or the 
collective “individuals” who made up the population of ordi-
nary Americans? Recall again the optimistic words of the En-
dowments’ Declaration of Purpose: “While no government can 
call a great artist or scholar into existence, it is necessary and 
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appropriate for the Federal Government to help create and 
sustain not only a climate encouraging freedom of thought, 
imagination, and inquiry but also the material conditions fa-
cilitating the release of this creative talent.”57 What were the 
limits of that “freedom of thought, imagination, and inquiry”? 
If creative talent were not to be “released,” would that mean it 
needed to be restrained?

The Mapplethorpe, Serrano, and NEA Four controversies 
continually brought to the surface these underlying issues 
about the limits and scope of government patronage. For ex-
ample, the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C., an-
nounced in June 1989 that it was canceling the Mapplethorpe 
exhibition because it did not want to have a negative effect 
upon Congress’s deliberations on the question of NEA fund-
ing. This act of self-censorship, which resulted in the exhibit’s 
being moved to the Washington Project for the Arts, led to 
vehement protests against the Corcoran by arts groups and po-
litical groups alike, and two months later the Gallery’s director 
offered a public apology:

The Corcoran Gallery of Art in attempting to defuse the 
NEA funding controversy by removing itself from the po-
litical spotlight, has instead found itself in the center of 
controversy. By withdrawing from the Mapplethorpe exhi-
bition, we, the board of trustees and the director, have inad-
vertently offended many members of the arts community, 
which we deeply regret. Our course in the future will be to 
support art, artists, and freedom of artistic expression.58

The question, again, was: who decides on funding, and on the 
support of an artist’s work, or an exhibition? By what authority, 
and with what, if any, restrictions? The same issue arose when 
the new NEA chair, John E. Frohnmayer, first withdrew and 
then reinstated a $10,000 grant to Artists Space, a New York 
gallery that sponsored an AIDS-related exhibition, “Witness 
Against Our Vanishing.” The renewed funding stipulated that 
the funds could not be used for the exhibition catalogue.
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When federal legislators set themselves up as guardians of 
“artistic excellence” and admonish granting agencies to “ex-
clude those works which are without any redeeming literary, 
scholarly, cultural or artistic value,”59 it becomes clear that there 
are limits to the remit of government patronage. The NEA di-
rector is a government appointee, and the senators and con-
gressmen who sometimes grandstanded on these issues were, 
of course, elected officials. Jesse Helms’s diatribe against artists 
“who will engage in whatever perversion it takes to win acclaim 
as an artist on the ‘offending edge’ and therefore entitled to 
taxpayer funding”60 is symptomatic, if (typically) extreme. A 
decade and a half later columnist William Safire would still be 
inveighing, though more urbanely, against “edgy art.” But for 
Helms in the late 1980s an artist had become, by association 
and definition, an offensive and offending individual. And his 
invocation of the legislators’ monitory mantra, “taxpayer fund-
ing” for the arts, underscored the tension between freedom 
and accountability. The issue that I have placed at the fore-
front of this study, the ambivalent relationship between the 
two meanings of “patronize,” could hardly have a better (or a 
worse) exemplum.

Peer Pressure

The National Endowment would also have to wrestle with one 
of the foundational issues concerning arts patronage: the ques-
tion of how awards were to be granted. By “peer review”? By a 
blue-ribbon panel of experts chosen by the government? By 
something like a public plebiscite? From the vantage point of 
American Idol, Survivor, and other audience-participation televi-
sion shows, the question is even more problematic than it was 
at the time: Web sites, 888-numbers, and the ubiquity of cell 
phones make the leveling role of publicity and notoriety and the 
“judging” of talent by acclamation a realistic, if unhappy, possi-
bility. But in the 1980s, “peer review” was itself seen as insuffi -
ciently imbued with the right stuff, the right values. Besides the 
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question of the reliable unreliability of individual artists, their 
boundary testing, political activities, hair or skirt length, sub-
stance abuse, and general unsettling nonconformity—as well as 
the startling, sometimes confrontational and unfamiliar nature 
of their work—the congressional overseers of the National En-
dowment had also come to fret about this troublesome business 
of “peers.” Who got to choose the artists that did the funding? 
And by what criteria? Cutting-edginess, or manifest “greatness”? 
Work for the many, or for the few?

The word “peer” is like the word “patronize” in that it de-
marcates two distinct kinds of relationship. A peer is an equal 
in gifts, ability, or achievement, and also a contemporary or age 
mate; once it also meant “a companion; a fellow; a mate; a rival.” 
But a peer is also a person of high rank, whether the dignitary 
in question is a “life peer” (chosen for merit) or a “hereditary 
peer” (inheriting rank and privilege). It’s not hard to map these 
categories, imaginatively, across the spectrum of arts-review pan-
els, to distinguish among reviewers who are (1) artists contem-
porary with and equivalent to the applicants, (2) artists senior 
in stature and perhaps also in age or career stage with the ap-
plicants, and (3) nonartists, in fact, patrons of the arts, whether 
entitled by wealth and family (for instance, Nelson Rockefeller), 
or by government connections and political office (most NEA 
chairs), or by celebrity in a cultural field different from that of 
the applicant (for example, Charlton Heston).

As we have seen with the discussion of CEMA and the Arts 
Council in Britain, so also in the United States there have been 
major debates around the question of who is to be served by arts 
funding. But there was, inevitably, a tension between those who 
wanted to fund artists, and those who wanted to fund art—not 
to mention those who felt active animosity toward the entire 
enterprise. Many politicians opposed and decried government 
activities they regarded as elite, effete, and intimidating.

Nelson Rockefeller, by personal inclination and family heri-
tage a collector and supporter of art, was sufficiently intrigued 
by the example of the Arts Council of Great Britain to propose 
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to President Eisenhower a similar agency in the United States, 
to be called the National Council for the Arts. At the time—
1954—Rockefeller was an undersecretary in the Department of 
Health, Education, and Welfare in the Eisenhower administra-
tion. The plan went nowhere. (Nancy Hanks, later a very suc-
cessful chair of NEA, reported that the attempt was dismissed 
as “the President’s toe dance bill.”)61 But it was revived at the 
state level by Rockefeller when he became governor of New 
York in 1960. The Arts Endowment, when it was finally passed 
in 1965, included a National Council on—not “for”—the Arts. 
Its first members, named by Lyndon Johnson, included Marian 
Anderson, Leonard Bernstein, Agnes de Mille, Richard Dieben-
korn, Duke Ellington, Helen Hayes, Charlton Heston, Harper 
Lee, Gregory Peck, Sidney Poitier, Richard Rodgers, Rosalind 
Russell, David Smith, John Steinbeck, and Isaac Stern, an ex-
traordinarily distinguished roster of artists, performers, com-
posers, and choreographers.

These were art and performance headliners, stars to catch 
the eye and the imagination of a nation seeking to develop its 
own profile as a place of artistic richness and complexity. Times 
change, and new initiatives obviously attract, and recruit, big 
names. But even taking that into consideration, it is clear that 
the current members, chosen “by law” by the president and 
“selected for their widely recognized knowledge of the arts or 
their expertise or profound interest in the arts”62 are not in 
the main part luminaries but rather representatives of a range 
of worthy activities, several of them educational, critical, or fis-
cal: museum director, opera singer, visual artist, author/critic/
educator, theater administrator, art director/designer, artist/
illustrator, symphony orchestra conductor, critic/author, music 
educator, and three members each identified as a “patron/
trustee.” In other words, instead of celebrities these are arts 
professionals.

The idea of peer review was, and is, that practitioners make 
better judges than government officials, consumers, or the gen-
eral public. In one sense this seems unobjectionable—except, 
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of course, that interested parties do often take objection to it, 
claiming that it fosters cronyism, nepotism, and narrowness of 
vision. At a symposium convened in November 1993 by “conser-
vative artists, intellectuals, and scholars,” as part of “the cultural 
counter-offensive reflected in the election returns of 1994” (the 
words are those of David Horowitz, a former liberal turned 
libertarian), many speakers inveighed against the NEA for a 
variety of sins, from its supposed nepotism (“an entrenched es-
tablishment”) to its supposed mediocrity and lack of universal 
values. One speaker, Frederick Turner, the author of books on 
value and on beauty, put forward a critique of peer reviews, and 
an alternative suggestion for arts funding.

Turner was genially acerbic about the state of arts patronage 
in this country. “Good art needs good patrons,” he observed, 
citing such models as “Enlightenment aristocrats, the Viennese 
19th century upper-middle class, the Medieval church, Renais-
sance kings, and so on.” But since none of those just men-
tioned were available, who should be the new patrons for new 
art at the NEA? Not fellow artists, Turner thought—they were 
too self-interested and too self-replicating, and in any case he 
regarded contemporary art and art theory as vacuous, empty 
of ideas. In his view peer panels and arts administrators had to 
go. In their place, Turner thought America should develop a 
new class of patrons:

We should create arts panels, if we have them, out of leading 
citizens in business, law, medicine, sciences, religion, phi-
lanthropy, the arts, entertainment, the academies, sports, 
and so on, who will be, in a sense, patrons. . . . I would 
expect that in the first 10 or 15 years they would be doing 
this, they would be funding trite, nice, pretty art. And then, 
after a while, they would begin to learn. It’s the duty of pa-
trons to learn. We just have to go through that period. You 
can’t just go on having contempt for the people; you have 
to have the people learn how to be good patrons. We just 
have to put up with a bit of trite art.63
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Turner’s suggestion underscores the difficulty of imagining 
and sustaining a “democratic” notion of patronage. During 
the presidency of Richard Nixon, Nebraska Senator Roman 
Hruska memorably defended the nomination of a candidate 
for the Supreme Court by standing up for the principle of me-
diocrity: “Even if he was mediocre,” Hruska declared about the 
proposed candidate, “there are a lot of mediocre judges and 
people and lawyers. They are entitled to a little representation, 
aren’t they, and a little chance? We can’t have all Brandeises 
and Cardozos and Frankfurters and stuff like that there.” This 
point of view, from 1970, superficially resembles the idea that 
the nation needs to endure a decade or more of “trite art” as 
it educates “leading citizens” in how to be arts patrons. But 
where Hruska endorses mediocrity as representative of a subset 
of American opinion, Turner envisages a process of learning, 
training, and (a risky word here) sophistication. This task of 
creating taste for the new, and developing criteria for evalua-
tion and judgment beyond what is familiar and recognizable, 
is not always consonant with the structure of democratically 
appointed juries and panels.

What remains of the NEA today is a rich range of fields—arts 
education, dance, design, folk and traditional arts, literature, 
media arts (film, radio, television), museums, music, musical 
theater, opera, theater, and visual arts. But grants in these areas 
are available only to institutions and organizations, not to in-
dividuals, except in “Literature Fellowships, NEA Jazz Masters 
Fellowships, and NEA National Heritage Fellowships in the 
Folk & Traditional Arts.”64 Literature fellows are creative writ-
ers or translators, and, in any case, are likely to make few waves 
compared to the Finleys and Mapplethorpes of yesteryear. The 
once politically suspect field of theater, the first to be jettisoned 
by the New Deal right wing, now survives and flourishes, sup-
porting dozens of productions of new plays and reinterpreta-
tions of classic ones. Collaboration thrives in these settings, as 
it does in funding for dance and opera companies. As for the 
visual artists, they have been, for the most part, handed over to 
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local residency and touring exhibition programs for selection 
and support. Perhaps this is a good thing; whatever they do, 
Congress can, if it has a mind to, avert its eyes, and swear that 
no one there is responsible. Most of the organizations involved 
are city agencies, or art schools, or outreach programs for chil-
dren, summer tourists, or the elderly, or—in several cases—art 
journals. Although the occasional university or college can be 
found among the grant recipients, these grants are usually for 
events or special (for instance, anniversary or tie-in) programs: 
the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Rutgers University Center for 
Innovative Print and Paper, or a subvention for a book on studio 
craft to be published by the University of North Carolina Press. 
Safety, it seems, is in the local—and in support for “art” rather 
than for artists. The Endowment seems to have moved away 
from the wish, however utopian, to call “a great artist” into being 
(in the language of the Declaration of Purpose), and toward a 
Hippocratic, if not fully hypocritical, oath: first, do no harm.

Going Public

Government funding and corporate sponsorship both depend 
upon a notion of the public, whether it is through the idea 
of community standards and values, commercial viability, or 
image enhancement. But the public has also emerged as a kind 
of patron in its own right, through the phantasmic projection 
and dispersal of its tastes and interests, and also through the 
material courtship of its financial contributions. The public 
as patron can go by the name of “the public interest,” or “the 
local community,” depending upon the underlying politics of 
the moment, but it is also manifest in titles like that of the 
Public Broadcasting System (PBS) and National Public Radio 
(NPR), which are, of course, underwritten by both government 
and private grants.

Projects for “public art,” including the installation—often 
over community or local objections—of monumental contem-
porary sculpture, have raised the issue of “who speaks for art.” 



88 chapter 2

The U.S. General Services Administration (GSA), working with 
the NEA, commissioned hundreds of pieces of art through the 
Art in Architecture program, and while many were welcomed 
by communities and individuals, others became flash points for 
controversy. Richard Serra’s Tilted Arc (1981), a 12-foot-high, 
120-foot-long steel curve installed in New York City’s Federal 
Plaza, was perhaps the most celebrated of these unwelcome ad-
ditions to the public scene. Opposed immediately by the offi ce 
workers who had used the plaza for lunch breaks and exercise, 
the sculpture was fiercely defended in the courts by Serra, who 
claimed First Amendment rights and regarded the community 
criticism as censorship. Suggestions that the piece might be 
moved to a different location were resisted by the artist, who 
insisted that the work was site specific. Artists, curators, and 
art critics spoke out in favor of Tilted Arc at a public hearing in 
1985, while office workers expressed the view that it interfered 
with public use of the space, and encouraged rats, graffiti, and 
terrorism. The case dragged on for eight years. Serra lost, ap-
pealed, and lost his appeal. The sculpture was dismantled dur-
ing the night on March 15, 1989, and the pieces hauled off to 
a scrap yard. “Art is not democratic, it is not for the people,” 
Serra remarked at the time. “I don’t think it is the function of 
art to be pleasing.”65

Even the grounds of this dispute were disputed. Serra ob-
jected to the idea that it was an artist versus workers controversy, 
insisting, instead, that it was “a fight to protect my work from 
destruction and to assert moral rights for artists”66 against the 
government’s claim that its ownership and property rights per-
mitted it to dispose of the work in any way it chose. “The Gov-
ernment is savage,” he said at the time. “It is eating its culture. 
I don’t think this country has ever destroyed a major work of 
art before.”67 As for the government, represented by William J. 
Diamond, the regional administrator of the General Services 
Administration, who had been trying to remove the sculpture 
for years—its verdict was a victory for “the public,” which could 
now “enjoy the plaza again.” In Diamond’s view, this was a 
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“revolution in our thinking—that open space is an art form in 
itself that should be treated with the same respect that other 
art forms are.”68

The Tilted Arc saga received a great deal of urban and global 
publicity, since it took place in New York City, one of the ac-
knowledged capitals of the “art world,” and a place where art, 
even—or especially—edgy art, might have been thought of as 
both welcome and at home. But controversies about site-specifi c 
sculpture commissioned by the GSA—including a number of 
works by quite established artists—erupted around the country. 
The Alexander Calder sculpture called La Grande Vitesse, com-
missioned by the NEA for the city of Grand Rapids, Michigan 
(the title of the work a play on the title of the city), had both 
supporters and detractors; one supporter, then-Congressman 
Gerald Ford of Michigan (later president of the United States) 
backed the sculpture, hailing it as “the flowering of an exalted 
mind” as well as “the largest Calder in the western hemisphere.” 
Ford later confessed to his congressional colleagues that “I did 
not really understand, nor do I today, what Mr. Calder was try-
ing to tell us.”69

Proposals by Claes Oldenburg for either a massive ashtray 
or an equally outsized baseball mitt were, however, rejected by 
Michigan’s capital city, Lansing. Minimalist works by Donald 
Judd (Dropped Plane, at Northern Kentucky State University) 
and Carl Andre (Stone Field Sculpture, Hartford, Connecticut) 
met with ambivalent receptions, as did work installed, suppos-
edly for the pleasure of the public, in Wichita, Kansas; Jackson, 
Mississippi; Concord, California; and even Pittsburgh, Pennsyl-
vania, where a half-million-dollar, ninety-foot steel sculpture in 
Gateway Center, designed by Mark di Suvero as the “signature 
piece” for the city, was reviled and rejected by the citizenry in 
the late 1980s.70

Should “the public,” whoever they/we are, have more con-
trol over arts programming and arts financing? In Art Lessons: 
Learning from the Rise and Fall of Public Arts Funding, Alice Gold-
farb Marquis suggested, a decade ago, that the government get 
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out of the arts-funding business by following an exit strategy 
familiar from politics and warfare: declare victory and decamp, 
leaving the field to the locals. “The best that those who love the 
arts can do for them is to try to stop finding those deserving of 
aid,” wrote Marquis, by “withdrawing from the absurd exercise 
of trying to discern excellence amid the vast panoply of arts 
that this country produces. Instead, public funders should con-
centrate on providing all the people with access to all sorts of 
arts: performances, exhibitions, readings.” She urges the find-
ing of new arts venues, allowing “artists to test their talent in 
the only arena that ultimately matters, before the public.”71

So here is that elusive, all-purpose, and culturally appetitive 
“public” again. But as usual, access to it turns out to be not 
quite direct. “The way to implement such a system,” Alice Mar-
quis proposed, “is to subsidize the hiring of a professional arts 
manager—a public impresario, if you will—for every locality or 
neighborhood. This person, aided by appropriate staff, would 
be responsible for an inventory of all spaces where exhibitions 
or performances could take place,” including high schools, 
churches, shopping malls, and prisons. “The arts manager would 
then book these spaces for anyone wanting to use them.”72 The 
public impresario would also, she imagined, advertise cultural 
offerings, set admission prices, distribute vouchers entitling in-
dividuals to admission, subscriptions, and so forth, all at less 
cost than the public agencies (NEA and others) are currently 
spending “on the minority of arts that they support.”

That this utopian idea has not come to fruition is hardly sur-
prising, given that it requires not only institutional defunding 
and a congressional rationale for doing so, but also the estab-
lishment of a different bureaucracy under the guise of freedom 
and equal access. Please note the ominous aside “aided by ad-
ditional staff.”

In any case, though, this kind of arts programming and spon-
sorship “from below”—like similar initiatives under way in the 
so-called public humanities—while manifestly desirable at many 



governing assumptions 91

levels, is not a viable substitute for real patronage: the support 
of artists and of artwork-in-the-making, the support of experi-
ment, initiative, failed attempts, collaborations, wild art, and 
avant-gardes, not to mention the kind of art-making (whether 
visual, filmic, theatrical, or acoustic) that involves very large 
outlays of money for materials, space, teams of collaborators, 
apprentices, fabricators, and so on. Despite Marquis’s sugges-
tion that the arts impresario system would produce a “level 
playing field” and an engaged set of new audiences, such a 
system is also reactive rather than active, consensus driven and 
consensual rather than challenging and confrontational. While 
there is a good deal to be said for openness, there are also good 
reasons for vertical and horizontal (“level,” open, community) 
initiatives in the arts.

Such a system could be supplementary, but it could not, real-
istically, be foundational. And if the pursuit of some imagined 
standard of “excellence”—legible to legislators as well as to arts 
professionals and to artists—turns out, indeed, to be a block-
ing mechanism rather than an enabling strategy for funding 
the most interesting artwork of the future, that structural (and 
human) failure does not mean that all modes of comparative 
judgment are anathema. Artists are judged and juried con-
stantly. There are acknowledged pecking orders among galler-
ies and gallerists, invitational exhibits, one-person shows and 
retrospectives, international exhibitions, museum shows and 
collections, and a host of other evaluative mechanisms in addi-
tion to the market for buying and collecting art. Indeed, “art 
world” plus “art market” together represent a system already in 
place and in play, although both, as we have seen, have their 
flaws, blinders, clubbiness, and media influences. That there 
should be fashions in artwork should not come as a surprise, 
or a disincentive or devaluation, to anyone who acknowledges 
that there are also fashions in intellectual work, in economics, 
in public policy, in philanthropy, and in all other aspects of 
human culture.
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The Second Time as Farce

And things are, perhaps slightly, looking up. A Boston confer-
ence of the national organization called Grantmakers in the 
Arts brought together donors, trustees, and staff of public and 
private arts organizations to discuss the role of public invest-
ment in the arts. The creation of the Massachusetts Cultural 
Facilities Fund, which brings together funding from the state 
legislature, the National Endowment for the Humanities, the 
Wallace Foundation, and other grantors, is an example of the 
kind of cultural partnership that is increasingly needed nation-
wide. As Ann McQueen, cochair of the Grantmakers in the 
Arts Conference, wrote in the Boston Globe, “Art and business. 
Art and government. These pairings are not as awkward as they 
are made out to be.”73

After decades in which the individual artist was regarded with 
suspicion, as a radical, a willful child, and/or a trendy poseur 
who could not be trusted with money, the pendulum has begun 
to swing back a little toward the possibility—and the urgency—
of funding artists directly, rather than supervising them like mi-
nors with trust funds.

A nonprofit organization called Artadia, founded by New 
York investment banker and art collector Christopher Vroom, 
offers arts grants of up to $15,000 for local artists (in Boston, 
New York, Miami, Atlanta, San Francisco, and Berlin), and also 
offers the crucial elements of facilitation and critical exposure, 
making the artists and their work part of a nationwide network 
of curators and artists. Boston-area partners include the LEF 
Foundation, the NLT Foundation, and the Mills Gallery at the 
Boston Center for the Arts. As an editorial in the Boston Globe
observed, “Using private funds protects the art and the artists 
from political wrath and the unpredictability of government 
funding.”74

Inspired in part by a 2003 Urban Institute study, “Investing in 
Creativity: A Study of the Support Structure for U.S. Artists,” a 
new charity called United States Artists (in-your-face acronym, 
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“USA”) announced that it would offer grant support to fifty
artists annually, with a generous stipend of $50,000 each, “no 
strings attached.”75 The sum, “pegged at about what an entry-
level art professor would make,”76 was intended to allow grant-
ees to spend a year working full-time on their art. Explicitly 
describing its fellowships as venture capital, funded by the Ford, 
Rockefeller, Prudential, and Rasmuson Foundations, and with 
support from arts patrons like Agnes Gund, and Eli and Edythe 
Broad, United States Artists aims to reverse the trend toward 
funding arts institutions rather than individual artists. The 
Urban Institute study had noted the defunding of NEA grants 
to artists whose work engaged hot-button topics like politics, 
pornography, and sexuality.

The phrase “no strings attached,” which appears early on in 
the Times article, identifies—by this very stress on antipatron-
age—both the problem and the tensions around a solution. The 
vetting system itself, which involves nominations by 150 “anony-
mous arts leaders” and reviews of the resulting three hundred 
nominees by panels of “artists, critics, scholars and others in 
the arts,” is aimed both at funding deserving artists in many dis-
ciplines and many career stages, and at providing, for potential 
funders, a way of evaluating art-makers. As Susan V. Berresford of 
the Ford Foundation commented, “I believe there are individuals 
who would like to give to artists directly but worry that they lack 
a system to help identify talent.”77 The first list of fifty included 
photographer Catherine Opie, artists Layla Ali and Michael Joo, 
graphic novelist Chris Ware, theater and performance artist 
Ping Chong, writer Amy Hempel, and musician Nick Cave.

It may not be much of a consolation to veterans of the so-
called culture wars of the 1980s to discover that their battles 
were essentially replays of the past, but American history, like 
all history, has a way of uncannily repeating itself. When the 
U.S. Capitol building was under construction in the early 
1800s, a resolution was brought in Congress to commission four 
paintings for the Rotunda, to be executed by the Connecticut 
painter John Trumbull. (Benjamin Haydon, Lord Melbourne’s 
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persistent interlocutor, would have perhaps been glad to note 
that the government was undertaking to support history paint-
ing, Haydon’s own forte.) Some in Congress queried whether 
it was “just or proper for the Government of the United States 
to become a patron of the fine arts.”78 But there was general 
public approbation; the Albany Daily Advertiser expressed itself 
as gratified that “the patronage of the government extended 
to the encouragement of the arts which refine and adorn soci-
ety,”79 and the “moral effect” of the proposed historical topics 
was singled out in the legislature for praise.

Until, that is, the paintings were presented for exhibition, 
at which point the legislators became art critics, and critics of 
the most critical sort. A senator from Maine complained that 
what should have been a “sublime” scene, the Resignation of 
George Washington, was absurdly diminished: “What do you see 
in this picture? Why, a man looking like a little ensign, with a 
roll of paper in his hand, like an old newspaper, appearing as 
if he was saying, ‘Here, take it. . . . I don’t want to give it up.’” 
And a congressman from Virginia, John Randolph, who had 
initially supported the project, changed his mind when he saw 
the results. To see the paintings in place was to feel “ashamed 
of the state of the Arts in this country,” he announced. In par-
ticular Randolph singled out the “picture of the Declaration of 
Independence,” which in his view ought “to be called the Shin-
piece, for surely never was there before such a collection of legs 
submitted to the eyes of man.”80

Commentary on government in the arts had an eerily fa-
miliar ring. An Ohio congressman, proudly describing himself 
as a “backwoodsman,” said that decorating the Capitol with 
public money was “in a great measure, money thrown away.” 
Several congressmen spoke out against government commis-
sions for paintings, one declaring that “if the fine arts cannot 
thrive in this country without getting up Government jobs, why 
I say, let them fall.”81 Tristram Burges, a congressman from 
Rhode Island, suggested—in a way that will again seem familiar 
to culture-war aficionados—that Congress itself should be the 
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judge: painters should bring their works to be inspected by 
the House of Representatives, so that the “public”—that is, the 
House members—could pick from among them “such as are 
most worthy of selection.” To which Henry A. Wise of Virginia 
retorted that artists would hardly consent to submit their work 
to “every pretender who knows not foreshortening from color-
ing”82—which is to say, the House members, again. And so on.

The uproar about Trumbull’s paintings might seem minor, 
however, next to the controversy provoked by Horatio Gree-
nough’s notorious statue of a George Washington clad in a 
toga and naked to the waist. The architect Charles Bulfinch de-
scribed Greenough’s Washington as looking as if he were “en-
tering or leaving a bath,”83 and the statue’s stiff and upraised 
right arm also came in for adverse commentary. Philip Hone, 
a wealthy New York merchant who was briefly the city’s mayor, 
wrote in his diary that the Greenough statue “looked like a 
great Herculean warrior—like Venus of the bath . . . undressed 
with a huge napkin lying in his lap and covering his lower ex-
tremities, and he, preparing to perform his ablutions, is in the 
act of consigning his sword to the care of the attendant.”84 As 
Lillian Miller notes, the statue became itself “a touchstone for 
evaluating American taste,” with many visitors to the country 
dismissing the criticisms as naïve and untutored. And certainly 
there were American fans as well as detractors. Gouverneur 
Kemble, who had been U.S. consul at Cadiz (and imported 
from there the art of casting cannon), thought it was “second 
only to the Moses of Michael Angelo.” Or at least so he told 
Edward Everett, the governor of Massachusetts, who himself re-
garded Greenough’s achievement as “one of the greatest works 
of sculpture in modern times.”85

Such risible comments and controversies are themselves 
local color, important here only to underscore the fact that gov-
ernment patronage of the arts is always susceptible to second-
guessing by both members of the government and members 
of the public. If the vitriol of late twentieth-century disputes 
seems to be missing from these eighteenth-century art spats, 
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that may be because we are inclined to regard the witty or 
sneering exchanges of the past with an indulgent eye. But the 
savage spirit of mutual denigration and dismissal is not absent 
from some of these observations, and if we feel unthreatened 
by Washington’s naked—and buff—marble torso, or indeed by 
the stockinged shins of the Continental Congress, we should 
nonetheless bear in mind that the patriotic reverence of the 
time sought and found “offense” in unfamiliar depictions. It 
was ever thus, and remains the case today.
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minding the business of art

sir andrew: I would I had bestowed that time in the tongues that
I have in fencing, dancing, and bear-baiting. O, had
I but followed the arts!

—twelfth night

Controversies over the National Endowments, jousting and 
posturing by members of Congress, and a few rather tame but 
nevertheless headline-making scatological scandals that are now 
the stuff of urban legend—Karen Finley smearing herself with 
chocolate; Chris Ofili adorning paintings with, or balancing 
them on, elephant dung; Andres Serrano and his vial of urine—
all this has somewhat obscured the fact that most arts funding 
in the United States does not, unlike in Britain, come from the 
national or state government. In fact, compared to other modes 
of organized patronage, government is just a bit player. The 
real action is elsewhere—in business patronage, cultural philan-
thropy, and corporate funding of the arts; in corporate art and 
collecting; in corporate sponsorship as an art form in its own 
right; in funding for art in public places; and in the new “ven-
ture philanthropy,” motivated by the twin incentives of profi t 
and social conscience, together with other high-ticket, hands-on 
activities in the public arena.

Unsurprisingly, these enterprises, too, are often riven by 
tensions between the two kinds of “patronizing”: support for
the arts, and well-meaning condescension, however generously 
intended. When patrons and artists mix, the combination is 
heady, volatile, and unpredictable. Among the issues that would 
emerge from this set of high-minded but pragmatic encoun-
ters were the concept of the sponsor as patron, the question 



98 chapter 3

of the blue-chip or celebrity artist as a material asset, and the 
deep desire to retain the arts, conceptually, as above or apart 
from commerce at the same time that, in practical terms, they 
were seen as effective enhancements for both the corporate 
image and the executive suite. Could “corporate art” ever carry 
a positive connotation? Or is it, like “elevator music,” intrin-
sically oxymoronic, always at war with itself? And what about 
the artists? Were they to be supported from the beginning of 
their careers, instructed, nurtured, and offered professional 
and commercial opportunities by galleries or theater, opera, 
and dance companies? Was art-making, and the performance 
of art, a profession, a vocation, or an avocation? How could 
investment in the arts be aligned with the education and train-
ing of new artists? Again the recurrent question: How best to 
patronize the arts?

Business and the Arts

In 1966 Esquire Magazine established a series of annual Business 
in the Arts awards to recognize the contributions of individual 
businesses to arts organizations. A year later, in 1967, David Rock-
efeller founded the Business Committee for the Arts (BCA), 
a national task force of heads of corporations committed to 
increasing philanthropic support for the arts. By 1968 the two 
art-and-business initiatives—the Business in the Arts awards and 
the Business Committee for the Arts—had been combined, and 
BCA became the cosponsor of the Esquire prizes.

Many of the early Esquire/BCA award winners had local tie-
ins: the Brooklyn department store Abraham and Strauss was 
lauded in 1968 for its crucial funding of the Brooklyn Academy 
of Music (BAM), transforming that institution from a “languish-
ing” to a vibrant center for contemporary art and performance. 
In the same year, Philadelphia Gas Works underwrote a pro-
gram called Dance Happens in Philadelphia that increased the 
size, as well as the repertoire, of the city’s Civic Ballet Company. 
Other corporations (IBM, S. C. Johnson, Polaroid, and so on) 
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sponsored touring museum shows, nationwide telecasts, and 
other cultural events.

“Projects involving the arts,” declared David Rockefeller, 
“are not just a kind fluffy periphery of American life. They are 
an integral part of the solutions to the problems that face our 
country today,” whether the problems were an excess of leisure 
time or the “crisis in our cities.”1 It was the role of the modern 
corporation, now a “social” as well as an “economic” institution 
and indeed a “full-fledged citizen” with civic responsibilities, 
to support the arts so that they could “illumine and reinforce 
our individuality” in what he regarded as “our increasingly 
mechanized and computerized world”—that is to say, the very 
world that the modern corporation had brought into being, 
and upon which it depended for its profits.

This early wave of corporate participation in funding the arts, 
then, assessed the value of cultural activities for their intrinsic 
merits and public importance: the Rockefeller family’s long-
time connection with the arts thus encompassed public, civic, 
and private modes of philanthropy. Abby Aldrich Rockefeller 
helped to create the Museum of Modern Art; her son David 
succeeded her on the board of directors, and later became 
chairman of the board. Nelson Rockefeller, committed to poli-
tics and public life, had proposed a National Council for the 
Arts as early as 1954, although, as we have seen, the authorizing 
legislation for the National Endowments for the Arts and the 
Humanities was not passed until more than a decade afterward. 
David Rockefeller’s development of a high-profile network of 
business patronage thus came at the same time as the govern-
ment’s entry—or reentry—into arts funding and support.

It is worth emphasizing at the outset that the dollar value 
of business and corporate arts support was then many times 
greater than that of the government, as it remains today. If we 
hear more about controversies involving the NEA than about 
who gets, and does not get, corporate funding, that is largely 
on account of the “mingling” and “meddling” of legislators 
and public officials, whether or not they are arts professionals 
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or connoisseurs. The specter of “taxpayer’s money” also plays 
an important role in public debates about government funding 
for the arts, even though that funding is dwarfed by the money 
pouring in from corporate sources.

Concerns about the aesthetic consequences of corporate in-
volvement in the arts were dispelled early on. For instance, in 
the late sixties Leo Schoenhofen, the chairman of the Container 
Corporation of America—which made products he cheerfully 
acknowledged as “prosaic” but benefiting in the marketplace 
from “good design”—told a group of New York City business-
men gathered at Lincoln Center that the world need not fear 
the dehumanizing results of “amassing a distinguished corpo-
rate collection of paintings and sculpture”:

There is no doubt that some have viewed with alarm; have 
worried about the corruption of the artist in the executive 
suite; have wondered what will be the dire results of the fact 
that an increasing percentage of private gallery sales are to 
the corporation, rather than to the individual or the mu-
seum. I would remind those who think such dark thoughts, 
that except for a relatively brief period of world history—the 
most recent period, in fact—the dominant center of power 
was always the major stimulus to art, serving as a sponsor and 
patron. It seems logical that the role of art patron should be 
assumed by this new major force in society, the corporate 
management team. There is nothing either new or sinister 
in the fact that they are using fine art for their own ends. 
That has almost always been true of art patrons. Indus-
try must begin truly to believe in the arts, believe in them 
enough to use them selfishly, to put them to work for busi-
ness rather than serving merely as corporate decoration.2

The U.K. equivalent to the Business Committee on the Arts 
is the Association for Business Sponsorship of the Arts (ABSA), 
founded in 1976. Like BCA, ABSA gave highly visible awards to 
corporate sponsors, roping in members of the royal family to 
present them. Following the precept of Margaret Thatcher, who 
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had a low opinion of government-sponsored arts initiatives—
“You cannot achieve a renaissance by simply substituting state 
patronage for private patronage,” she declared in May 1980, in 
a speech reported under the indicative headlines “Arts Cash 
Still Low Priority” and “State Cannot Be Part of Arts Revival”3—
ABSA became even more active as a corporate recruitment 
and lobbying group in the l990s, as the attempt to woo private 
funding increased.

Meantime, in the United States, the BCA continued to insist 
that it was not only money, but also “marketing skills” and orga-
nizational expertise that the business community had to offer: 
“in brief,” wrote its president after the first decade of awards, 
“ingenuity and closeness of company participation counted for 
as much as financial support.” Well, perhaps. In any case, BCA 
confidently asserted that “business support of cultural activi-
ties has become the fastest growing area of corporate philan-
thropy.”4 Membership in the Business Committee for the Arts 
was originally, and remains today, by invitation only, making it, 
as one analyst observes, “an exclusive club for the higher ech-
elons of business.”5 Equally significant, there are no represen-
tatives of arts organizations on the board. This is a pro-business 
organization that wants to patronize the arts—arguably, in all 
senses of the word.

“I know many executives who, like myself, paint in their spare 
time,” wrote Robert O. Anderson, chairman of the Atlantic 
Richfield Company and (then) chairman of the Business Com-
mittee for the Arts, in 1971, “and I know many more who are 
sophisticated art collectors. Thousands of businessmen are am-
ateur musicians or actors and an even greater number regularly 
attend performances of music, ballet, opera or theater.” Having 
established, as he considered, the baseline of executive interest 
in the arts, Anderson went on to underscore the difference be-
tween amateur attraction and professional expertise:

The corporation executive often has a dual role to play 
in relation to the arts and unless it is understood, it can 
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evoke considerable resentment. The corporate executive 
as art lover or theatergoer is one person; when he directs 
his company’s philanthropic program, he becomes an-
other. He may warmly admire the works of a painter or 
a sculptor or the performances of a ballet company. But 
he expects that in all matters that lie outside artistic per-
formance, relations will be reasonably business-like and 
predictable. He expects the ballet company’s administra-
tive practices and bookkeeping to be efficient, even when 
its performances are inspired. He expects artists to keep 
appointments and he expects arts organizations that re-
ceive financial support from his company to report how 
the grant was used.6

This symptomatic passage neatly combines the rhetoric of calm 
top-down instruction with a consistent undercurrent of gen-
tly articulated chastisement. The “considerable resentment” 
evoked at the beginning of the paragraph (and ascribed, indi-
rectly, to the arts beneficiaries of corporate largesse) appears 
in full flower by the end in another place altogether, when 
the expectations of the hypothetical corporate executive are, 
it would seem, doomed to disappointment by the haphazard 
practices of the arts. The litany of “he expects . . . he expects . . . 
he expects” predicts the answer “no.” The two persons of the 
corporate executive are related but distinct: the CEO as lover 
of the arts can permit himself to feel emotions like wonder, joy, 
or pathos, but the CEO as philanthropic director has his eye 
sternly on the clock and on the bottom line.

Nonetheless, we are subsequently assured, “Hard-driving cor-
porate executives and dedicated artists are not as dissimilar in 
values or motives as a prima facie comparison of life styles would 
appear to indicate. Despite the pressures of conformity that 
exist in any large organization, business or arts, the successful 
executive is usually the one who questions orthodoxies.” At the 
close of the essay the genial latent paternalism of this view of cor-
porate patronage becomes artlessly if no less genially manifest, 
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with the reminder that “businessmen are parents,” and that 
“many executives have had their attention turned to the aes-
thetics of our environment and the obstacles to improvements 
in the quality of life by the insistence of their children that these 
must not be ignored any longer.”7 Thus spoke the business 
community, or some of it, in the rebellious 1960s, when “the 
insistence of their children” began to claim, however briefly in 
the history of the nation between Eisenhower and Reagan, a 
different set of cultural values. Nothing in this account seems 
as dated, or as poignant, as this concluding acknowledgment 
of intergenerational strife.

Thirty years after the inception of the BCA, in the late nine-
ties, certain patterns about business support to the arts had be-
come clear.8 The importance of an active arts community in 
the vicinity of the company sponsor was reinforced, as over 90 
percent of business resources given to the arts were at the local 
level. The favored targets for patronage were performing arts 
and arts education programs, following a pattern that mirrored 
the preferred government spending areas—theater groups, or-
chestras, dance companies, “live arts performances,” and K-12 
education rather than, say, the funding of individual artists. The 
initiative came from the top. If the chief executive was interested 
in the arts, the company was far more likely to contribute.

At this point the emphasis was not yet on what would come 
to be called “venture philanthropy”; the 1998 BCA survey deter-
mined that the majority of business supporters of the arts in the 
previous year emphasized “giving to do good” over “strategic 
philanthropy.”9 Interestingly, “giving to do good” was described 
as “traditional philanthropy,” marking an explicit shift in the 
making. The semantic difference between “strategic” and “ven-
ture” is itself a turn-of-the-century shift: venture philanthropy, 
also called “high-engagement philanthropy,” “the new philan-
thropy,” or “social philanthropy,” endeavors to combine fiscal
and social profit motives to do good while doing well. We will 
come to venture philanthropy later on, but it is worth empha-
sizing here the more “traditional” philanthropic assessment of 
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the value of arts funding—indeed, of “The Value of the Arts,” 
as expressed by the BCA on its Web site:

• The arts are essential to the quality of life in a community.
• The arts are a critical component in K-12 education.
• The arts are good for business.
• The arts affirm and celebrate who we are.10

It is perhaps understandable, given what is included—and 
excluded—in these tenets, that no museum directors, curators, 
arts administrators, or college professors are given a seat at the 
table.

The idea of the corporation as a public citizen and a moral 
actor voiced so eloquently by David Rockefeller is still paid 
some lip service today, but the intrinsic definition of a corpora-
tion has undergone a tremendous change. Corporations are 
now frankly run for investors, in order to maximize profits.
Their cultural role is still considerable—perhaps even more 
considerable than in the sixties—but the goal is manifestly to 
edge out the competition, and/or to gain fame, good will, and 
prestige, and therefore to augment the bottom line. Thus the 
BCA has recently inaugurated a competition for what it calls 
“The BCA Ten” of the year—the “best companies supporting 
the arts in America.” Arts professionals are represented on 
the nomination review committee, but the focus for winners 
remains on the benefits of marketing and publicity. Victory 
earns a corporate sponsor “use of THE BCA TEN in market-
ing, customer and client relations”; “an invitation to the THE 
BCA TEN gala”; “national and local media coverage”; a “fea-
ture story in BCAnews”—and a “limited edition print” specially 
created by an American artist.11 “Any company selected for 
THE BCA TEN has a real competitive advantage,” said J. Barry 
Griswell, Chair, President and CEO of the Principal Financial 
Group, and a Vice Chairman of BCA, “because employees and 
customers favor businesses that support the arts.”12 This con-
test, also described as for business “role models” who invest in 
the arts, is cosponsored by Forbes magazine.
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Patronizing the arts in the “traditional” philanthropic model 
can yield great publicity and marketing benefits for the corpo-
ration as a whole. There are also significant personal and social 
gains for individual corporate sponsors. Although arts profes-
sionals were not invited to be members of the Business Com-
mittee for the Arts, corporate business executives, their wives 
(and sometimes husbands), and children, have been welcomed 
onto the boards of trustees of art museums in both the United 
States and Britain. Museum trustees bring to their work on the 
board a serious commitment to the arts, but many come to this 
privilege not through professional training or experience, but 
through the opportunities afforded by affluence—and, in the 
cases of spouses and children, by leisure. The museum board, 
long a space for social visibility and clout, was an attractive and 
attainable goal for the new rich as well as the custodians of 
inherited wealth. Money made in real estate, the stock market, 
and other booming enterprises came to match, and in some 
cases to dwarf, the funding offered by the traditional family 
philanthropy of the nineteenth century.

Furthermore, as Chin-tao Wu notes, museum trusteeship is 
a two-way street, giving collectors on the board advance notice 
about which artists’ work will be “acquired or exhibited” by the 
museum, a move that is sure to enhance the value of all work 
by those artists. Wu cites Flora Biddle, then chairman of the 
board of the Whitney Museum, on the question of conflict of 
interest: “The board is full of collectors who are buying con-
temporary art. The problem the Whitney has generally is that 
as soon as we have a show or buy a piece, the artist’s dealer 
raises his prices by 30 percent. What do we do about that?”13

Absolut Power

Conflict of interest also leads to a besetting problem—or, from 
another perspective, a beguiling opportunity—for corporate 
donors. Sponsorship packages can often be explicit “tie-ins,” 
like the 2006 show at the Metropolitan Museum of Art called 
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Anglomania: Tradition and Transgression in British Fashion, 
which was sponsored by—or to use the more usual high-culture 
euphemism, “made possible by”—Burberry, and trumpeted on 
the British clothier’s Web site. For other companies, though, 
the opposite becomes possible, allowing the deflecting of pub-
lic attention from actual corporate activities to high-visibility 
cultural involvements. Companies like ExxonMobil and Philip 
Morris have developed reputations for civic and cultural gen-
erosity as a result of their underwriting of exhibitions, public 
television, and similar events. Since tobacco companies are re-
stricted in the amount of direct advertising they can do for 
their products, they have tended to try to improve their pub-
lic image by sponsoring charitable and cultural activities. Per-
forming arts companies like the American Ballet Theatre, the 
Houston Grand Opera, the San Francisco Ballet, and the Wolf 
Trap Foundation for the Performing Arts have all accepted 
tobacco-company sponsorship, as have museums and visual-
arts exhibitions across the United States (Brooklyn Museum 
of Art; Cincinnati Art Museum; Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Los Angeles; and others).

It is not only exhibitions and performances that link the 
name of the sponsor with art patronage. By the last years of the 
twentieth century, it was clear that the “sponsor as patron” had 
become a crossover success story, beneficial at once to advertis-
ers, artists, business, and the general art-loving public.14 In this 
world of metaprojects that showcase their own histories (the 
institutional equivalent of the confessional memoir), coffee-
table art books on arts sponsorship by corporations have been 
published in lavish editions underwritten by businesses and 
their foundations. As a result, large-format books about cor-
porate art are now themselves art works, or, at least, objects of 
commercial and aesthetic cupidity and desire. Two striking ex-
amples issue from corporate sponsors whose real products are 
cigarettes and alcohol: Art in Business: The Philip Morris Story,
published in 1979 “under the auspices of” the Business Com-
mittee on the Arts by Abrams, the fine arts publisher; and a 
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handsome work entitled Absolut Book: The Absolut Vodka Advertis-
ing Story.

In 1985 Andy Warhol proposed painting an interpretation 
of the Absolut Vodka bottle to the president/CEO of Carillon 
Products, Michel Roux. The Absolut advertising campaign had 
been very successful, and Warhol, the editor, publisher, and 
owner of Interview magazine, had met Roux through Interview’s 
advertising director. Intrigued, Roux paid $65,000 for the 
painting, thus setting a ceiling for future commissioned work 
by artists in what would become a remarkable series of visual 
ads. Utlimately there would be hundreds of Absolut ads, com-
missions from many kinds of artists, painters, glassmakers, 
dancers, filmmakers, and so on, as well as myriad spoofs on the 
brand that turn the attention back to its status not as art but 
as alcohol.

The initial commission did not specify that the painting 
would be used as an advertisement; Roux already had, hanging 
in his office, a Warhol painting of another Carillon product, 
“a concoction of Armagnac and passionfruit called La Grande 
Passion.”15 Nonetheless, in short order artists like Keith Haring, 
Ed Ruscha, and Armand Arman were signed up to contribute to 
the Absolut art collection. By 1991 the campaign had expanded 
to the contemporary art of the American Southwest, with work 
by artists like David Alvarez, Lane Coulter, Robert Gallegos, 
and Rebecca Parsons, ranging from furniture and paintings to 
sculpture and folk art. Absolut Glasnost was a 1990 collection 
of works by twenty-six Soviet artists. Earth artist Stan Herd pro-
duced the image of an Absolut vodka bottle the size of twelve 
football fields and clearly visible from the air in a field in eastern 
Kansas. “Absolut Art of the Nineties,” a glossy forty-page spread 
in the magazine Art & Antiques, displayed the work of thirty-six 
artists “who promise to be at the forefront of the emerging ar-
tistic trends” of the decade according to Absolut’s own Web site. 
Meantime Absolut had also ventured into the world of fashion, 
with T-shirts, designer gloves by Donna Karan, and a solid gold 
dress, weighing sixteen pounds, created by Anthony Ferrara.
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Perhaps inevitably, Michel Roux began to be described as 
a Medici figure—in fact, as “the Medici of Teaneck,” New Jer-
sey.16 As Arthur Lubow commented in a New Yorker profi le, “In-
stead of being merely a liquor salesman, he was now a patron 
of the arts.”17 The trade journal Sales and Marketing Management 
waxed similarly historical in announcing its annual Marketing 
Achievement Award for 1992: Absolut Vodka was, it declared, 
a product that “embraces the same commitment to quality, art-
istry, and charity that families like the De Medicis, the D’Estes, 
and the Guggenheims became known for during their respec-
tive reigns.”18

Smoke and Mirrors

Another high-profile corporate art patron in this period was 
Philip Morris, which fended off the bad publicity associated 
with its principal product line, cigarettes, and assiduously 
courted the good will of the art public, sponsoring and contrib-
uting to hundreds of exhibitions in museums, galleries, and 
other spaces for the visual arts. Renamed “Altria” in 2003—a 
corporate moniker that successfully cloaked the identity of the 
corporation’s signature product and seemed in fact to imply its 
altruism (“devotion to the welfare of others, regard for others, 
as a principle of action; opposed to egoism or selfi shness”19)—
the group set about to identify itself with arts funding. “The 
name change is entirely cosmetic in nature,” said Martin Feld-
man, the tobacco-industry analyst at Merrill Lynch, and the 
chair and CEO described the change as “the right thing to do 
and the right time to do it.”20

Philip Morris had supported dance companies and the vi-
sual arts since the seventies, in part because some of its former 
chief executives, like Joseph F. Cullman III and George Weiss-
man, had cared strongly about the arts and culture. “Our pro-
gram is not about our products; it’s about reputation,” Jennifer 
Goodale, Altria’s vice president for contributions told the New
York Times.21 “Creativity and innovation are some of our greatest 
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attributes. What better way to reflect that then to support the 
arts?” But in 2007, after years of support to performance groups 
and venues from the Brooklyn Academy of Music to the Dance 
Theater Workshop in Manhattan and the Urban Bush Women 
in Brooklyn, the Altria Group decided to discontinue its fund-
ing and to move its corporate operations out of the United 
States. “The goal of the breakup,” wrote Andrew Martin in the 
Times, “is to give the foreign arm, Philip Morris International, 
more freedom to pursue emerging cigarette markets without 
being hindered by the regulatory and legal problems facing its 
business in the United States.”22

Arts institutions in New York were devastated, wondering 
where, or whether, they would find other major patrons, seek-
ing assistance from “companies, hedge funds, or real estate 
developers.” But some onlookers expressed their satisfaction. 
Matthew L. Myers, president and chief executive of the Cam-
paign for Tobacco Free Kids, told the Times reporter that Philip 
Morris had formerly sought the support of arts groups it spon-
sored in opposing a city bill to ban smoking in public places, 
and noted that he had himself declined to attend any cultural 
events sponsored by Altria.23 And the New York Times editorial
page saw both loss and gain in the change: 

The loss of Altria gives the art world a chance to shake its 
addiction to what has, in fact, always been tobacco money. 
Yes, that money was spent in the public interest, support-
ing institutions and programs and exhibitions that have 
greatly enriched us all culturally. But it’s also worth won-
dering about the real costs of that funding—the fact that 
for so many institutions Philip Morris ceased to mean to-
bacco and came to mean mainly a reliable check.24

If there seems a little hindsight to this self-righteousness, or 
a little self-righteousness to this hindsight, the point is none-
theless well taken. Like René Magritte’s famous painting, The
Treachery of Images—the depiction of a pipe as if for a tobacco 
store advertisement, with the words Ceci n’est pas une pipe (“This
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is not a pipe”) written in cursive script below—the corporate 
contributions to the art world were, and were not, representa-
tions from the real world of smoking and mirrors.25 The inven-
tion of Altria helped Philip Morris’s corporate image problem, 
offering a positive reflection upon its generosity. But the spon-
sored institutions that accepted Altria’s “cosmetic” gift and sub-
sequently found themselves without their major patron were 
now, perhaps, encountering another version of the treachery 
of images.

Cigarettes and alcohol were thus by the magical agency of 
marketing and sponsorship transformed from addictive com-
mercial substances into the very stuff of art. That commercial 
products should be thus transmuted comes, of course, as no 
surprise, either in the history of cultural patronage or in the 
fetishism of the commodity. Without departing from the “tra-
ditional” model of cultural philanthropy and patronage, such 
corporations as Absolut, Philip Morris, and ExxonMobil side-
step negative publicity resulting from their business activities 
and court the glitzy visibility of the art world, making an art 
form of patronage itself. In effect, savvy advertisers seek—and 
perhaps receive—public “absolution” (remission of guilt or 
sin) by patronizing the arts.

Art, Inc.

The crossover between “high” or “fine” art and commercialism 
is, of course, the oldest of stories, as well as the most persistent 
of complaints (and boasts). The phenomenon of the museum 
“blockbuster show” is likewise old news by now. A generalized 
ambivalence about this situation can be detected in much writ-
ing on the subject. A typical example here discusses Malcolm 
Rogers, the director of Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts: “Since 
his appointment in 1994, Rogers has brought into the MFA 
Ralph Lauren’s cars and Les Paul’s guitars and Herb Ritts’s 
photos of Madonna. He has sent Monets to Vegas. Moreover, he 
has brought in a management style that his most fervent critics 
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say is far more suitable to the average corporate shark tank than 
an institution like the MFA.” The word “unapologetic” appears 
twice in two pages: Rogers is “feisty and unapologetic”; his “em-
brace of the modern, and his equally unapologetic embrace of 
the commercial, has prompted questions elsewhere in the arts 
community as to whether, one day soon, behind the counter at 
the museum’s luxurious gift shop, one might be able to pur-
chase for oneself a piece of the museum’s soul.” Nice touch. 
And the word “corporate” is everywhere: “Large, splashy ex-
hibits require large, splashy funding, often from large, splashy 
corporations. Corporate officers have started appearing more 
frequently among museum boards of trustees.”26

The typical museum director “now was dealing with the wide 
corporate world, and with the kinds of patrons whom sports 
teams often refer to as ‘casual fans,’ people drawn to a specific
exhibit and not to the museum itself.”27 There is more in this 
vein in almost any similar report or exposé (again, it’s a fine
line between congratulation and schadenfreude). We get the 
point. Who are these directors of “fine arts,” anyway, with their 
corporate salaries and their corporate suits and their casual 
fans? This trend may be indicative of a larger ambivalence in 
corporate art patronage, namely between the older mode of 
cultural philanthropy and the newer strategic sponsorship that 
attempts to bring profit and social change into one package.

Nothing Ventured, Nothing Gained

“Will Venture Philanthropy Revolutionize the Arts?” asked an 
article published in 2001 by a group called Americans for the 
Arts. Why, the authors asked, were venture philanthropists—
that is, the recipients of “new wealth” in the boom years of the 
late 1990s—not supporting cultural organizations with the same 
zeal as they supported other causes? “Venture philanthropy” is 
modeled on “venture capital,” the modus operandi of the for-
profit sector. It marks a desire, on the part of these new-style 
philanthropists, to be “hands-on benefactors” who expect to be 



112 chapter 3

managing partners working with nonprofit organizations and to 
see what are described as “measurable results.” Three reasons 
were set forward to account for the lag in cultural funding:

• “[V]enture philanthropists are simply not very interested 
in the arts,” because they grew up at a time when arts 
education was not a priority in America, and they were 
so busy making money that they “have not had time 
to become socialized into a milieu of arts and culture 
(something that, according to conventional wisdom, is 
more likely to happen later in life).”

• “[I]nvestors in venture philanthropy funds have tended 
to be interested in making a ‘social investment’ in basic 
human needs,” and in their view arts and culture proj-
ects do not qualify.

• Finally, there is “the difficulty of measuring outcomes 
in the arts,” whether on the level of “increased artistic 
excellence or the actual effects of arts participation on 
people’s lives.”28

Despite these concerns, a few successful programs were 
cited, chief among them the National Arts Stabilization Fund, 
which had its inception in programs supported by major na-
tional foundations like Ford, Mellon, and Rockefeller in the 
1970s, and which aimed to stabilize the financial situation for 
arts organizations like symphony orchestras, for which endow-
ment funding had not been sufficiently effective. This model 
was also applied to local arts agencies, with the same “lessons” 
to be learned: the desirability of measurable results, accept-
ing the philanthropist as a managing partner—long resisted by 
local arts agencies, which value their independence—and, sig-
nally, something called a “clear exit strategy to the donor.”29

Venture philanthropy thus attempted to develop business 
models for the arts and culture. In the meantime, however, 
some businesses had already become heavily engaged in the 
arts, through the strategy of corporate collecting. Corporate 
art collections offered tangible pleasures, both to the collector 
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and to the observer. They allowed knowledgeable and inter-
ested participants to purchase and exhibit high-end art bought 
with company money.

Corporate Art

You might think that “corporate art” would be either a contra-
diction in terms or a description of a collaborative process. But 
you would be wrong. Corporate art is now not only a reputable 
and recognized category, but an employment opportunity, a 
genre of collecting art that has its own curators, galleries, and 
gallerists, as well as—inevitably—its own bibliography of high-
end art books. A corporation is an institutional “person,” and 
just as individual persons developed taste and the habit of col-
lecting, so, over time, have corporations. Here is one descrip-
tion of “the modern corporation as a patron of the arts,” from 
the perspective of a sociologist:

Acting as collectors, some companies purchase art because 
of its investment potential. Other companies display it 
proudly in highly visible areas such as entranceways, board-
rooms, lobbies or sculpture gardens open to the public. 
Some companies choose several important paintings for 
display in their annual reports, or invite important clients 
to tour their collections. Either as collector or publicist, 
the corporation in buying and exhibiting art realizes op-
portunities to gain public recognition and prestige. Art 
collections serve corporations well as expressions to both 
their public and their rivals. The function corporations give 
to art establishes its meaning so that particular styles may 
be reinterpreted in terms of organizational requirements, 
and this includes using aspects of artistic style (content, 
color, size, form) to express status or match furniture.30

There’s nothing surprising here, except perhaps the frank ac-
knowledgment that expressing status or matching furniture is 
a recognizable aspect of artistic style. But the cascading list of 
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status words (“proudly,” “important”—twice in one sentence—
“recognition,” “prestige,” and so on) makes it clear that cor-
porate art collection is part of a business plan. Surely no artist 
wants his or her work to be itself described as “corporate.” Yet 
this study identifies “blue-chip” artists who make corporate in-
vestment secure (Romare Bearden, James Dine, Jasper Johns, 
Ellsworth Kelly, Sol LeWitt, Roy Lichtenstein, Robert Mother-
well, Barnett Newman, Louise Nevelson, Claes Oldenburg, Rob-
ert Rauschenberg, James Rosenquist, Frank Stella, David Smith, 
and Andy Warhol), as well as the “ultimate status in corporate 
collecting,” the commissioning of a monumental lobby or plaza 
sculpture by Alexander Calder, Mark DiSuvero, George Segal et 
alia, or a mural by Lichtenstein, Stella, or Sam Francis.31

Inevitably any commentary on corporate art once again in-
vokes the Medicis, as in this panegyric from a handsome, over-
sized book called Art and Business: New Strategies for Corporate 
Collecting : “It has taken business over three centuries to evolve 
a new form of patronage of the arts that brings entrepreneur-
ship and enlightened connoisseurship into the kind of balance 
achieved during the Italian Renaissance, when the Medici and 
other Florentine merchant bankers patronized the contempo-
rary artists and architects of the new humanism.” Art and Business
takes a commendably global view, however, noting for example 
that in Germany “many corporations have assumed the role of 
contemporary art patron, in an atmosphere where it is still as-
sumed that it is the obligation of the state to finance culture,” 
in France “contemporary art centers, staffed by well-trained gov-
ernment-accredited curators [are] proliferating in towns and 
cities all over the country,” and that “Japanese speculators in the 
art market” in the 1990s purchased work by “signature Western 
artists” as tax-free shelters for skyrocketing capital gains.

A series of case studies explores topics like The New Breed 
of Business Patron, Exhibitions and Their Influence, and Char-
acter and Quality in Art at the Office, as they are implemented 
in corporate collections and commissioned works around the 
world. At the book’s conclusion, after some two hundred pages 
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of handsomely designed layouts and full-color photographs of 
artworks and buildings, the persistent reader will come upon 
the payoff: a small-print section called “Launching an Art Pro-
gram: A Practical Guide,” that yet again celebrates the Medici 
(“a hybrid dynasty of princes and businessmen”) together with 
the “business patronage” of royal families and the increasingly 
restrictive and constrictive academies, and the “cultural leader-
ship” now available for a joint enterprise between “the artist 
and the businessman.” Both the neophyte and the “seasoned 
private collector” are urged to seek professional advice, and not 
to go it alone. “And don’t let your emotions interfere with your 
business judgment when you are dealing with the arts.”32 Good
advice, no matter what the underlying expectation.

Far from being blanded-out safe spaces for non-edgy art, cor-
porate collections have sometimes been the places, and spaces, 
to challenge consumer verities. IBM started purchasing Ameri-
can art as early as 1939. The 1970s and 1980s saw a big upsurge 
in corporate art buying, according to Shirley Reiff Howarth, 
the editor of the International Directory of Corporate Art Col-
lections. “That’s when corporate collections began to dominate 
and even influence the art market, because they were buying 
large quantities of art. By the late 1980s, it had become such a 
popular phenomenon that the majority of the Fortune 100 and 
a large number of the Fortune 500 companies collected and 
displayed art in their workplaces.” In 2005 Howarth listed for 
an interviewer some “myths” about corporate art collections, 
including the claim that businesses buy art for investment 
(“there are other, more secure ways to invest”), that “corporate 
art is dead,” that is, “that corporations have stopped collecting” 
(a misconception fueled, she said, by sensationalism in the art 
press), and that “corporate art collections are all visual musak, 
art as wall paper” (“some corporate collections rival museum 
collections”). While she acknowledged that there was a wide 
range, nationally and internationally, her view—admittedly one 
from within the business of corporate art—was that “corpora-
tions are a force in the art world,” despite their detractors.33
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Howarth pointed to the mission statements of various corpo-
rations’ art collections as indicative of the match between clien-
tele and collecting style. Thus Microsoft focused on “presenting 
and interpreting international contemporary art of the high-
est quality by emerging and mid-career artists,” mirroring the 
company’s interest in young and nontraditional talent, while 
Progressive Insurance declared that its collection was “designed 
to surprise, to please, and even to provoke employees.” Progres-
sive quoted its curator, Toby Lewis: “What I don’t want is the art 
that has ‘the wallpaper effect.’ This is a challenging collection.”

Lewis, the ex-wife of Progressive’s CEO Peter B. Lewis, has 
amassed a huge collection of over five thousand works, most 
now owned by the company. The head of the Cleveland Cen-
ter for Contemporary Art, Jill Snyder, praised it as “arguably 
the best corporate collection of art in the U.S.” When cura-
tor Lewis hung a controversial painting by Kerry James Mar-
shall across from Progressive’s employee cafeteria, the painting, 
called Bang , was met initially with resistance from workers who 
thought it stereotyped blacks; after a week during which the cu-
rator, the artist, and others met with interested employees, CEO 
Lewis spoke out about the transformative effect of art in every-
day life: “People learn from this. I wish it would happen more 
often.”34 He recalled with special pleasure the company’s 1974 
purchase of Andy Warhol’s portraits of Mao Zedong. There was 
widespread protest, but Lewis refused to take them down, and 
gradually the Warhols became classics; one was hung in Peter 
Lewis’s office, another in Progressive’s boardroom. No further 
protests were heard.

It is this same Peter B. Lewis, we should note, who in January 
2006 pledged the sum of $101 million to Princeton University 
to support a major initiative “to enhance the role of the cre-
ative and performing arts in the life of the University and its 
community.” The gift will establish a new Center for the Cre-
ative and Performing Arts, and a new interdisciplinary Society 
of Fellows in the Arts, to include writers, directors, actors, cho-
reographers, musicians, painters, video and installation artists, 
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and curators, and to provide studios and other accoutrements, 
with the expectation that the fellows will teach courses, per-
form, and participate in conferences and collaborative work. 
Lewis had already given Princeton substantial funds for a sci-
ence library designed by Frank Gehry ($60 million), a center 
for Integrative Genomics ($35 million), and a gallery for con-
temporary art in the Princeton University Art Museum ($1 mil-
lion). His own interests were not exclusively in the arts. But 
his gift for creative and performing art spoke directly to the 
question of patronage as a powerful steering mechanism for 
universities and their influence on culture. Princeton president 
Shirley Tilghman, a molecular biologist, said that the gift would 
be “transformative,” bringing the creative and performing arts 
into prominence in a way they had not been “in the history of 
the university.”35

This migration from the (for-profit) corporation to the (not-
for-profit) university is, in terms of arts patronage, a distinction 
of degree rather than of kind. Universities are prime expan-
sion areas for both individual and corporate patronage of the 
arts. The donors are often the same, the incentives consider-
able, the hands-on possibilities for participation readily avail-
able, and the combination of business expertise and loyalty to 
an alma mater—or a locally valued institution—attractive to all 
parties. For all these reasons the university has become a timely 
site for patrons of the arts, and especially for patrons who are 
interested in supporting and following the careers of emerging 
artists.

Celebrating Patronage

As we have seen with the Absolut ad campaign, corporate pa-
tronage can celebrate art and turn sponsorship into a phe-
nomenon of the art world. Patrons themselves can come to be 
celebrated, too, their names associated with paintings and per-
formers, with museums, performing arts centers, and schools—
their own generosity turned into the stuff of art.
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In the winter of 1999–2000, an exhibition at the Phoenix Art 
Museum celebrated Taos Artists and Their Patrons: 1898–1950 
by exhibiting paintings, drawings, and sculpture by artists like 
Georgia O’Keeffe, Walter Ufer, Robert Henri, and John Marin, 
together with a life-sized study for the 1937 San Antonio post-
offi ce mural by Howard Cook—part of the federally funded 
mural project. The idea was to explore the several types of 
patronage that were at work simultaneously in Taos—“private 
collectors, corporate collectors, promotion through national 
exhibitions and awards, and various levels of government com-
missions.” Particularly on view were documents attesting to the 
patronage of three influential women—Mabel Dodge Luhan, 
Millicent Rogers, and Helene Wurlitzer—who brought mod-
ernist painters to the Taos art colony. As the museum dryly 
acknowledged, “some of these relationships were mutually 
benefi cial, while others tested both artist and patron. Yet, these 
support systems enabled the creation of the art works presented 
in this exhibition.”36

Patrons, it seems, are not only behind the scenes, but in-
creasingly in front of them. The Phoenix Museum collection 
proudly showcased the influential individuals who acquired 
the art on display: “spectacular paintings originally acquired by 
private patrons such as John D. Rockefeller, Thomas Gilcrease, 
Carter Harrison, and William Klauer,” as well as “works col-
lected by the Santa Fe Railway for promotion of its expanding 
tourist business.” Of course there was an opportunity for mu-
seum visitors to become patrons themselves, and to anticipate, 
in some far-off day, an exhibition of work supported by the new 
patrons of the twenty-first century.

Trolling for patrons has become a major business, as we’ve 
seen, and the connection with the corporate world makes the 
process easier, smoother, and “even more valuable,” as the New 
York Philharmonic notes, since corporations often match char-
itable contributions. The Donor Patrons, Supporting Patrons, 
Sponsor Patrons, Sustaining Patrons, Benefactor Patrons, and 
those who achieve the fiscal empyrean of the President’s Circle, 
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the Chairman’s Circle, the Philharmonic Circle, or the Leon-
ard Bernstein Circle, can presumably hear the music of the 
spheres (harmonia mundi) while also helping to “sustain the fu-
ture of the Orchestra and classical and contemporary music.” 
The International Association for Jazz Education has only one 
category, Super Patron, but the Patrons of the Los Angeles 
Opera can scale the heights of Benefactor, Premier Benefac-
tor, Grand Benefactor, Silver Benefactor, and then (perhaps 
running out of new terms) of Premier Silver Benefactor, Grand 
Silver Benefactor, and finally, Opera Council. Each level has a 
dollar amount and a list of perks, from receptions and dinners 
with the artists, to attendance at dress rehearsals, “behind the 
scenes at the costume shop,” and patron salons. At the very 
highest levels, patrons also get access to founders’ parking—a 
genuine perk in L.A.37

But how are new patrons to be educated and nurtured? The 
Museum of Contemporary Art Cleveland had a “social network-
ing party” aimed at the summer associates from the city’s most 
prominent law firms, and the Summer Art Circle in New York 
City did the same, inviting summer associates of top law firms,
“a small army of patrons-to-be who they hoped might grow up 
to be the junior committee leaders, season subscribers, donors, 
board members and art buyers of the future.”38 New York firms
like Sullivan & Cromwell paid $375 per person for their young 
associates to attend the cocktail party, where they encountered 
representatives from major art museums and dance compa-
nies, all eager to sign up new recruits with optimistic financial
futures. An auction for the Boston Institute for Contemporary 
Art had the same goal, producing the next generation of do-
nors. Patterned on the way universities cultivate young alumni, 
getting them into the habit of giving, these arts institutions in-
vite new patrons to travel to art fairs with museum buyers and 
give them private tours behind the scenes. “People may not 
have the dollars in the beginning,” said a trustee of the Boston 
Museum of Fine Arts, “but they need to be trained early on and 
exposed to what philanthropy is.” And the rewards are palpable. 
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“They feel like they’re insiders,” reported the director of the 
Fund Raising School at the Center on Philanthropy at Indiana 
University39—an institution that describes itself as “the only 
school of its kind.” At least for now. One of the school’s goals, 
unapologetically set forth, is to “Replace apology for fundrais-
ing with pride in philanthropy.”40 Which would seem to be the 
goal of the arts institutions as well.

For Love or Money

“Like all art institutions, Dia:Beacon couldn’t exist without 
money, specifically rich people’s money,” wrote New York Times 
business correspondent Joe Nocera in an article plangently 
titled “The Patron Gets a Divorce.” The figure of speech is 
striking, and apt. The word “love” surfaces often when the arts 
are in question, and the story Nocera has to tell, of the passion 
of donor Leonard Riggio (“a Brooklyn cabbie’s son who built 
Barnes & Noble into the dominant bookseller in America”)41

for contemporary art is an object lesson about objects, patrons, 
and institutions.

Fund-raisers have long called the actual pitch to donors 
“going for the ask,” a culmination of the courtship that is pre-
ceded by careful steps so as to set up a favorable response. 
Dating services now use the same phrase (“Julian still does a 
run-through before going for the ask, because it builds his 
confidence—and his success rate,” says Match.com, advising 
first-daters on how to move forward online.)42 But, as we have 
already seen, when love and money mix, as they do in the pa-
tronage relation, the results are hard to predict and control.

In Nocera’s retelling, Riggio’s love for the sculpture of Rich-
ard Serra, and for the works of artists like John Chamberlain, 
Dan Flavin, and Donald Judd, led to his generous support of 
Dia projects and especially of the vast art museum built by the 
Dia Foundation in the Hudson River Valley town of Beacon, 
New York. But marriage, unlike love, is an institution and a 
formal covenant. The patronage relationship was mediated by 
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a curator, Michael Govan, and ruptured when Govan left Dia 
for the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA). Riggio 
characterized the sundering with Govan in terms that might 
have motivated the article’s provocative title: “Looking back,” 
he told Nocera, “I guess we had a separation of sorts.” The 
article builds on this figure, insistently describing the patron-
curator relationship in personal terms (“Govan is the one who 
brought Riggio on the board, who whispered in his ear about 
which pieces of art to buy for the new museum”). And yet the 
divorce metaphor seems at least equally to pertain to the rela-
tionship between the patron and the works of art he helped 
the museum to acquire. Nocera’s article describes a man who 
wanted to be the sole benefactor of the new museum. (“Be-
cause Riggio was writing the checks, he felt that his opinion 
was the only one that mattered. He made little effort to create 
a collaborative board or even to invite much in the way of dis-
cussion. . . . ‘I am the patron,’ he would say, ‘and I will make 
the decision.’”) Govan, the curator, not only supported this 
tactic but seems to have regarded it as essential and normative, 
invoking the phantasmatic image of the modern Medici: “when 
you look at the big gestures in the history of art, it is a story of 
individuals, whether it’s the Medicis or J. Paul Getty.”43

Monogamy and exclusivity, while they may be goals for a 
marriage, are unlikely outcomes for this kind of love relation-
ship, especially in the arts. Art objects are polygamous, seduc-
tive, fickle, teasing, and standoffish; there is no contract that 
will make them love you back. “I have a vacuum in my life as 
far as art is concerned,” Leonard Riggio told Nocera. The cura-
tor was the go-between. The fantasy is not only one of Medici 
power, and Medici taste and influence, but also of immediacy, 
an unmediated connection between patron and artwork that is 
somehow not paradoxically mediated through experts on the 
hand, and money, on (or in) the other. Nocera’s article captures 
the tension well in a shrewd stylistic turn between paragraphs: 
“sometimes, everybody lives happily ever after. And sometimes 
they don’t,” he writes in his “author” voice, predicting the end 
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of the love story. The next paragraph directly summons the 
voice of the patron—speaking in the present tense, the tense 
of enduring devotion, untouched by times or circumstance: “‘I 
love this piece,’ Len Riggio said.”44

The Medici Moment

Collectors and venture philanthropists who suffer from (or, 
more likely, take pleasure in) Medici envy might spare a thought 
for the fact that the Medici not only became powerful patrons, 
and commissioned and purchased art; they also founded art 
schools, among the first and most influential of their kind in 
Renaissance Italy. Lorenzo de Medici employed the sculptor 
Bertoldo di Giovanni to supervise instruction and care for his 
collection of antique and modern works; his most famous pupil 
was Michelangelo, who lived in Florence with the Medicis from 
1490 to 1492. A generation later, Lorenzo’s son Cosimo pro-
posed to the painter and biographer Giorgio Vasari that he 
found an academy, the celebrated Accademia del Disegno. The 
faculty of this highly successful venture included Bronzino, 
Ghirlandaio, and Pontormo, among the painters; as well as spe-
cialists in sculpture, engraving, and architecture.

Academies of art developed throughout Europe in the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries, from the French Académie 
Royale de Peinture et de Sculpture (1648) to the Royal Academy 
of Art (1768) founded by George III in England. Instruction in 
drawing and painting, sometimes by copying paintings, sculp-
ture, and antique casts, sometimes with the use of live models, 
formed the basic curriculum, which, while rigorous, could also 
be tedious. In 1816 the French academy of painting and sculp-
ture was combined with two others (music and architecture) to 
create the Académie des Beaux-Arts (Academy of Fine Arts), 
which, in rejecting the work of artists like Manet and Whistler, 
led to the brief state sponsorship of the Salon des Refusés, the 
Salon of the Rejected, in 1863, and again in 1874, 1875, and 
1886. To be “refused” had become a sign of cultural distinction.
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Today there are Salons des Refusés aplenty, though none 
of them state sponsored: the Slamdance film festival in Utah 
supplements the tonier Sundance; works rejected by the Whit-
ney Biennial, by the Toronto International Film Festival, or, 
indeed, “art which has been refused from any juried show” are 
actively sought in some arts venues.45 Refusedness has become 
a category of art, and one that points, with some bitter amuse-
ment, at the devaluation of what is now highly conventional 
high-culture art, by painters like Courbet and Pissarro, and 
indeed all the Impressionists. (It’s useful to keep this history 
in mind as we revisit the culture wars of the 1980s, where the 
“refusal” came from a government agency—the NEA—rather 
than from a private or independent sponsor.)

The idea that great patrons should be benefactors to insti-
tutions of art instruction, as well as to museums and to private 
collections, is one that has caught the imaginations of some 
generous donors in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 
The Tisch School of the Arts at NYU is the fruit of one such 
instance. The Sam Fox School of Design and Visual Arts at 
Washington University in St. Louis is another. The University 
of the Arts in Philadelphia has been the beneficiary of a single 
interested donor’s recent generosity, and such instances are, 
happily, increasingly common. Yet at the same time, there 
still remains, in the minds of some, the idea that art-making 
is somehow natural, not learned, or certainly not learned in a 
school or academy. The myths of independence and rugged 
nonconformity that have developed around some mid-twen-
tieth-century artists (Pollock, Kerouac), and the sponsorship 
by insightful private patrons of others (Smithson), have made 
“art school” seem sometimes rather tame by comparison. 
Though perhaps films like Art School Confi dential will change 
all that.

So here is our next paradox, one that bears a striking resem-
blance to those we have already considered (the paradox of 
“patronizing” as both endorsement and condescension; the 
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paradox of “public taste” as both blockage and goal). Is art-
making to be considered something extrinsic to education, 
or essential to it? Is talent (and “artistic genius”) bestowed in 
some ineffable way upon gifted persons who, untutored and 
untainted, are spontaneously creative? Or is “minding the busi-
ness of art” also a matter of bearing in mind the necessity of 
professional training, both for skill and for advancement?

Artists and performers increasingly seek out professional train-
ing and, indeed, professional degrees and certification. Just as 
the sponsorship and support of art has become increasingly 
interesting to business professionals, so, at the same time, the 
training of artists has become more professionalized at the in-
stitutional level. For this, too, is the “business of art.” Along with 
other “professional schools,” like medicine, law, and business, 
conservatory and vocational training for artists—dancers, actors, 
directors, set designers, painters, sculptors, and filmmakers—
appeals to talented young students, some still in secondary 
school, as starting points for careers in the creative and perform-
ing arts. In some fields, like dance and music, an early start is 
essential. In others, dedicated professional training might come 
after a more traditional liberal arts experience. But increasingly 
such schools, representing a wide range of art practice, became 
the fast-track entry into professional dance or theater compa-
nies, orchestras, or (in the case of artists) major galleries. Like 
college (or high school) sports teams, these schools became 
training grounds for the big leagues, with agents, big contracts, 
and multiyear commitments all within the range of the pos-
sible, or, at least, of the dream.

Fine Distinctions

The term “fine arts” has often been employed to distinguish the 
useless, or nonutilitarian arts from the useful ones (decorative, 
mechanical, industrial, folk art, craft). As so often in culture, 
uselessness tends to denote high value and leisure, whereas 
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“use” is a word for the everyday. So the fine arts, like the French 
beaux-arts and belles-lettres, has had a certain cachet, as in the titles 
of museums like those in Boston, Houston, and St. Petersburg: 
“MFA,” Museum of Fine Arts. But the term also carries a certain 
perfume of the past. Most twentieth- and twenty-first-century 
art movements are resistant to this kind of categorization, in 
part because it fits so uneasily with issues of world art, outsider 
art, media arts, pop art, industrial minimalism, and other cross-
cultural and performative modes. I once had a conversation 
with a sculptor who dismissed ceramics as “craft,” even though 
he himself did welding, molding, and woodworking for a living. 
The word “craft” remains a lightning rod in art circles, alienat-
ing some arts practitioners while it is celebrated as authentic 
and hands-on by others.

Here is a brief institutional anecdote: In 1997, when a long-
standing Harvard department decided to change its name from 
“fine arts” to the more commonly used “history of art,” some 
old Harvard hands were bewildered: why did they want to call 
it a department of “history,” one wondered out loud. It took 
the department chair an extra session of persuasion, and some 
printouts of other departmental names and descriptions across 
the country, to convince these longtime denizens of zip code 
02138 that virtually no one else today called such a department 
of art history “fine arts.” As the chair told the official university 
news organ, “The name sends out a confusing message. Na-
tionally and internationally we’re perceived as a department of 
studio art.”

Another colleague added that “fine arts” was based upon a 
hierarchy of painting, sculpture, and architecture, on the one 
hand, and the decorative arts on the other, and that the de-
partment preferred not to rank the arts in this, or any similar, 
fashion.46 Indeed, the original name, dating from 1875 when 
Charles Eliot Norton took up his post as the program’s first
professor, was, as it turns out, “history of art.” A 1956 Report 
of the Committee on the Visual Arts at Harvard University had in 
fact strongly recommended “that the Department of Fine Arts 
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revert to its first name: History of Art,” adding the following 
explanation of its reasoning: “Although the expression ‘fi ne 
arts’ has an honorable history, its connotations have too little 
connection with modern society. The older title is at once less 
pretentious, less esoteric, and less exclusive. Literature, music, 
and other arts have good reason to object to the preemption of 
‘fi ne arts’ by the visual arts.”47

It is worth noting that the professional association to which art 
historians belong, the College Art Association, also includes “all 
practitioners and interpreters of visual art and culture, including art-
ists and scholars,”48 and has done so from the very beginning—
declining to separate out the makers of art from the scholars, 
cataloguers, critics, and historians. The CAA, founded in 1911, 
thus combines—and has apparently always combined—the two 
groups, artists and scholars, practitioners and interpreters, in a 
single unified organization.

In the meantime, while Harvard’s department abjured it for 
every good reason, the abjected term “fine arts” has returned 
in triumph and taken on a second life. It now denotes, in some 
places at least, the complex of interdisciplinary study of art and 
art-making. “Fine arts” has, for example, been adopted by Bos-
ton College as an umbrella phrase encompassing academic pro-
grams in art history, studio art, and film studies. Alcorn State 
uses the phrase to cover musical performance, art, speech, and 
theater, as does Michigan Tech, and indeed it seems clear that 
“fine arts” in the twenty-first century has become a newly useful, 
“repurposed” term, covering all these art media and practices, 
with no particular emphasis on supposed “high art” culture: 
the musical options include band and jazz, and other standard 
fi elds under the fine-arts rubric are digital media, sculpture, ce-
ramics, and theater. What ties these various activities together, 
besides a common emphasis on creativity and the mixing or 
crossing of media, is, of course, yet another institutional ele-
ment, the degree. In this case, the degree of Bachelor of Fine 
Arts (BFA), as contrasted with the Bachelor of Arts (BA) or 
Bachelor of Science (BS or BSc).
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The National Association of Schools of Art and Design lists 
264 U.S. institutions which grant the BFA degree, in areas like 
acting, musical theater, ceramics, dance, drawing, fiber, film 
production, furniture design, graphic design, illustration, indus-
trial design, metalworking, new media, painting, photography, 
printmaking, and sculpture. Graduate schools of the arts offer 
a master’s degree, or MFA (Master of Fine Arts) program, and 
some of these programs, notably those at places like Columbia, 
Yale, and UCLA, have become the sites of serious art specula-
tion for collectors who want to get in at the beginning of an 
upwardly mobile artist’s career.

Successful artists may seem to come from nowhere into the 
public eye, but in fact most are trained in art schools or other 
graduate programs: a recent alumni listing from the Rhode Is-
land School of Design (RISD) included sculptor/installation 
artist Janine Antoni (MFA ’89), installation/public artist Jenny 
Holzer (“dubbed ‘America’s artist laureate,’ ” MFA ’77), and in-
stallation artist Kara Walker (MFA ’94). Antoni and Walker are 
both also winners of MacArthur “genius” grants. Professional 
training in the arts might not have pleased a nineteenth-century 
purist of amateurism like William Hazlitt, but these art schools 
and masters’ programs are the equivalent of the studios, work-
shops, and ateliers of an earlier time.

Art Ed

The New York Times ran a revealing series of articles on its Arts 
pages under the general heading of “Making Artists,” about the 
training (and marketing) of young artists. The piece on gradu-
ate students in contemporary art, for example, began with an 
eye-catching anecdote about a Manhattan dealer who had trav-
eled to Columbia and to Yale, in the company of a venture 
capitalist, in search of hot new artists to showcase, represent—
and collect. The dealer was described as “known for exhibit-
ing the art of graduate students,” and the dean of Columbia’s 
art school offered words of both encouragement and caution. 
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“It’s a double-edged sword,” Dean Bruce Ferguson is quoted as 
saying. “The potential for making a living is greater for these 
young artists, but so is the danger of being exposed or pre-ex-
posed.” Indeed much of the article worried aloud about this 
over- or pre-exposure, the influence of a hot art market and 
a hot art world full of “art stars,” many of whom teach at least 
part-time in MFA programs—stars like Kara Walker, Janine An-
toni, and Andrea Zittel at Columbia, or John Baldessari and 
Mary Kelly at UCLA. Cautionary tales about being picked and 
then dropped (or bought up and then sold off), as the adver-
tising mogul and collector Charles Saatchi had done with the 
Young British Artists and their “Sensation” show in the 1990s, 
were much in the minds of the faculty. Collectors and art stu-
dents both expressed concerns. One student told the reporter, 
“I don’t want to be discovered and then canned in five years,” 
and a Los Angeles collector said he had stopped going to open 
studios in search of new work, since it gave the artists “the 
wrong idea about what to expect. The chances of finding the 
next Warhol in a student show are zero.”49 Since the article 
containing this quotation, however, bore the headline “War-
hols of Tomorrow Are Dealers’ Quarry Today,” the reader—
and dealer, and collector—may be pardoned for continuing 
to feel some ambivalence and some lingering taste for what 
the director of Sotheby’s contemporary art department, Tobias 
Meyer, called “a hunting sport.”

Interestingly, the Times article and its featured and quoted 
experts avoided the word “patron” completely: one collector 
described his activity as “mentoring” young art students, and 
Michael Ovitz, the former Hollywood talent agent, is charac-
terized as a “scout of student art,” and explicitly denies being a 
“speculator.”50 Probably “patron” seems too high-end, too stuffy, 
and too, well, patronizing at this level. But the patron func-
tions performed by these mentors, scouts, gallerists, and other 
snappers-up of unconsidered trifles are very real.

An article on acting in the same series bore an equally tell-
tale headline, “So Many Acting B.A.’s, So Few Paying Gigs.” The 
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accompanying article included the information that “the num-
ber of undergraduate acting degrees has never been higher,” 
and that the National Association of Schools of Theatre lists 146 
members, not including behemoths like NYU’s Tisch School 
of the Arts or Juilliard, the latter of which began as a school 
of music, but added dance in 1951, and drama in 1968. Both 
dance and drama programs offer a BFA degree, as well as an 
alternative certificate program. The college-level music degree 
is a bachelor of music. As for Tisch, it is said to have graduated 
more than three hundred actors in June 2005. This represents 
a huge shift in the way acting is taught, and also a considerable 
shift in undergraduate college priorities. As reporter Bruce 
Weber points out, “There was in fact no such thing as an un-
dergraduate degree in acting until the mid-60’s, and you could 
probably count the number of schools offering one on two 
hands for more than a decade after that.”51 The result, perhaps 
inevitably, has been the addition of how-to courses that attach 
to these how-to courses: courses in how to find an agent or suc-
ceed in an audition.

A closer look at the Tisch School, not only the largest but 
one of the most distinguished of the places where undergradu-
ates can enroll to study acting, shows that it includes in its 
curriculum not only a roster of courses in theater studies and 
theater history, and electives in stage combat, masked drama, 
clowning, lighting, scenery, and costuming, but also a prag-
matic upper-level course “designed to teach actors how to man-
age their careers and lives in order to live independently and 
economically as working artists.” Some of the areas covered 
in the course are: “pictures, résumés, postcards, mailing and 
follow-up, interviews, auditions, agents, casting directors, man-
agers, answering services, unions, information publications, 
regional theatre, and goal setting.”52 I hasten to say that this is 
not very different, mutatis mutandis, from the kind of informa-
tion I have tried to impart to my own PhD students in English 
literature as they prepare themselves for what we unapologeti-
cally call the “job market.” In the case of Tisch’s actors, this is 
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a credit-bearing lecture course, but it represents a very small, 
if crucial, part of the actor’s preparation. All such comparisons 
are inexact, but we might consider the necessity for advanced 
laboratory-science students to learn about writing grant pro-
posals—again, a nuts-and-bolts topic, but one that, properly 
mastered, will allow them to properly and gainfully practice 
their profession.

Not all acting programs are in New York, of course, although 
the proximity to Broadway and off-Broadway theater is undeni-
ably a draw. But the University of Michigan, for example, offers 
dozens of courses in theater and drama at the undergraduate 
and graduate levels, and awards three undergraduate degrees: 
BFA in performance, BFA in design and production, and bach-
elor of theater arts. The theater program at Florida State Uni-
versity gives BFA degrees in acting and musical theater as well 
as a BA in theater. Carnegie Mellon University’s College of 
Fine Arts gives degrees in art, architecture, design, drama, and 
music. An undergraduate in search of specialized training, and 
a degree, in theater, art, acting, and performance has a wide 
range of options nationwide.

Subsequent articles in the Times “Making Artists” series of-
fered equally interesting glimpses of a world in transition, 
both within academia and within the arts. The piece on opera 
described the difficulties of performers with “big voices” and 
late-maturing talents in a field where light, flexible voices that 
can sing a wide range of roles and “hit all the notes” were 
more highly valued in music conservatories. Voice teachers in 
the conservatories often, the article claimed, go directly from 
their own conservatory training to teaching, and thus don’t 
have significant stage experience or a sense of singing in a 
large house. And aspiring opera singers in the United States 
now move through a series of steps, “from a music degree and 
graduate school to a residency with a smaller house, to, ideally, 
a place in one of the top programs for young artists,” like those 
sponsored by the Lindemann program at New York’s Metro-
politan Opera, the Center for American Artists at the Chicago 
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Lyric Opera, or the San Francisco Opera’s Merola program. 
Perhaps inevitably, many established performers are advising 
young singers to “skip the apprentice programs and start per-
forming,” or to “skip the conservatory and get a liberal arts 
degree, learn languages and study voice on the side.”53 These
performers suggested that there was no substitute for actual 
performance experience. At the same time, what was singled 
out both in this article and in the art-schools piece as the spec-
ter of “our ‘American Idol’ culture,” was an ethos that encour-
aged young artists to seek and expect instant fame, rather than 
slow maturation.

Dancer Mark Morris gave Erika Kinetz his own opinion about 
conservatory training. “I mostly think it ruins people,” he said. 
Morris, who had himself begun his career right out of high 
school (beginning with folk dance in Macedonia), believes the 
best training for dancers was to dance. As for college degrees in 
dance, they are, he thinks, not only extraneous, but also time-
consuming, in a profession in which youth and stamina are key 
ingredients. Yet dance programs at college and universities have 
expanded over the last several years, spurred on, according to 
the program director of the National Dance Education Orga-
nization, by the equal-opportunity legislation of the 1970s—
Title IX in 1972, and the Equal Education Opportunity Act 
in 1974. Both placed emphasis on funding physical education 
for women, which, in practice, led to programs in dance. “In 
the 1980’s and 90’s,” Kinetz reports, “most of these programs 
migrated out of the gym and into fine-arts departments.”54

But paying positions for dancers remain few, and difficult
to get. The Tisch School offers both a BFA and an MFA in 
dance, with courses spanning dance composition, kinesthetics 
of anatomy, and music theory in the first year, and courses in 
dance history, music literature, acting, improvisation, and cho-
reography to follow. The course of study includes some general 
education courses, but the emphasis is strongly on all aspects of 
dance, whether theory, history, or performance. Barnard Col-
lege, located in New York City, the home for many professional 
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dance companies, has a separate Department of Dance, offering 
BA (not BFA) degrees. Cornell’s Department of Theatre, Film, 
and Dance also offers a BA, as does Brown’s Department of 
Theatre, Speech, and Dance, and Washington University’s De-
partment of Performing Arts. It’s not the BFA that is itself de-
terminative, except that a fine arts degree is often favored for 
teachers of professional practice. In the meantime, many seri-
ous dancers get their real training in independent studios, not 
in any school.

And there’s yet another plus to dedicated training and edu-
cation in the arts, especially for those crossover BA programs. 
What careers do dance students at Brown follow in the years 
after college? As reported to the Times by Julie Strandberg, the 
university’s director of dance: “Some become performers or 
scholars; others become doctors or lawyers who later serve on 
the boards of dance companies.”55 So there you have it: what 
goes around, comes around. University programs in dance can 
produce—patrons.

Limbering Up the Joints

Some opportunistic partnerships for joint degree programs 
have been formed between liberal-arts universities and nearby 
music conservatories: for example, Columbia College has a 
five-year program with the Juilliard School of Music, and Har-
vard College has a similar program with the New England Con-
servatory. These programs are academically demanding—the 
colleges require that students complete a full load of regular 
coursework for the BA in addition to studio and performance 
work in music—and as a result only a small number of students 
have been able to complete the five-year master’s degree in 
music. Oberlin College has long offered a five-year double-de-
gree program with the Oberlin Conservatory, admitting some 
twenty to twenty-five students a year for the degrees of bachelor 
of arts and bachelor of music, and emphasizing that academic 
majors may be either “closely related” or “quite unrelated” to 
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music (examples of each, given in the admissions materials, 
are “Voice and French or German” and “Piano and Govern-
ment”). Bard College offers an integrated double-degree pro-
gram with its Conservatory of Music, and again provides an 
example—a five-year sample plan of study for a student at the 
Conservatory who “has chosen to moderate into the Biology 
program (specializing in biochemistry)” as evidence that “it is 
possible to complete the double-degree program even with one 
of the most demanding majors in the College.”56 Northwest-
ern’s School of Music offers the possibility of double-degree 
programs with the university’s liberal-arts college or with the 
School of Engineering and Applied Science. As is typical of 
these joint programs, admissions materials specify that “every 
requirement demanded by each degree must be fulfilled.”57

Students at Northwestern’s music school may also apply to a 
five-year program with the School of Journalism that culminates 
in a bachelor’s degree in music and a master’s in journalism.

A variety of other joint- and double-degree programs in 
other arts are also available at universities and colleges nation-
wide. Such programs are “demanding,” to use Bard’s nicely per-
sonified term, and they are also often somewhat cumbersome. 
Because they require true double majors, and thus a very great 
commitment of time, relatively few students are able to take 
advantage of them. But programs like these are pointing in the 
right direction, and the next decade or so should allow for in-
stitutional streamlining. The key issue here is visibility and stat-
ure. The more the creative and performing arts are integrated 
into an academic curriculum, the more the general populace, 
from the top academic officers to the entering student body, 
will consider the arts as part of education, and not as a decora-
tive add-on or enrichment.

Amateurs, Professionals, Patrons

University and college training in the arts has clearly expanded 
over the past several decades, in concert with both a liberalized 
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notion of the liberal arts and the unstoppable preprofessional-
ism that affects other disciplines, from engineering to premed 
to business. When I was in college in the 1960s, many of the 
arts, including theater as well as painting and sculpture, were 
considered “extracurricular” activities, as the slightly invidious 
phrase went. You could engage in them, and indeed you could 
focus on them, but you couldn’t get academic credit, or a de-
gree, for being an actor or a director or a cellist. At least at the 
school I attended, Swarthmore College. Under this regime I 
and my friends did prosper, after a fashion: we wrote, directed, 
and acted in plays; we sang (or rather, they sang; no one would 
ever urge me to do so) in choruses. Musicians played in bands 
and orchestras; visual artists made work and displayed it. En-
couraged by the opportunity to do so, I even cowrote and co-
directed a musical comedy with a friend, and had the pleasure 
of seeing it performed. But those who were determined on 
a professional career in these areas knew well, going in, that 
they would have to make the connections (through summer 
theater, auditions, and so forth) outside of the confines of the 
college. As, indeed, many did.

Today Swarthmore has degree programs in music and dance 
(history, theory, composition, practice) and in theater studies 
and in studio art. The Department of Art, which now encom-
passes both art history and studio art, posts this information 
for students: “Growing numbers of the Department’s gradu-
ates go on to attend professional art schools, specializing in 
areas as varied as painting, sculpture, graphics, and ceramics; 
architecture and urban planning; photography, film, and tele-
vision; and commercial and industrial design.”58 As we’ve seen, 
similar expansions into the visual and performing arts have 
transformed offerings at small colleges, and state and private 
universities across the country.

Yet many successful practitioners still have doubts. The other 
side of “patronizing,” the side that suggests a certain degree 
of genial condescension, is not infrequently directed by prac-
ticing artist-professionals at institutes that offer certain kinds 
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of professional training. We noted this above with regard to 
opera singing, and I have heard it voiced by successful Ivy 
League-educated actors and directors who went right from an 
undergraduate major in something else to the big time. The 
resistances here come both from those who went immediately 
into art practice—like Mark Morris—and those who used their 
college years to combine high-level (though still “amateur,” or 
“extracurricular”) work in the arts with conventional scholar-
ship and education. For some in the latter group, especially 
those educated at elite schools in the 1950s and 1960s, these 
improvised spaces of creativity represent a halcyon time, and 
one they are often reluctant to see transformed into (mere) 
professional, or preprofessional, arts programs.

Here is John Lithgow’s characteristically droll account of the 
relationship between his Harvard education and his acting ca-
reer, offered in commencement remarks to the class of 2005:

I actually had two Harvard educations. The first one con-
cluded on the day I graduated. Shortly thereafter, I launched 
myself into the acting game where, for the next twenty years, 
I virtually kept my Harvard degree a secret. Somehow it 
never seemed to come in all that handy when I was audi-
tioning for a soap opera or a potato chip commercial. My 
second Harvard education began when I was invited back 
into the fold, in 1989. In another example of Harvard reck-
lessness, I was asked to run for the Board of Overseers, pre-
sumably to redress the fact that no one from the world of 
the Arts had been on the Board since the poet Robert Frost 
in the 1930s.59

Having been duly elected, Lithgow began shaking things up. 
He proposed an Overseers’ Ad Hoc Committee on the Arts, 
a springtime festival of undergraduate arts activity called Arts 
First, and an annual Harvard Arts Medal, to be awarded each 
year, during Arts First, to an alumnus or alumna who had gone 
on to a career in the creative arts.
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By definition none of the recipients of the Harvard Medal had 
majored in the creative arts, since there were no arts degrees 
offered. Medal winners like Pete Seeger, Bonnie Raitt, Yo-Yo 
Ma, and Peter Sellars had all majored in more academic sub-
jects, even while pursuing their “extracurricular” interests in 
the arts. John Lithgow himself studied English history and liter-
ature. But these tales of emergence from nowhere to stardom 
are often slightly exaggerated. The brilliant Peter Sellars, who 
has made his name as a theater, opera, and television director, 
had early honed his skills at Phillips Andover Academy, where 
“his reputation for artistic precocity” caught the attention of 
Harvard’s Office for the Arts. As a freshman at Harvard he suc-
cessfully petitioned the committee on dramatics to allow him to 
direct a production on the Loeb mainstage, a privilege hereto-
fore restricted to upperclassmen. Yo-Yo Ma studied at Juilliard 
in its precollege division, where his principal teacher was Leon-
ard Rose. By the time he came to Harvard he was an accom-
plished cellist. Lithgow’s mother had been an actress, and his 
father was a theater director and producer; he knew “the busi-
ness” firsthand before he came to Harvard on a scholarship.

Ma’s official biography says he “sought out a traditional liberal 
arts education to expand upon his conservatory training.”60 But 
he’d had, or begun, his conservatory training long before he 
got to Harvard. In 1970, two years before he entered Harvard, 
he performed at a fund-raising event for the Kennedy Center, 
under the sponsorship of Leonard Bernstein. Likewise, John 
Lithgow, however he might have concealed his Crimson ties 
when auditioning for a soap opera or a commercial, had some 
family experience in show business to add to what he learned 
in college. Peter Sellars did not go to professional graduate 
school, but after graduation he “studied in Japan, China, and 
India before becoming the artistic director of the Boston 
Shakespeare Company at age twenty-four.”61 In his hometown 
of Pittsburgh, Sellars had apprenticed himself, at age twelve, 
to a puppeteer, and in college he directed dozens of produc-
tions in a variety of unusual venues—a swimming pool, a set 
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of underground tunnels—as well as a professional production 
at the American Repertory Theatre in his senior year, at the 
express invitation of the ART’s new head, Robert Brustein. 
These were, in short, unusual individuals, with unusual gifts, 
and, as it turned out, unusual opportunities. Despite the fact 
that several received MacArthur “genius” awards, we do not 
need to set them aside in the category of “genius” in order to 
see that they were, collectively and individually, both original 
in what they did, and focused in how they did it.

Sellars’s audacious initiative, and its lasting effects upon both 
the university and his own career, recalls an earlier moment of 
similar creativity at the same, admittedly privileged, institution, 
one that produced a powerful patronage initiative based upon 
the heady blending of artistic, social, and academic communi-
ties. The moment I have in mind is the founding, in 1928, of 
an organization called the Harvard Society for Contemporary 
Art by three well-connected undergraduates, Lincoln Kirstein, 
Edward Warburg, and John Walker, with the backing of upscale 
patrons from art scholar Paul Sachs to collector John Quinn 
to Warburg’s banker-father, Felix. (Providence art collector 
and Harvard alumnus John Nicholas Brown, who was the chair 
of the Committee on the Visual Arts at Harvard University in 
1954–56, and a major author of the committee’s visionary re-
port, was another early supporter.) The three undergraduates 
rented space above the Harvard Coop and set about borrowing 
major works of modernism, with the idea of shaking up the art 
scene in staid, moneyed Boston and beyond.

The charter of the new Society declared that “this venture, 
at present in the nature of an experiment, will not only fill an 
important gap in the cultural life of Harvard University and 
Radcliffe College, but it will provide the only place in greater 
Boston where the friends of modern art can see changing ex-
hibitions of the various forms of artistic endeavor.” It was, in 
fact, the first organization of its kind in the country. With works 
like Brancusi’s Golden Bird and the Dymaxion house of a young 
artist named Richard B. Fuller (later R. Buckminster Fuller), 
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the Harvard Society for Contemporary Art immediately caught 
the attention, positive and negative, of cultural society and the 
press. Prestigious New York galleries—Valentine, John Becker, 
Downtown, Reinhardt, and others—were happy to lend work, 
and regarded the Society as “an avenue to their future collec-
tors.”62

Edward Warburg went on to become a force in the Museum 
of Modern Art, and Kirstein, especially, in the world of bal-
let. In 1933 Kirstein wrote with excitement to another friend, 
A. Everett Austin Jr., the pioneering director of the Wadsworth 
Atheneum, about his fascination with, and faith in, the works 
of Georges Balanchine:

My pen burns in my hand as I write: words will not fl ow 
into the ink fast enough. We have a real chance to have 
an American ballet company within 3 yrs. Time. When I 
say ballet—I mean a trained company of young dancers—
not Russians—but Americans with Russian stars to start 
with—a company superior to the dregs of the old Diaghi-
lev Company. . . .

It will not be easy. It will be hard to get good young danc-
ers willing to stand or fall by the company. No first dancers. 
No stars. A perfect esprit de corps. . . . He is an honest man, 
a serious artist, and I’d stake my life on his talent.

We have the future in our hands. For Christ’s sweet 
sake let us honor it.63

From the perspective of the twenty-first century this seems like—
and indeed it is—a completely different world. After World War 
II, as we have seen, arts patronage began to change, to become 
both more expensive and more public. As Nicholas Fox Weber 
notes,

Since the Second World War, art exhibitions, ballet per-
formances, and opera premieres have become part of 
a national, multi-million-dollar industry. The costs have 
increased dramatically, and the government and giant 
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corporations have taken much of the responsibility. Even 
extremely wealthy patrons like Paul Mellon or J. Paul 
Getty have made their decisions in carefully structured 
collaboration with universities or federal agencies. If Lin-
coln Kirstein had previously engineered ballet perfor-
mances in the Warburgs’ backyard, now he could arrange 
them in a large public theater with the support of New 
York City and countless other donors.”64

However far away this moment seems, with its privilege, its 
insider connections with the art world, society, and academia, it 
is nonetheless suggestive. If elite institutions like Harvard have 
had their moments of incubating patronage, so in the modern 
and postmodern world have many other universities and col-
leges, private and public. More to the point, the opening-up 
of the art world beyond these—or any—bastions of privilege 
seems in itself both a necessity and an opportunity. In a changed 
world it is not, or not only, wealthy individuals or the govern-
ment that will need to exercise wise judgment and, at the same 
time, take prudent—and occasionally imprudent—risks. But 
the model for such big-picture risk-taking today, as we will see 
in the next chapter, is in the sciences, not the arts.
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arts or sciences

prospero: I have bedimmed 
The noontide sun, called forth the mutinous winds,
And ’twixt the green sea and the azured vault
Set roaring war; . . .
graves at my command
Have waked their sleepers, ope’d and let ’em forth
By my so potent art.

—the tempest

The phrase “arts and sciences” has become a university catch-
all, describing, or circumscribing, the wide range of curricular 
offerings that lead to an academic degree. Within modern uni-
versities and colleges, and indeed in general cultural usage, the 
“arts” are usually grouped with the “humanities,” and for what 
seems to be a perfectly good reason. Humanities scholars study 
the history of literature, film, art, architecture, and music, and for 
most departments in modern universities, that “history” contin-
ues to the present day. But historical, formal, textual, and politi-
cal analysis of the arts, while essential to a university and to the 
study of culture, is quite different structurally, from art-making.
Grouping the arts with the humanities, though thematically 
plausible, is in fact a category mistake, and that mistake has had 
consequences deleterious to the seriousness with which the arts 
are taken within and beyond the walls of the university.

To find a better analogy for the activities of art-making, we 
should look to the sciences. The word “science” comes from the 
Latin word for “knowledge” (scientia), and was not distinguished 
from art in English until the late seventeenth century. Classical 
education was based on the trivium (grammar, rhetoric, and 
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logic) and the quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music, and 
astronomy), also known as the “seven sciences” and the “free” 
or “liberal arts.” So the disciplines that we now think of as abso-
lutely opposed, in fact, coincided. These arts were sciences; or 
these sciences were arts.

The arts are far more analogous to the sciences than to the 
humanities. Let us count the ways. Artists, like scientists, work 
in localized spaces where the tools and materials of their work 
are kept and tended. (Artists call them studios; scientists call 
them laboratories.) Artists often, and increasingly, work in col-
laboration with one another on projects (this is increasingly 
the case with the more sophisticated technology now available 
to art-makers), and, indeed, their technological needs are often 
very expensive. Artists try things out, often in a variety of media. 
They repeat processes, they test materials, they prize their tools. 
They work long hours at a stretch. Like laboratory scientists, they 
often must work in their studios because the size, style, or situ-
ated nature of their work precludes their taking it home.

Art is often regarded as “subjective,” and science as “objec-
tive”; art as personal, science as disinterested; art as expressive, 
science as socially beneficial. The degree to which these cat-
egories are themselves the result of historically bound thinking 
rather than of timeless truth has been fruitfully explored, in 
the twenty-first century, by historians of art and historians of 
science. As Caroline Jones and Peter Galison suggest, “much 
of [the] focus on art and science as discrete products” ignores 
“the commonalities in the practices that produce them. Both 
are regimes of knowledge, embedded in, but also constitutive 
of, the broader cultures they inhabit.”1 From the perceptual 
work of Gestalt psychologists in the fifties and sixties like Ru-
dolf Arnheim and Anton Ehrenzweig who explored similarities 
in modes of creativity to the “image studies” of scholars like 
James Elkins and Barbara Maria Stafford, the analogies and in-
terrelationships between art and science as ways of seeing and 
ways of knowing have been intrinsic to pioneering work in both 
realms.2 Yet these parallels have sometimes been obscured by 
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an emphasis on outcomes rather than on processes. And this in 
turn is directly connected to what Thomas Kuhn has described 
as “the inextricable connections between our notions of sci-
ence and of progress.”

“For many centuries, both in antiquity and again in early mod-
ern Europe,” Kuhn reminds the reader of The Structure of Scien-
tific Revolutions,

[P]ainting was regarded as the cumulative discipline. Dur-
ing those years the artist’s goal was assumed to be rep-
resentation. Critics and historians, like Pliny and Vasari, 
then recorded with veneration the series of inventions 
from foreshortening to chiaroscuro that had made pos-
sible successively more perfect representations of nature. 
But those are also the years, particularly during the Renais-
sance, when little cleavage was felt between the sciences 
and the arts. Leonardo was only one of many men who 
passed freely back and forth between fields that only later 
became categorically distinct. Furthermore, even when 
that steady exchange had ceased, the term “art” contin-
ued to apply as much to technology and the crafts, which 
were also seen as progressive, as to painting and sculpture. 
Only when the latter unequivocally renounced representa-
tion as their goal and began to learn again from primitive 
models did the cleavage we now take for granted assume 
anything like its present depth.3

That many of the practices we now call “art” began as a kind 
of science (photography, film, gesso and fresco, the mixing 
of paints, the strength of materials for sculpture and archi-
tecture), and that many of the practices we now call “science” 
were pioneered by individuals famous in their time as artists 
(Alberti, Leonardo, the architects of the flying buttress or the 
geodesic dome) is a reminder that these boundaries are perme-
able and flexible. Alliances between sculpture and engineering, 
between robotics and animation, between film and scientific
inquiry are not only possible but ongoing. A reconsideration 
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of the relation between art-making and science will help not 
only in assessing the nature of the questions engaged by each 
of these practices and their practitioners, but also in under-
standing the importance of arts patronage in restoring an oc-
cluded, and under-recognized, commonality of interests and 
concerns.

The Penthouse and the Basement

For a contemporary public used to assessing the competing 
merits of art and science, it’s worth bearing in mind that the 
great ideological push during the cold war for advancement in 
science and technology was partnered with a desire to balance 
America’s national interests by increased funding in the arts. In 
other words, the two impulses were considered not only com-
patible but mutually offsetting.

Thus the Declaration of Findings and Purposes of the 1965 
National Foundation on the Arts and Humanities Act asserted 
that “an advanced civilization must not limit itself to science 
and technology alone but must give full value and support to 
the other great branches of scholarly and cultural activity in 
order to achieve a better understanding of the past, a better 
analysis of the present, and a better view of the future.”4

This rather elegant rhetorical sequence, moving as it does 
from understanding to analysis to view, combines the usual sense 
of the humanities as the repository of past achievements (aka 
“greatness”) with the equally familiar sense of the computa-
tional social sciences, and the life and physical sciences, as the 
guarantors of progress. The point is brought home forcefully 
in the next item of the document, cautioning against runaway 
scientific aspirations unless they are tempered by reflection:
“Democracy demands wisdom and vision in its citizens. It must 
therefore foster and support a form of education, and access 
to the arts and the humanities, designed to make people of all 
backgrounds and wherever located masters of their technol-
ogy and not its unthinking servants.”5 Only the year before, in 
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1964, Americans had flocked to the movies to watch Dr. Strange-
love: Or How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb.

The relationship between the arts and the sciences was very 
much in the mind of the early proponents of the National 
Endowments for Art and for Humanities. As we’ve seen, John 
F. Kennedy’s vision of the role of the arts and culture was part 
of the cold war push-back against “propaganda” and the arms 
race. American freedom meant also American cultural growth 
and expansion, in contrast with what was perceived as a repres-
sive Soviet policy about the arts. The ideology of freedom was 
that free expression was, somehow, un-ideological, and that 
good art, the best art, transcended politics. At the same time, 
expressive individualism in the arts, like that of the Abstract 
Expressionists (dubbed by Nelson Rockefeller practitioners of 
“free enterprise painting”) became an iconic sign of Ameri-
can freedom. As Alfred Barr of MOMA claimed, “the modern 
artist’s nonconformity and love of freedom cannot be tolerated 
within a monolithic tyranny and modern art is useless for the 
dictator’s propaganda.”6

At the Rose Garden signing of the National Foundation on 
the Arts and Humanities Act in September 1965, President Lyn-
don Johnson had made the inequity explicit: “We in America 
have not always been kind to the artists and scholars who are 
the creators and the keepers of our vision. Somehow, the sci-
entists always seem to get the penthouse, while the arts and 
the humanities get the basement.”7 Actually, the penthouse and 
the basement were often not even in the same building, or the 
same ballpark, since the budgetary allotments for the two kinds 
of enterprise were so vastly different. In 1968, for example, the 
United States appropriated $16 billion for the sciences, and 
$7.8 million for the arts endowment.8 But in this period, none-
theless, the rhetoric in support of the Endowments (both the 
NEA and NEH) stressed the importance of balancing the equa-
tion. Roger Stevens, the first chair of the NEA, drew an explicit 
analogy between art and science: “People think science is exact, 
but it isn’t. It is failure after failure. And so with the arts. The 
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arts should be approached more tolerantly by the public and 
the critics. The artist should be allowed to fail, and he won’t do 
any great work unless he stops being afraid to fail. In this coun-
try there is too much of a premium on success.”9

“Support for individual artists is much like basic research in 
the sciences,”10 claimed NEA proponents, arguing that in both 
cases the general public might not appreciate the value of pio-
neering work, work that is, by definition, stretching the bound-
aries of what is comfortably understood. Artist James Melchert, 
former director of the NEA’s Visual Arts Program, used a simi-
lar analogy: “[A]rt can be thought of as esthetic investigation. 
Where would science be without research? The same question 
can be said about art.”11

“Einstein’s space is no closer to reality than Van Gogh’s sky,” 
Arthur Koestler claimed.

The glory of science is not in a truth more absolute than 
the truth of Bach or Tolstoy, but in the act of creation 
itself. The scientist’s discoveries impose his own order on 
chaos, as the composer or painter imposes his; an order 
that always refers to limited aspects of reality, and is based 
on the observer’s frame of reference, which differs from 
period to period as a Rembrandt nude differs from a nude 
by Manet.12

So on the one hand art was very unlike science, according 
to these claims, and on the other hand it was very similar. It 
dealt with the realm of the spirit rather than with the material 
world, but it pushed the boundaries of knowledge, functioning 
by trial and error, experiment, and inquiry. In both ways art 
seemed meritorious, worthy of government patronage, and of 
patronage meted out by knowledgeable artists themselves. And 
it turned out that artists themselves were very interested in sci-
ence. “In the sixties and seventies,” observes Michael Brenson, 
“a number of influential artists, including Athena Tacha, Mel 
Bochner, Michael Heizer, Helen and Newton Harrison, Barry 
LeVa, Sol LeWitt, Dorothy Rockburne, Tony Smith, and Robert 
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Smithson, made art influenced by science.”13 LeWitt was one 
of several artists influenced by the locomotion studies of Ead-
weard Muybridge, as well as by the apparently infinite possi-
bilities offered by the geometric cube. Smithson, who died in a 
plane crash in 1973 at the age of thirty-five, wrote that he had 
“moved into science because it seems to be the only thing left 
that’s religious.”14 “Then came chaos theory, black holes, and 
multiple infinities. . . . By the midnineties, many artists were 
making work inspired by the eye-opening photographs sent 
back to Earth by the Hubble Space Telescope.”15 Equally to the 
point, technology had become fundamental to the processes of 
art, as well as to its materials, topics, and themes.

All too soon, though, these two claims for art would be in-
verted and reversed, as the intellectual and cultural climate 
changed, and as the perceived exigencies of the cold war gave 
way to a different social and economic vision under Reaganism. 
No longer airy spirits leading us to our better selves, artists in the 
1980s and 1990s became described as materialist adventurers, 
“avant-garbage.” And experimental risk-taking, the need to fail 
in order to succeed, which was at the heart of the original plan, 
became over the years, at least in the eyes of some lawmakers 
and government bureaucrats, a sign that the artists were out of 
step with the country, its tastes and values. Art was now expected 
to conform to norms and guidelines, not to put every single 
one of them in question. Peer-review panels were regarded, not 
as experts, but as cronies and elitist insiders. Precisely what had 
marked the goals of the National Endowment for the Arts at 
the beginning became what allowed it to be put in question. Art 
was now like science in the wrong way: expensive, technologi-
cal, arcane. And it was unlike science in the wrong way, since it 
did not solve problems. Indeed, it produced them.

Experiment and Theory

We might consider as a kind of shorthand index of this con-
trast the differential weight that is given in art and in science to 
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the word “experimental.” Since the Greeks, and with increas-
ing energy since the seventeenth century, a definition of a 
certain kind of science—work done in a laboratory—has been 
described as experimental: that is, based upon experiment, on 
empirical evidence. Experimental physicists build their own 
devices for measurement. Experimental medicine tests the 
frontier of new drugs, devices, and procedures.

But what does “experimental” mean in the world, and the 
canons, of art? Something in the public mind much closer to 
risky, risqué, weird, and unsound. “Experimental theater” means 
nonmainstream theater. Companies known as “experimental” 
include the Bread and Puppet Theater, the Living Theatre, 
Mabou Mines, the Wooster Group, and the Playhouse of the Ri-
diculous, while a number of groundbreaking directors have in-
stantiated “theater” movements of their own (Artaud’s Theatre 
of Cruelty, Jerzy Grotowski’s Poor Theatre). Harvard’s Ameri-
can Repertory Theatre has a small black-box theater known as 
the Ex, a place for noncommercial productions. In the early 
1990s the National Endowment for the Arts canceled grants to 
five artists in the “experimental art” category, including per-
formance artists Karen Finley, Tim Miller, and Holly Hughes, 
as well as to Franklin Furnace, an experimental arts center in 
New York City.16 The artists—who had been found culpable on 
grounds of “decency” because of their experimental art—later 
won compensation from the NEA in an out-of-court settlement 
resulting from their legal suit.17 A New York Times article on the 
New York Video Festival described “the wild and woolly frontier 
of video art” as situated between “Pop culture and experimental 
art, reality television and virtual reality, trippy psychedelia and 
austere digital abstraction.”18 (And this was a positive review.)

Experimental science. Experimental art. Like the once fa-
mous distinction between a “public man” (a statesman) and 
a “public woman” (a whore), these modes of experimenta-
tion are very differently valued. Yet both are about testing the 
bounds of what is known, and what can be done, within the 
bounds of practice.
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Not only is “experimental” a word that resonates differently 
in the context of art and of science—so also is “theoretical,” a 
term readily claimed by scientists (theoretical physics, theoreti-
cal chemistry). Although “theory” began as a word related to 
looking, sight, and spectacle—etymologically it shares a Greek 
root with “theater”—it has evolved into a term for a systematic 
statement of principles or laws. Theoretical scientists became, 
during the period of the Second World War and the cold war, 
particularly high-status investigators. But when humanists, and 
especially literary scholars and philosophers, began to talk 
about theory, they were often lampooned or lambasted, either 
as poachers or as pretenders.

In a 1982 book entitled Beautiful Theories: The Spectacle of Dis-
course in Contemporary Criticism, Elizabeth Bruss argues cogently 
for the usefulness of the term “theory” as precisely that which 
crosses over between the arts and the sciences: “Theory pur-
sues knowledge past usefulness, past even power, since one can 
achieve rudimentary control without really caring to know how 
or why. It is here, in its extremity, that the theoretical and the 
artistic enterprises overlap, which may explain why our terms 
of praise—elegant, symmetrical, powerful, interesting, bold—are so 
often the same.”19 Bruss’s visionary book directly addresses—
without either defensiveness or bravado—the correspondences 
between scientific theory and literary theory, by unpacking the 
differences between theoretical and observational (or “descrip-
tive”) language. Theoretical approaches put familiar character-
izations in question, opening the way for a radical rethinking.

“Literature is a mathesis, an order, a system, a structured field
of knowledge,” declares Roland Barthes in Roland Barthes.20 A 
“mathesis” is a mental discipline, especially one connected to 
mathematical science. Since Foucault, the term has also been 
used, in the way Barthes is presumably using it, to denote the sci-
ence, or practice, of establishing a systematic order of things.21

A third useful term for artists, to partner with “experimen-
tal” and “theoretical,” was “conceptual,” although that word is 
now showing signs of trend fatigue. Conceptual art, inspired in 
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part by Duchamp’s readymades in the 1910s and 1920s, had its 
early heyday in the sixties and seventies, and is well described 
in artist Sol LeWitt’s “Paragraphs on Conceptual Art”:

In conceptual art the idea or concept is the most impor-
tant aspect of the work. When an artist uses a conceptual 
form of art, it means that all of the planning and decisions 
are made beforehand and the execution is a perfunctory 
affair. The idea becomes a machine that makes the art. 
This kind of art . . . is usually free from the dependence 
on the skill of the artist as a craftsman. It is the objective 
of the artist who is concerned with conceptual art to make 
his work mentally interesting to the spectator, and there-
fore usually he would want it to become emotionally dry.

LeWitt contrasted such art with what he called “perceptual” 
art: “Art that is meant for the sensation of the eye primarily 
would be called perceptual rather than conceptual. This would 
include most optical, kinetic, light and color art.”22

Conceptual art is often unrepeatable, known only through 
documentation (photographs, written texts and objects, rather 
than the “work” itself, which is not a “work” but a concept and 
an action). Yves Klein’s 1960 Leap into the Void, in which he jumps 
out a window and attempts to fly; Huebler’s one authentic secret
(1970) asking museum visitors to write down their secrets, which 
he made into a book—or his series of photographs of New York’s 
Central Park, each taken after he heard a birdcall.23 I should 
add here that this kind of conceptual work, while “wild” in one 
sense, is also both carefully documented and thoroughly dis-
cussed and analyzed within the art world.24 Conceptual art in its 
early years seemed to involve questioning or subverting the gal-
lery and museum systems, although commerce and commodi-
fication seem to have won out, at least in some postconceptual 
cases, as the art world adjusted to accommodate this new way of 
“making” in which, sometimes, nothing was actually “made.”

Hypothetical figurative concepts in science may appear to 
have a more “productive” purpose, since they seek to explain 



150 chapter 4

physical phenomena and thus to be foundationally useful rather 
than resolutely useless. But the acts of conceptual imagination 
and, especially, counterintuitive imagination are in both kinds 
of cases profoundly and productively destabilizing, opening 
the way—and the eyes and mind—to a new way of “seeing.”25

In recent years there has been considerable interest from 
the side of science in reestablishing the connection between 
experimental art and science. Books with titles like African Frac-
tals: Modern Computing and Indigenous Design (by a computer 
scientist and ethnomathematician, Ron Eglash) and The Art of 
Genes (by a geneticist, Enrico Coen) have drawn attention to 
these affinities. The astronomer John D. Barrow contended in 
The Artful Universe that “the arts and the sciences flow from a 
single source; they are informed by the same reality; and their 
insights are linked in ways that make them look less and less 
like alternatives.”26 And another set of terms linking the two 
kinds of practice have come increasingly into play: terms like 
“elegant” and “beautiful.”

A Beautiful Proof

That numbers and proofs can be “beautiful” and “elegant” is a 
staple of mathematics. An “elegant proof ” is economical, sur-
prising, original, and generalizable. An ugly or clumsy proof is 
cumbersome, laborious, and conventional. The title of Sylvia 
Nasar’s popular biography of mathematician John Nash, A Beau-
tiful Mind, makes the point, as does her chapter title on his early 
work, “A Beautiful Theorem.” And the annals of mathematical—
and philosophical—writing are full of elegant (and beautiful) 
testimonials to the beauty of mathematics.

Mathematics, rightly viewed, possesses not only truth, but 
supreme beauty—a beauty cold and austere, like that of 
sculpture, without appeal to any part of our weaker na-
ture, without the gorgeous trappings of painting or music, 
yet sublimely pure, and capable of a stern perfection such 
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as only the greatest art can show. (Bertrand Russell, “The 
Study of Mathematics”)27

Mathematics, as much as music or any other art, is one of the 
means by which we rise to a complete self-consciousness. 
The significance of mathematics resides precisely in the 
fact that it is an art; by informing us of the nature of our 
own minds it informs us of much that depends on our 
minds. ( J.W.N. Sullivan, Aspects of Science)28

The mathematician’s patterns, like the painter’s or the 
poet’s, must be beautiful; the ideas, like the colours or the 
words must fit together in a harmonious way. Beauty is 
the first test: there is no permanent place in the world 
for ugly mathematics. (G. H. Hardy, A Mathematician’s 
Apology)29

So here is one of the quintessential values of creative art—
including visual art, music, and poetry—standing in pride of 
place among mathematicians. And “beauty” thus conceived 
has a similarly high status in some other scientific discourses. 
For example, commenting on Schroedinger’s discovery of his 
wave theory through a “beautiful generalization of De Broglie’s 
ideas,” physicist Paul Dirac observed, “I think there is a moral 
to this story, namely that it is more important to have beauty 
in one’s equations than to have them fit experiment.”30 At the 
same time, however, it’s worth noting that Dirac saw some dif-
ferences, as well as some similarities, between the practices of 
art-making and science. In a conversation with Robert Oppen-
heimer he is said to have “gently reproached” him for his inter-
est in poetry: “I hear,” he said, “that you write poetry as well as 
working at physics. How on earth can you do two such things 
at once? In science one tries to tell people, in such a way as to 
be understood by everyone, something that no one ever knew 
before. But in the case of poetry it’s the exact opposite!”31 Poets
might well take issue with this formulation, which suggests that 
poetry tells people what they all know in terms that no one can 
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understand. But Dirac’s perfectly turned chiasmus is itself an 
example of the power and pleasure of rhetoric, demonstrating 
that he himself is, at least in this instance, of the poet’s party 
without knowing it.

Art and Progress

Fundamental to the analogy, or dis-analogy, between art and sci-
ence is the contestatory idea of “progress.” The sciences, even—
or perhaps especially—the theoretical sciences, are at least in 
some sense always concerned with problem solving, although 
the academic distinction between “pure” and “applied” science, 
math, and engineering may seem to partition off the theorists 
from the experimentalists and the pragmatists. Art, as we have 
seen, can be “useful” when it is connected to design, craft, ar-
chitecture, or other practical values, but sometimes the “higher” 
the art the more useless it is conceived to be. In any case, the 
idea of artistic progress is somewhat out of fashion these days, 
having been successfully—and importantly—reframed in the 
context of social and economic factors, situatedness, class, gen-
der, and so on. No longer are art historians very comfortable 
drawing a straight line that is “the history of (Western) art.” His-
tories in the plural have replaced monumental history, in this as 
in virtually all other fields. So what can be said about the rela-
tionship between art and science under this new disposition?

I tend to resist the idea that art is “good for you,” or “makes 
you a better person,” or “improves society,” or indeed does any-
thing in this ethical-liberal realm. Art is. If it does, if it is perfor-
mative, what it performs is itself, not some act of social adhesion. 
Nonetheless, I have often found myself saying, to colleagues 
who wonder what the place of the creative or “making” arts is in 
a university setting, that art is what the scientists—and political 
scientists and diplomats—are saving the world for. While this 
has a certain in-your-face patness about it, I actually think it is 
pretty true. And moreover I think many scientists would agree. 
Evidence of this often comes in the richness of scientific writing, 
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in which analogies and patterns from the arts are instanced as a 
way of explaining, and expanding upon, scientific observations. 
These are activities along a continuum; they are neither oppo-
sites nor rivals. We need both, as we need all creative, imagina-
tive, and boundary-breaking work, work that reframes questions, 
and that is constituted to lead to more questions, rather than to 
any final answer. Art and science challenge: they challenge com-
placency, truism, expectation, and law.

A half-century ago, E. H. Gombrich could write, with hu-
mane self-confidence, “the artist works like a scientist. His 
works exist not only for their own sake but also to demonstrate 
certain problem-solutions. He creates them for the admiration 
of all, but principally with an eye on his fellow artists and the 
connoisseurs who can appreciate the ingenuity of the solution 
put forward.”32 Gombrich cited in support of his view the opin-
ion of the poet, essayist, and art historian Herbert Read, who 
drew directly on modern science for his assessment of progress 
in modern art: “for a painter to ignore the discoveries of a 
Cézanne or Picasso is equivalent to a scientist ignoring the dis-
coveries of an Einstein or a Freud.”33

But the question of art and progress had been addressed 
from a diametrically different viewpoint, as Gombrich himself 
acknowledged, by Romantic critics like Hazlitt who were ada-
mant in their insistence that art was the product of individual 
genius, and thus could not be tied to any progress narrative. It 
was clear to Hazlitt that Shakespeare was a better writer than 
Pope, and Raphael a better painter than Sir Joshua Reynolds. 
Progress had nothing to do with it. Indeed, that was one way of 
distinguishing between science and art. As he wrote in an essay 
called “Why the Arts Are Not Progressive?”:

The greatest poets, the ablest orators, the best painters, 
and the finest sculptors that the world ever saw, appeared 
soon after the birth of these arts, and lived in a state of 
society which was, in other respects, comparatively barba-
rous. Those arts, which depend on individual genius and 
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incommunicable power, have always leaped at once from 
infancy to manhood, from the first rude dawn of inven-
tion to their meridian height and dazzling luster, and have 
in general declined ever after. This is the peculiar distinc-
tion and privilege of each, of science and of art; of the 
one, never to attain its utmost summit of perfection, and 
of the other, to arrive at it almost at once.34

Thus the sciences were in large part definable by the drive for 
perfection, or for solutions, whereas the arts were fitful, epi-
sodic, determined by the spirit of the age and the inventiveness 
of the individual artist-genius. In general, Hazlitt thought, de-
spite the periodic appearance of greatness, the arts were in de-
cline, while science marched forward. Hazlitt could not know, 
of course, that the next century would begin to define genius 
itself, not so much as an attribute of art, but rather as the spe-
cial province and the gift of science.

Genius Envy

Consider a symptomatic pair of titles: Shakespeare in Love and
Einstein in Love. The first is the film hit of 1998, with a witty 
screenplay by Tom Stoppard; the second is Dennis Overbye’s 
2000 biography of the young Albert Einstein. Both portray card-
carrying “geniuses” of the popular imagination in moments 
of off-stage intimacy. The Stoppard play imagines (cleverly, al-
though entirely at variance with the facts) that Shakespeare’s 
gift for writing brilliant plays was jump-started by falling in love 
with a beautiful, elusive, and ultimately unobtainable, female 
aristocrat. Before that he was a hack; afterward, a genius. Over-
bye’s Einstein book takes a slightly different tack, tracing the 
early life of the handsome and self-sufficient Albert as he ro-
mances women and ideas. The timing of Einstein’s two major 
creative feats, the equation E �mc2 and the general theory of 
relativity, coincide with his first marriage (to Mileva Maric, a 
Serbian physics student) and then with his struggle to divorce 
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Mileva to marry his cousin Elsa. (Overbye notes that Einstein 
had inconveniently fallen in love with someone else, his cous-
in’s daughter Ilse. He was willing to marry either, and left the 
choice to them.)

Neither of these accounts offers a portrait of the artist with 
feet of clay. Both are to a certain extent charmed by, and charm-
ing about, their famous subjects. But each offers a “human” 
genius. And signally in both cases the suffix “in love” is found 
finally to apply, not to the lady in the case, but to his art or sci-
ence. To the theater, and to the universe.

The later Einstein became a cultural icon, personating “ge-
nius” in look and name. With his unruly shock of white hair, 
his ambling gait, warm (“absentminded”) smile, and penchant 
for going sockless, he was himself an intellectual celebrity easy 
to “love,” at least at a distance. The Einstein legend, already 
fully established in Einstein’s lifetime, persisted long after his 
death. Walter Matthau played him as a warmhearted match-
maker in a fright wig, in a film called IQ ; a photograph of 
Einstein with his tongue sticking out adorns a popular T-shirt; 
on many computers a shaggy-haired Einstein “office assistant” 
can be found ready to explain the mysteries of word process-
ing. Roland Barthes put it most effectively in “The Brain of 
Einstein,” discussing depictions of the famous E = mc2 equation
in popular culture: “photographs of Einstein show him standing 
next to a blackboard covered with mathematical signs of obvi-
ous complexity; cartoons of Einstein (the sign that he has be-
come a legend) show him chalk still in hand, and having just 
written on an empty blackboard, as though without prepara-
tion, the magic formula of the world.”35

“Genius” derives from the same root as “gene” and “genetic,” 
and meant originally, in Latin, the tutelary god or spirit given 
to every person at birth. One’s “genius” governed one’s fortune 
and determined one’s character, and ultimately conducted one 
out of the world. In some uses, and in some cultures, there were 
imagined to be two geniuses in every person, a “good genius” 
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and an “evil genius,” who competed for influence over the indi-
vidual’s character, conduct, and fortunes. The word soon came 
to mean a demon or spirit in general, as in the fairy-tale “genie” 
or “jinn.” To this point, as will be clear, the “genius” is part of a 
system of what would be later called “psychology,” since it was 
thought of as residing somehow both inside and outside the 
individual, and motivating behavior.

Through the Renaissance to well into the eighteenth century, 
the most familiar meaning of “genius” in English was something 
like “temperament” or “disposition”: you might hear or read of 
someone having a “daring genius” or an “indolent genius,” or, 
as in a phrase of John Evelyn’s, a “rural genius, born as I was 
at Wotton, among the woods.” A genius was an inclination for 
something. When applied not to persons, but to nations or eras, 
it became a distinctive opinion or sentiment: “the genius of the 
age,” the genius of the Italians, or the Spanish, or the English. 
Thus a genius could be a tendency, or a prevailing characteris-
tic, or a natural (that is, inborn) endowment. In other words, 
you could have a genius (for finance, say, or for elocution, or 
for adventure, or for mathematics). But you could not be a ge-
nius, unless you were a sprite or an allegorical personage: the 
Genius of Famine, say, to use an example from Shakespeare, 
or the “genius of the shore,” to cite John Milton’s funeral elegy 
“Lycidas,” in which a drowned man is metamorphosed into a 
local deity.

Joseph Addison’s essay “On Genius,” published in The Specta-
tor in 1711, laid out the terrain of genius in terms that are still 
operative today. According to Addison, there were two kinds 
of genius, natural and learned. The best of the best, the great-
est of geniuses, were those who were the most original, who 
depended least on models, imitation, or example. Homer, Pin-
dar, and Shakespeare were his examples of the first category; 
Aristotle, Virgil, Milton, and Francis Bacon, of the second. In 
very general terms this dichotomy—natural versus learned, 
genius versus talent, brilliant versus industrious—still attaches 
to the romance of “genius” today, despite Thomas Edison’s 
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oft-quoted adage that “Genius is one percent inspiration and 
ninety-nine percent perspiration.” It’s the inspiration that we 
dote on; we’re willing to hear about sweat equity, but only after 
the results are in.

For a while in the history of English and Scottish letters, 
“genius” was the hottest of topics—far more central, among 
philosophers and “public intellectuals,” than it is today. By 
the middle of the eighteenth century, dozens of works on this 
fascinating question were being published and debated.36 Al-
exander Gerard, a Scottish theologian, natural philosopher, 
and literary critic, was among the first to stress the scientific
as contrasted with the artistic or aesthetic possibilities of ge-
nius. Newton plays as big a part in his essay as do Homer and 
Shakespeare. The concept of modern genius owes, in fact, a 
great deal to the development of seventeenth-century science 
and to the founding, in England, of the Royal Society, whose 
new scientists, asserting their independence from Aristotle’s 
notions of physics, became innovators and “inventors” in the 
strong sense of the term.

But the idea of the scientific genius took a backseat to that 
of the artistic genius. It is worth bearing in mind that for quite 
a long period of time genius was a term applied almost exclu-
sively to the realm of arts and letters, and not to science or 
learning. “What is called genius,” wrote Immanuel Kant in the 
Critique of Judgment, “is a talent for art, not for science,” since “it 
is quite ridiculous for a man to speak and decide like a genius 
in things which require the most careful investigation by rea-
son.” Here is that split, again, between genius and judgment. 
“We can readily learn all that Newton has set forth in his im-
mortal work on the Principles of Natural Philosophy, however 
great a head was required to discover it [writes Kant], but we 
cannot learn to write spirited poetry.”

Romantic poets and critics like Coleridge and Shelley staked 
out genius as the territory of the poet. The test case, as so often, 
was Shakespeare. Was he a wild and untutored genius—Milton’s 
image of “Sweetest Shakespeare, fancy’s child, warble[ing] his 
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native woodnotes wild”? In a public lecture called “Shakespeare’s 
Judgment Equal to His Genius,” Coleridge argued fiercely 
against this view: “Are the plays of Shakespere [sic] works of 
rude uncultivated genius, in which the splendour of the parts 
compensates, if aught can compensate, for the barbarous shape-
lessness and irregularity of the whole? Or is the form equally 
admirable with the matter, and the judgment of the great poet 
not less deserving of our wonder than his genius?” The critic 
and essayist William Hazlitt likewise felt he had to grapple with 
Shakespeare’s supposed imperfections—his irritating fondness 
for puns and wordplay; his unaccountable willingness to alter 
chronology and geography, changing the ages of characters and 
the locations of cities and countries to suit his dramatic pur-
poses (the “seacoast of Bohemia”)—without losing the sense of 
unique brilliance. Thus we get typical formulations like “His 
barbarisms were those of his age. His genius was his own.” It was, 
in fact, “the universality of his genius” that somehow accounted 
for local flaws and faults in Shakespeare’s plays. This notion 
of genius carried with it the idea of instinctual feeling, excess, 
ungovernability, and it was the standard praise-and-blame for 
Shakespeare over the centuries.

William James, writing in the pages of the Atlantic Monthly,
expressed the view that “effective greatness” can only be nur-
tured by congenial surroundings, and that “for a community 
to get vibrating through and through with intensely active 
life, many geniuses coming together and in rapid succes-
sion are required.”37 It was one of James’s students, Gertrude 
Stein, who would boldly claim the mantle of genius for the 
next generation of artists. As she writes in her autobiography, 
ventriloquized through the voice of her companion and secre-
tary, Alice B. Toklas, “I have sat with wives who were not wives, 
of geniuses who were real geniuses. I have sat with real wives of 
geniuses who were not real geniuses. I have sat with wives 
of geniuses, of near geniuses, of would be geniuses. . . . [T]he 
geniuses came and talked to Gertrude Stein, and the wives sat 
with me.”38 The geniuses who paraded through the Paris home 
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Stein shared with Toklas in the Rue de Fleurus included paint-
ers and writers—Picasso, Matisse, Hemingway, Braque, and a 
host of others—but Stein blithely regarded herself as the chief 
among such “geniuses,” a word she used early and often. “The 
three geniuses of whom I wish to speak are Gertrude Stein, 
Pablo Picasso, and Alfred Whitehead,” declares the fictional-
ized Toklas in the Autobiography.

By the later nineteenth century, scientific analysis had been 
deployed to investigate the roots and nature of genius. Eugeni-
cist Francis Galton’s Hereditary Genius (1869) advanced the ar-
gument that “illustrious men” have “eminent kinsmen,” and 
that genius, talent, and natural gifts are passed down through 
family lines.39 In his 1904 A Study of British Genius Havelock
Ellis produced a list of 1,300 distinguished names, based on the 
amount of space devoted to them in biographical dictionaries, 
especially the Dictionary of National Biography. What genius actu-
ally was, though, both Ellis and Galton debated within them-
selves. In later editions of his book Galton regretted the use of 
“genius” in the title, noting that he had only meant something 
like “ability”: “There was not the slightest intention on my part,” 
he wrote, “to use the word genius in any technical sense, but 
merely as expressing an ability that was exceptionally high, and 
at the same time inborn.”40

Galton, importantly, downplayed the magical side of “ge-
nius,” insisting that all he meant was “ability” or “natural tal-
ent.” The other kind of genius he found unstable, dangerous, 
and indeed diseased: “If genius means a sense of inspiration, 
or of rushes of ideas from apparently supernatural sources, or 
of an inordinate and burning desire to accomplish any particu-
lar end, it is perilously near to the voices heard by the insane, 
to their delirious tendencies, or to their monomanias. It can-
not in such cases be a healthy faculty, nor can it be desirable to 
perpetuate it by inheritance.”41

With the invention of the notion of the “intelligence quo-
tient,” or IQ , came the idea that genius could be quantified.
Not unexpectedly, this spelled the end for a certain kind of 
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romantic vision of “the genius” as a different kind of being—
akin to what the critic Walter Benjamin, writing of the unique 
work of art, called its “aura.” It’s not surprising, either, that 
the IQ was the invention of an American, Lewis Terman, a psy-
chology professor at Stanford who first thought up this device 
for the scientific detection of brilliance at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. By dividing a test taker’s “mental age,” 
as revealed in French psychologist Alfred Binet’s standardized 
test of human intelligence, by the individual’s chronological 
age, Terman derived the number he dubbed an intelligence 
quotient, soon shortened and popularized into “IQ ,” a phrase 
that was easy to say, easy to put in headlines, and less scholarly 
sounding than the mathematical “quotient.”

IQ was the DNA of its time. The magic initials seemed to 
spell certainty and destiny, predicting great things; the template 
here was social science rather than biology, but the possibility 
of telling the future, and, indeed, of rereading and rational-
izing the past, offered tantalizing hints of power. In fact, once 
“genius” was a test result, it had lost much of its charisma and its 
mystery. This was the effect of social science, the quantification
of the unquantifiable. The excitement about the idea of IQ was 
linked to “meritocracy”—instead of a hereditary aristocracy of 
the titled and the entitled, there would now be a new, more de-
serving upper class of eminent, and soon-to-be-eminent achiev-
ers. The next step, perhaps inevitably, was to find a means to 
identify the Nobel laureates, Pulitzer Prize winners, and Picas-
sos that Terman’s rigorous IQ testing had somehow failed to 
produce. To identify them, and then to enable them to pursue 
their gifts.

Since 1981 the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Founda-
tion has given out what the press insists upon labeling “genius 
grants” to artists, performers, architects, scientists, and schol-
ars of all persuasions. The twenty-three recipients for 2001, for 
example, included a physicist, a biographer, a public-interest 
lawyer, a professor of psychiatry, the executive director of a non-
profit housing development, a theorist of art, a naturalist who 
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has spent more than thirty years studying elephants in Kenya, 
and an astrobiologist and policy analyst whose expertise ranges 
from lunar geology to bioterrorism. Whether any of these gifted 
people would qualify as “geniuses” depends on one’s defini-
tion, of course. The Foundation itself scrupulously avoids the 
term. Where “genius” actually enters the picture is more in the 
fantasies and the intentions of the founder, J. Roderick MacAr-
thur, the son of John D., a financial wizard who parlayed an 
insurance firm into an empire that included Florida real estate, 
New York office buildings, and pulp-and-paper factories. “The 
idea behind this,” Roderick MacArthur explained when the 
Foundation was established, “is that Albert Einstein could not 
have written a grant application saying he was going to discover 
the theory of relativity. He needed to be free.” Recipients nei-
ther apply nor submit progress reports after they have received 
their grants. “There was no management association looking at 
Michelangelo and asking him to fill out semiyearly progress 
reports in triplicate,” said MacArthur. ”Our aim is to support in-
dividual genius and to free those people from the bureaucratic 
pettiness of academe.”42

Leaving aside for a second the patronage battles and other 
stresses and strains that did hamper the Michelangelos and 
the Einsteins in the past—not to mention the vexatious ques-
tion of whether the obstacles they encountered were perversely 
benefi cial to their achievements—and acknowledging for the 
moment that academe, like any other business, has its share 
of bureaucratic pettiness, what is most striking here is the still-
romantic expectation that geniuses “need to be free.” Or per-
haps, if we hark back instead to an older notion of “genius” as 
an attribute rather than a person, that freedom encourages 
people to develop their genius (or, as the Foundation prefers 
to call it, their “creative instincts”). As noted, the Fellows Pro-
gram eschews the problematic G -word, but the criteria today 
continue to emphasize the C-word instead: in a passage of less 
than a hundred words the Foundation now cites the impor-
tance of “creativity” three times: the selection process is geared 
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to identify individuals who demonstrate “exceptional creativ-
ity,” potential for “subsequent creative work,” and the ability “to 
exercise their own creative instincts for the benefit of human 
society.” Some of the earlier animus against petty academe has 
vanished from the MacArthur’s self-description, as the individ-
ual genius of the founder has given way to a more complex 
vision for the twenty-first century, but the current formulation 
reiterates the stress on independence from institutions: “The 
MacArthur Fellowship is a ‘no strings attached’ award in sup-
port of people, not projects.”43 If a certain vestige of the former 
hopeful romanticism lingers in the idea that there can be “no 
strings” attached to a significant financial award, both the cau-
tion and the hope are consistent with the Foundation’s long-
time goals, and the stress on usable outcomes (“for the benefi t 
of human society”) underscores the ultimate expectation of a 
connection between individuals (“their own creative instincts”) 
and the social, cultural, or scientific communities in which they 
do their work.

In these genetically obsessed days, when “mind, brain, and be-
havior” has replaced “race, class, and gender” as the academics’ 
mantra, and “cognitive” has become a term to conjure with in 
certain humanistic circles, it’s not inconceivable that we might 
expect a return of the hardwired approach to “genius.” From 
anthropometry to phrenology, from “eminence” to IQ , from 
romantic idealization to the designation of genius by commit-
tee, from “psychometry” and “historiometry” to DNA and cog-
nitive mapping, the world has been on a scavenger hunt for the 
secret ingredients of genius. Not content with naming them 
(eccentricity, brilliance, originality, transgression, arrogance, 
obsession, pathos), we have made every attempt to categorize, 
derive, tabulate, and compare, as if genius were an identifi able 
objective, rather than the most sublimely subjective and elusive 
of qualities.

Who can forget the story of Einstein’s brain, weighed, pre-
served, pickled, then for some time inexplicably lost, and fi nally 
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the object of a scientific custody battle? Could investigators 
detect the anomaly that made for genius? As critic Roland 
Barthes put it, “Einstein’s brain is a mythological object.” Early 
photographs showed him cheerfully submitting to testing, his 
head wreathed with electrical wires, his brain waves mechani-
cally recorded while he was instructed to think of relativity. 
“Paradoxically, the more the genius of the man was material-
ized under the guise of his brain, the more the product of his 
inventiveness came to acquire a magical dimension, and gave a 
new incarnation to the old esoteric image of a science entirely 
contained in a few letters.” If magic was the old science, then 
science is the new magic.

“Among American scientists,” writes James Gleick, “it be-
came a kind of style violation, a faux pas suggesting greenhorn 
credulity, to use the word genius about a living colleague.” But 
science writer Sylvia Nasar uses it consistently and unselfcon-
sciously, on page after page, in her biography of mathemati-
cian John Nash. There are repeated references to “Nash the 
mathematical genius,” to “the two geniuses” Nash and John 
von Neumann, to Norbert Wiener as “a genius who was at once 
adulated and isolated,” and the “group of geniuses” in math-
ematics and theoretical physics who came to the United States 
from Europe after World War II. Not only is Nasar comfortable 
using the word, she is comfortable describing its attributes, 
signs, and symptoms. She writes that Nash’s “arrogance was 
seen as evidence of his genius,” that “[a] profound dislike for 
merely absorbing knowledge and a strong compulsion to learn 
by doing is one of the most reliable signs of genius,” and that 
at MIT “Nash picked up the mannerisms of other eccentric ge-
niuses,” appropriating as his own Norbert Wiener’s gesture of 
running his finger along the groove of the tiled walls of the cor-
ridor, D. J. Newman’s condemnation of music after Beethoven, 
Norman Levinson’s dislike of psychiatrists, Warren Ambrose’s 
impatience with conventional social greetings. Eccentricity, in 
fact, seems one of the distinguishing marks of “genius.” In-
deed, a non-eccentric genius is something of a disappointment. 
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General Leslie Groves was delighted to find that his top scien-
tist on the Manhattan Project, J. Robert Oppenheimer, had an 
expert command of Sanskrit.

The notion that there is such a thing as genius, and that 
the bona fide genius is to be found on the science side of the 
campus rather than the arts side, has an effect, both subtle 
and profound, upon questions of funding, prestige, and insti-
tutional support. The reputation of the modern university de-
pends upon its exceptionalism as well as upon its consistency. 
The unquestioning assumption of Kant, Hazlitt, and Coleridge 
that genius was “a talent for art, not for science,” and the heady 
optimism of Gertrude Stein, her salon receiving and disburs-
ing artistic geniuses through every portal, has long been out 
of mode. But rather than choosing among or between these 
defi nitions and assumptions, it will be useful here to identify 
what they have in common: the unpredictable and inventive 
capacities of creative work, uncharted, unbounded, both in-
tuitive and counterintuitive. Even if the discourse of “genius” 
has now migrated, as to a large extent it has, into the realms 
of popular culture (sports, celebrity, advertising), the place 
marked by that problematic term is of value: indeed it turns 
out to be one way of locating and reinforcing the kinship be-
tween art and science.

The Studio and the Laboratory

The notion of “genius” was, as we have noted, often linked to 
the unique individual rather than the collaborative team. This 
romantic conception of the creative loner remains active in the 
popular image of the artist, and has tended to obscure another 
key similarity between art and science: the usefulness of collec-
tive work and of trial and error, correction, and repetition.

Works like Vermeer’s The Artist in His Studio (ca. 1665), or 
Rembrandt’s painting of the same name (1629) may give the 
impression that the artist worked alone, and in a relatively cir-
cumscribed and private space. But studio masters like Raphael, 
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Rembrandt, and Rubens in fact maintained large establish-
ments of assistants and apprentices, many of whom, of course, 
went on to become celebrated and successful artists with stu-
dios, students, and assistants of their own.

Raphael, who died at the early age of thirty-seven, had at 
one time at least fifty artists working in his studio in Rome, 
and his celebrity was ensured, even beyond the popes and 
men of letters who were his patrons, by the wide circulation of 
engravings after his paintings by Marcantonio Raimondi, who 
functioned in effect as his publicist. Rubens, who was a dip-
lomat and court painter as well as a skillful man of business, 
spent a good deal of his time consulting with patrons and 
clients, in person and by letter. He employed so many pupils 
and artists in his workshop that, by his own reckoning, he “re-
fused over one hundred” applicants, including relatives and 
friends. His best-known collaborators included Frans Snyders, 
Jacob Jordaens, and Anthony van Dyck, but not all his assis-
tants were named in his correspondence with patrons. Francis 
Kelly quotes a description of a painting from Rubens’s studio 
as “Original by my Hand except a most beautiful landscape, 
done by the hand of a master skilful [sic] in that department.”44

Clearly the collaborative nature of the artwork was not some-
thing about which the master was either reticent or defensive; 
this was how art was made. The price of a work might de-
pend upon how much Rubens was in a genuine “Rubens,” but 
the studio itself was a place for collaboration, creativity—and 
commerce.

We might note that Rubens, too, had his engraver-publicist. 
In fact the circulation of designs from his workshop was so wide-
spread that he took legal steps to keep other engravers from 
imitating them. Collaborations were usually between senior 
and junior artists, but not always; Rubens and Jan Brueghel the 
Elder teamed up to paint a series of mythological and religious 
canvases in the early seventeenth century, with Rubens paint-
ing the figures and Brueghel the landscapes and the flora and 
fauna. The best known of these is a series on the five senses. 
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The artists cosigned at least one of these works, The Garden of 
Eden with the Fall of Man.45

A studio was, thus, both a workshop and a school. It was also, 
de facto, a laboratory, in all early senses of that word: a place 
where people worked, experimented, and designed and created 
their own tools and materials, from canvases to pigments to opti-
cal devices. From the time of Dürer through to the invention of 
photography—and, indeed, from ancient times to the present—
artists tested out various ways of representing perspective, dimen-
sion, light, and space, using (and depicting) devices like mirrors, 
the camera obscura, the camera lucida, the so-called Claude glass 
(or black mirror), named after the landscape painter Claude 
Lorraine, the pantograph, and the graphic telescope.46

The similarities between the studio and the laboratory as 
places for experimentation and creativity have been marked and 
noted from at least the time of Francis Bacon, for whom what 
he called the “vexations of art” were part of the natural and ex-
perimental “histories of man.” Bacon’s New Organon contains a 
catalogue of 130 “Particular Histories” he has it in mind to write, 
or to commission, beginning with the History of the Heavenly 
Bodies and moving on through seasons, elements, substances, 
and species on the way to two final, speculative books on “num-
bers” and “figures” in pure mathematics. (Bacon notes scru-
pulously that these last two imagined books would properly be 
called “observations” rather than “experiments.”) The “Histories 
of Man” would begin with the body, anatomy, humors, excre-
ments, motions—voluntary and involuntary—sleep and dreams, 
food, conception, life and death, symptoms and disease, and so 
on. Here, suggestively in order, are numbers 64 through 78:

64. History of Drugs.
65. History of Surgery.
66. Chemical History of Medicines.
67. History of Vision, and of things Visible.
68. History of Painting, Sculpture, Modelling, etc.
69. History of Hearing and Sound.
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70. History of Music.
71. History of Smell and Smells.
72. History of Taste and Tastes.
73. History of Touch, and the objects of Touch.
74. History of Venus, as a species of Touch.
75. History of Bodily Pains, as species of Touch.
76. History of Pleasure and Pain in general.
77. History of the Affections; as Anger, Love, Shame, etc.
78. History of the Intellectual Faculties; Reflection, Imag-

ination, Discourse, Memory, etc.47

As you can see, Bacon integrates the histories of art and art-
making into his speculations about drugs, surgery, the senses, 
the affections, and the intellectual faculties in ways that seem 
strikingly “modern,” or indeed postmodern. Art is not a realm 
apart; it is of a piece with science and with psychology.

Furthermore, after the histories of cooking, baking, sugar, 
the dairy, barbers, gold, hemp, and thread, he returns to list 
more of what we might today call the “making” arts, catego-
rizing them, interestingly, by material as much as by craft or 
practice:

96. History of Weaving, and the arts thereto belonging.
97. History of Dyeing.
98. History of Leather-making, Tanning, and the arts 

thereto belonging.
99. History of Ticking and Feathers.

100. History of working in Iron.
101. History of Stone-cutting.
102. History of the making of Bricks and Tiles.
103. History of Pottery.
104. History of Cements, etc.
105. History of working in Wood.
106. History of working in Lead.
107. History of Glass and all vitreous substances, and of 

Glass-making.
108. History of Architecture generally.
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109. History of Wagons, Chariots, Litters, etc.
110. History of Printing, of Books, of Writing, of Sealing; 

of Ink, Pen, Paper, Parchment, etc.

And so on to wax, basketmaking, matmaking, agriculture, jug-
glers and mountebanks, artificial materials (enamel, porcelain, 
and so on), salts, machines, and “Common Experiments which 
have not grown into an Art.”48

How exhilarating it must have been to compile this list, a 
Borgesian encyclopedia before its time.49 But beyond the fertil-
ity of imagination we should pause to admire the linkages and 
associations that construe these as logically sequent—if as yet 
imaginary—histories. What these days are called “crafts” are 
interlinked with the practices that came, in the interval be-
tween Bacon’s time and our own, to be regarded as the “fi ne,” 
or more refined arts. Equally noteworthy is the interrelation-
ship between art and the body; not only the brain and “cogni-
tion” but the materials of digestion, excretion, alimentation, 
and so on. Painting and sculpture are near neighbors to touch, 
smell, and taste, as well as to pleasure and pain. The materi-
als of printed books—ink, paper, parchment—are cognate to 
the materials used by brickmakers, stonecutters, tanners, and 
glassmakers. The tenor (books, writing, sealing) comes imme-
diately after the vehicle (wagons, chariots, litters). Here is a 
Renaissance wonder cabinet of ideas and associations, in which 
what we think of as “science” and what we think of as “art” are 
inextricably intertwined.

Art historian Svetlana Alpers notes that “the relationship be-
tween the practice of art and the practice of science is particu-
larly striking in the seventeenth century, when the studio . . . 
come[s] into its own.” Even though there were often many 
people in an artist’s studio—assistants, servants, students, and 
so forth—the iconography of the artist in the studio is con-
ventionally solitary: not a place of collaboration so much as a 
place of contemplation and isolated genius. What Alpers calls 
“the link studio/laboratory” allows for the consideration of 
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painting as an investigation, and also, importantly, for the idea 
that the studio itself is not merely a place for, but an instrument 
of, art.

It is worth noting that the word “laboratory,” describing a 
place set apart for conducting practical investigations in natu-
ral science, is far older, in English, than the word “studio,” 
denoting a space for an artist’s production of work. (“Labora-
tory,” interestingly related to the verb “elaborate” as well as to 
“labor,” dates from the early years of the seventeenth century; 
“studio,” from the Italian word for a “study,” the workplace for 
a scholar, does not appear until the Romantic period; the fi rst 
instance in OED, from the Edinburgh Review, is 1819.) Labora-
tories, initially associated with chemistry and chemical trans-
formations, were part of the mise en scène of the alchemist, a 
fi gure signally poised, in the literary and scientific imaginary, 
on the borderline between art and science: in the opening 
stage direction of Ben Jonson’s 1616 masque Mercury Vindi-
cated, the location is described as “a laboratory or alchemist’s 
workhouse.”

The humanities began actively to reappropriate the term in 
the middle of the twentieth century, with “language laboratory” 
(or, more usually, “language lab”), a room set apart with tape 
recordings or other facilities for oral practice, a coinage of the 
1960s. The “media lab” is now a fixture on many campuses, a 
place for digital arts and technologies. MIT’s famous media lab, 
which includes such consortia as “Things That Think,” “Digital 
Life,” the “Communications Futures Program,” the “Center for 
Bits and Atoms,” and a couple of special-interest groups, or SIGs 
(everything has an acronym) with witty titles: “Counter Intelli-
gence,” focused on developing a “digitally connected, self-aware 
kitchen,” and “Gray Matters,” concerned with computation and 
communication in the lives of older persons. If this sounds like 
science, not art, read on, and you’ll see shortly what happens 
when the life sciences meet the art world.

Universities across the country now use the term “media lab” 
(sometimes “digital media lab”) to describe places for working 
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on images, animation, sound and video, and digital projects. 
These labs actively combine technology, art, and science, in ef-
fect performing the merger of studio and laboratory that had 
been implicit in art- and science-making for the last several 
decades. At Brown University the Multimedia Labs are multi-
computer facilities dedicated to the production and analysis of 
work in the arts and humanities, generating graphics, hypertext, 
video, animation, and sound.50 Audio and acoustic labs serve 
various scientific and aesthetic/cultural purposes—UCLA’s 
Department of Ethnomusicology, for example, has a Music 
Perception and Cognition and Musical Acoustics Laboratory 
that includes a library of “mathematical, signal processing, pro-
gramming and statistical software.” Also located at UCLA is a 
new Art/Sci Center, founded to pursue and promote research 
programs that “demonstrate the potential of media arts and 
science collaborations,” with the goal of addressing ethical, en-
vironmental, and social issues within scientific innovations, and 
fostering artistic projects that “respond to cutting-edge inven-
tions and research.”51 In these laboratory settings, and others 
like them, the close conjunctions between art and science, art-
ists and scientists, are being recognized and reestablished.

The Artist as Scientist

There was a time when scientists were artists, or artists were 
scientists. Leonardo da Vinci is one celebrated example, but 
there are many others. Piero della Francesca was an impor-
tant Renaissance mathematician as well one of his age’s most 
famous painters. Vasari’s Lives mentions Piero’s many math-
ematical treatises, of which at least three survive. Piero’s On
Perspective was the first treatise to deal with the mathematics of 
perspective, a topic of interest to Giotto in the thirteenth cen-
tury, and to Brunelleschi in the fifteenth. The sculptor Lorenzo 
Ghiberti, famous for the bronze doors on the baptistery in Flor-
ence, published a compilation of medieval texts on the theory 
of vision and optics. In Germany Albrecht Dürer was known as 
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a mathematician as well as an artist. He was the author of the 
first serious mathematics book published in German.

In all eras artists have also been technicians, developing and 
refining—sometimes revolutionizing—the tools and materials 
(from paints to cameras) with which they make their art. The 
Impressionists famously profited from scientific investigations 
into the behavior of light, and also, equally importantly, from the 
invention of something as fundamental as the collapsible metal 
tube, devised in 1841 to replace the traditional leather bladder 
pouch. This simple but revolutionary device enabled artists to 
purchase their paints, already ground and mixed, from color 
merchants like the Impressionists’ friend and patron Père Tan-
guy.52 Other mid-nineteenth-century innovations, like portable 
easels and stools, and lightweight sketching support to replace 
heavy wood and canvas panels, made outdoor sketching feasible 
and convenient.53 Eadweard Muybridge (born Edward James 
Muggeridge) developed studies of animal and human locomo-
tion that influenced not only his own photographic series but 
also the nascent film industry, through such motion-picture pio-
neers as E. J. Marey, the Lumière Brothers, and Thomas Edison. 
Muybridge’s invention, the “zoopraxiscope,” was able to simu-
late or recreate the illusion of movement by showing individual 
photographs in rapid succession, and his photographs of horses, 
ostriches, and nude athletes in motion have become modern 
icons. His eleven-volume work, Animal Locomotion (1887), was 
written at the University of Pennsylvania, where Muybridge’s stay 
was facilitated by the support of the painter Thomas Eakins.

Harold Edgerton, an electrical engineer at MIT, invented in 
1931 a technique for “ultra-high-speed and stop-action photog-
raphy,” allowing him to take pictures of objects in high speed 
as if they were stopped in time. Egerton’s astonishing photo-
graph of a drop of milk, entitled “Coronet,” was featured in 
the Museum of Modern Art’s first photography exhibit in 1937. 
Awarded the National Medal of Science by President Richard 
Nixon, Edgerton is also the inventor of the stroboscope, better 
known to today’s club audiences as a “strobe.”
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Among twentieth-century sculptors, we might consider Rich-
ard Serra, whose works use materials like fiberglass, rubber, lead, 
and steel, and Robert Smithson, whose “earthworks,” like the 
1970 Spiral Jetty in the Great Salt Lake, reshaped the physical en-
vironment. For a work called Double Negative, completed in 1969, 
sculptor Michael Heizer blasted away 240,000 tons of rock in 
Nevada to produce a 1,500-foot-long, 50-foot-deep, 30-foot-wide 
chasm. The work thus pointed to negative space—space cre-
ated by the displacement of earth and rock—and spoke to the 
question of how empty space could be seen as art. Double Nega-
tive is owned by the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, 
and is “accessible for four-wheel drive vehicle.” Heizer’s pres-
ent project, called City, is far larger even than Double Negative.
Made of “mounds, pits, passageways, plazas and ramps,” one 
and a quarter miles long and more than a quarter of a mile 
wide—a huge work of earth art that has taken him thirty-two 
years thus far to develop, and is not yet close to completion. In 
its substantiality and permanency, Heizer’s City is appropriately 
contrasted by art critic Michael Kimmelman to the deliber-
ately impermanent sculptural projects of Christo and Jeanne-
Claude, who surrounded islands in Florida with pink woven 
polypropylene, wrapped the Reichstag for fourteen days, and 
whose saffron Gates were installed—and then de-installed—in 
New York’s Central Park.54 All such artworks take years to con-
ceive, design, and execute, and cost millions of dollars.

Art-making is always in part concerned with the evolution 
of new materials, their limits and capacities. Thus fresco paint-
ing demanded a certain technology in order that the pigments 
would bond with the surface; developments in lithography, 
photography, acrylics, and digital technology all changed what 
was regarded as a “work of art.” The scientific field known as 
“Strength of Materials,” a staple of engineering, was crucial to 
changing concepts of sculpture.

Contemporary art-making, with its increasing reliance upon 
technology, digitization, and expensive machinery, has per-
haps brought art and science closer than at any time since 
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the Renaissance—even in the studio. Just to give one exam-
ple, the C&C machine developed by Cybersculpture and Co. 
creates three-dimensional artworks from an artist’s computer-
aided design in 3-D, and has greatly changed the practice of 
sculpture and of conceptual art. Each of these machines costs 
over $100,000, and the objects they produce are physical arti-
facts, often of great size and technical perfection. (The C&C 
machine, an apparatus for making computer sculpture, was 
designed by a team of four: an artist and engineer, a writer 
and multimedia artist, an engineer and technical consultant, 
and a computer scientist.)55 This is the kind of machine you 
might expect to find in a lab, rather than in an artist’s studio. 
Certainly the price tag, while it might not raise eyebrows for a 
science dean, would strike a dean of humanities as astronomi-
cal. Digital arts have become commonplace in all artistic stu-
dio practice, and computer-generated artwork is now the rule 
rather than the exception in fields like architecture.

The Scientist as Artist

Despite these correspondences, the connections between the 
sciences and the creative and performing arts have remained to 
a certain extent under the radar when it comes to institutional 
support. But this is beginning to change. And interestingly, 
the changes are often being effected from within departments 
of science, technology, or social science, rather than depart-
ments of art. Here are two examples, the first concerned with 
the neurophysiology of vision, the second with what is called 
bioart.

Seeing or Believing

In a number of departments of psychology, an interest in brain 
science and “cognitive” approaches have succeeded, and su-
perseded, the “psychology of art” investigations of earlier schol-
ars like Rudolf Arnheim and Ernst Gombrich, for whom the 
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“perceptual” and the holistic were central concerns. Issues like 
figure/ground and the famous “duck-rabbit” visual experiment 
underscored the way perceptions change as the mind seeks to 
organize and make “sense” of what we think we see. Max Wert-
heimer, who is credited with coining the term “gestalt,” bought 
a toy stroboscope at the Frankfurt train station, and noted that 
he “saw” motion when in fact what was there was a rapid se-
ries of discrete sensory events. This phi phenomenon, as it was 
called, is also what makes “motion pictures” seem to move. But 
attention has now shifted from these perceptual issues to the 
question of how the brain participates in marking out the visual 
field.

“I am a neurophysiologist,” explains Margaret Livingstone in 
the preface to Vision and Art: The Biology of Seeing. “I spend my 
time investigating why some nerve cells in our visual systems are 
sensitive to color whereas others are not. In the process I have 
become particularly interested in something that artists have 
been aware of for a very long time: that color and luminance 
(or lightness) carry different kinds of visual information.”56 Liv-
ingstone is one of several distinguished scholarly investigators 
currently at work on the relationship between art and science.

From the time of Zeuxis, and then of Alberti, questions of vi-
sual illusion and perspective have brought the science of seeing 
into the world of the artist. As we have already noted, ancient, 
medieval, and Renaissance painters were, of necessity and by 
predilection, inventors and scientific investigators. Dürer’s wood-
cuts of a Draftsman Drawing a Vase (1525) and a Draftsman Draw-
ing a Reclining Nude (ca. 1527) illustrate, as Livingstone points 
out, the same technique recommended by Leonardo da Vinci 
for making a two-dimensional drawing of a three-dimensional 
scene: “Position yourself two-thirds of an arm’s length from a 
piece of glass and mark on the glass what you see beyond.”57

Nobel Prize winner David Hubel underscores the nature of 
this work and its relevance to art-making: “In the future, vi-
sual neurobiology will enhance art in much the same way as a 
knowledge of bones and muscles has for centuries enhanced 
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the ability of artists to portray the human body.” Hubel makes 
the central point very clearly from the point of view of neurobi-
ology: “[B]y understanding what goes on in our brains when we 
look at a work of art we can hope to deepen our appreciation 
of both the art and the science. That the two are so separated 
is an artificial product of the way our knowledge is subdivided 
in academic circles.”58

BioArt

One of the most recent and striking developments in the edgy 
world of art is the movement known as bioart or wetware, in 
which artists use the materials of life itself—cell lines, plants, ani-
mals, bacteria—as the medium in and through which they work. 
Here art and science—and sometimes artists and scientists—
are closely allied. Joe Davis, a sculptor often regarded as a key 
figure in American bioart, has worked alongside the biophysi-
cist Alexander Rich at the Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy. In one of Davis’s projects, he encoded a sixty-character 
fragment of a Greek text by Heraclitus into the white-eye gene 
of a fruit fly. In another, he encoded on the DNA of a strain of 
E. Coli the message “I am the riddle of life. Know me and you 
will know yourself.”59 Other bioartists who have achieved vis-
ibility in this field include Eduardo Kac, a “transgenic artist” 
who began in performance and visual poetry. Kac’s transgenic 
artwork, GPF Bunny, included “the creation of a green fluores-
cent rabbit, the public dialogue created by the project, and the 
social integration of the rabbit.” (“GPF” stands for “green fluo-
rescent protein,” isolated by scientists in the early 1990s and 
modified in the laboratory.) “Transgenic art,” Kac explains, is 
“a mode of genetic inscription that is at once inside and out-
side of the operational realm of molecular biology, negotiating 
the terrain between science and culture.”60

The Tissue Culture and Art Project at the University of West-
ern Australia, with the participation of artist Oron Catts, is ex-
ploring what it calls a “new class of object/being—that of the 
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Semi-Living,” that is, “parts of complex organisms which are 
sustained alive outside the body and coerced to grow in pre-
determined shapes.” Among their projects have been Victimless
Leather—A Prototype of Stitchless Jacket Grown in a Technoscientifi c 
“Body,” Pig Wings Project, and Biofeel, an installation that featured 
what were called Art(ifi cial) Wombs. Exhibitions connected with 
these semiliving projects have been shown throughout the 
United States and in Europe as well as in Australia. Oron Catts, 
the cofounder and artistic director of SymbioticA, the first art 
and biology lab situated in a science department, was formerly 
a research fellow with the Tissue Engineering and Organ Fab-
rication Laboratory at the Massachusetts General Hospital 
(2000–2001). The Pig Wings Project was shown at the DeCordova 
Museum in Lincoln, Massachusetts, outside Boston, as part of 
the Boston CyberArts Festival, thus crossing over, in terms of its 
performative genre, from the laboratory to the museum/exhi-
bition/display space.

“Bioart,” noted Randy Kennedy in the New York Times, “rep-
resents a logical next step in contemporary art, which has ea-
gerly embraced new approaches and nontraditional materials: 
video and computers beginning in the 1960’s and 70’s, digital 
technology and the Internet in the 90’s.”61 But the bioconnec-
tion, especially in an era understandably spooked by bioterror-
ism, is both more direct and, potentially, more dangerous.

The group called the Critical Art Ensemble made head-
lines when artist Steven Kurtz was arrested on charges of mail 
and wire fraud in connection with a biological laboratory that 
grew and mailed bacterial cultures. The Critical Art Ensem-
ble, a group of five artist-activists, proposed something called 
“fuzzy biological sabotage” (fuzzy here denoting legal ambigu-
ity rather than cuddliness or G. W. Bush’s “fuzzy math”). Some 
of the potential violations here have to do with the sharing 
of living samples, and with safety and ethics. Members have 
preferred to describe themselves not as artists—whom they see 
as catering to a luxury market in objects—but rather as “tacti-
cal media practitioners.”62 For example, Beatriz da Costa, who 
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has worked with Critical Art Ensemble, uses robot technology 
in her art practice, and currently teaches at UC Irvine in the 
graduate program of Art, Computation, and Engineering (a 
nice combination), is described as an “Interdisciplinary Artist 
and Tactical Media Practitioner.”

So some real action is happening to bring together arts prac-
tices and science practices. These enterprises, however small or 
big they are, require lablike spaces, and function interactively 
across the disciplines. But what is needed for the future is a far 
more extensive set of collaborative endeavors, with the appro-
priate level of funding, and other basic resources, whether of 
materials, personnel, or space.

In the nineteenth century the word “scientist” was created 
on the model of the preexisting word “artist.”63 Now it may 
be time to recreate the “artist” on the model of the scientist, 
with art laboratories, expensive and delicate equipment, and 
an atmosphere that encourages, recognizes, and rewards col-
laborative work. Patrons of science—and they are many, from 
government to business to foundations and individuals—are 
often, already, also patrons of the arts. The connections be-
tween and among both kinds of makers, and both kinds of pa-
trons, can and should be strengthened, with mutual profit to 
each, and considerable benefit to the public, and the world. 
Art can be the science of tomorrow—as it was, indeed, the 
science of yesterday, and of thousands of years, from Zeuxis 
to Leonardo.
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the university as patron

My lord, you played once i’ th’ university, you say?

—hamlet

Where, then, should patronage of the arts reside today? The first 
answer is the easiest and most uncritical one—everywhere. Pub-
lic, private, corporate, local, governmental—there seems no rea-
son to discourage funding, or patronage, wherever it emerges, 
or wherever it happens, for residual, historical, or contingent 
reasons, to be located at present. But “everywhere” is also “no-
where.” If the oft-cited Medici example, or the Victorian philan-
thropy model, or the captains of industry as founders of museums 
and libraries, or the federal and national agencies for the arts, or 
any other predominant support mechanism, have each had their 
moments of glory and their moments of blockage, what do the 
times now require, or invite, as a new way of configuring these 
goals?

What does it mean to educate the public to assess (and “con-
sume”) new and unfamiliar art in any of its generic forms? 
What is the place of the scholar in this volatile mix of dealer, 
artist, reviewer, gallery owner, museum board, collector, donor, 
and the elusive “public”? Art in universities is often what busi-
ness calls a “loss-leader,” that is, something put on sale at a non-
profi t-making price in order to attract buyers of other articles, 
or, in this case, other programs. A college or university can ad-
vertise its dance or theater or musical groups, or its art classes 
and art gallery, with handsome photos on the Web site and 
in the brochure, while at the same time reserving the major 
fund-raising efforts and major donors for science laboratories, 
international affairs, or engineering.
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Even when a significant number of courses are offered in 
painting, sculpture, photography, filmmaking, creative writ-
ing, theater, and musical performance, many scholars and aca-
demic administrators remain uneasy with these elements of the 
curriculum. How can creative artists be judged by “tenurable” 
standards, they ask. Never mind that artists of all kinds regu-
larly compete for grants, for entry into juried shows, for top-of-
the-line galleries and publishing imprints, and for places—and 
prizes—in film festivals. And would an artist with tenure stop 
being a top-flight artist and become instead a pedagogue, a 
coach, a mentor? The same kind of catch-22 that affects the 
notion of patronage and patronizing also affects the reception 
of creative artists on the faculty. If they were really the best, 
doubters ask, why would they need to teach? (Here the market 
tells at least part of the tale: there are paying clients for the 
works of certain novelists and for certain painters, fewer clients 
for even the most highly regarded poets and conceptual artists, 
which is why universities and colleges can often snare very dis-
tinguished practitioners of both groups for faculty hires.)

Increasingly, however, artists are being tenured, and greater 
numbers of students are interested in making and performing 
art as well as studying the histories of the arts. Distinguished 
poets, novelists, and playwrights have long been tenured in 
English departments, but theater professionals who are direc-
tors and actors rather than writers are increasingly tenured at 
major institutions—as are dancers as well as dance historians, 
composers as well as musicologists. I am speaking here largely 
of liberal-arts institutions, not specifically of academies, art 
schools, conservatories, or other places dedicated to profes-
sional training in the arts.

It is also important to emphasize that more and more art-
making these days, like more and more science-making, is a 
collaborative undertaking. I say “these days,” but—as we have 
noted—the making of art, whether in craft, portraiture, land-
scape painting, architecture, sculpture, or, indeed, playwriting, 
was often (or “always already”) collaborative, involving studio 
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assistants, specialists, fabricators, coauthors, actors rewriting 
roles, and painters whose métier was the depiction of hands, an-
imals, dead game, putti, or distant hills. The idea of the solitary 
artist, a useful but not exclusive or exhaustive category inher-
ited from a previous century, has to a certain extent obscured 
the fundamental issues of experiment, collaboration, and inves-
tigation—formal, theoretical, material—that are far more typi-
cal of art practice at the present time.1

As the modern (or postmodern, or post-postmodern) univer-
sity tries to reevaluate its role in a world at once more redun-
dantly “global” and more culturally fragmented than at any time 
in recent history, wrestling at once with issues of basic education 
and of professional and preprofessional training, the arts may, 
surprisingly, be in a position to supply the missing piece that 
holds this edifice together. The stone that the builders rejected 
may become the cornerstone. What are the possible opportuni-
ties here for re-imagining the shape and scope of higher edu-
cation? How might rethinking the place of the arts within the 
university, and concurrently the notion of “patronage,” break 
down entrenched prejudices and resistances? The question, 
once again, is that of how best to “patronize” the arts.

The Visual Intellectual

We are now in an era of what could be called the “visual intel-
lectual.” Students on college campuses and members of the 
general public flock to hear—and see—addresses by fi lmmak-
ers, artists, and performers. When the Spanish cinema director 
Pedro Almodóvar came to Harvard University for an advertised 
“conversation” with students and movie buffs, the crowd was so 
enormous that the large lecture hall was jammed to overfl ow-
ing. Restive attendees, many of whom had traveled long dis-
tances for this event, protested against police attempts to limit 
the seating because of the fire code. A crisis was averted by the 
decision to hold the event twice, allowing a second huge crowd 
to fill the hall as soon as the first crowd exited. Likewise, when 
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artist Ed Ruscha spoke at the Carpenter Center for the Visual 
Arts, more than four hundred disappointed would-be audi-
ence members were turned away (and promptly fired off email 
notes suggesting that the organizers should have changed the 
venue). On a campus where there are many distinguished lec-
tures in a variety of topics nightly, this was an unusually high 
response. A similar situation obtained a few weeks later, when 
the featured speaker was Maya Lin. Again literally hundreds of 
people were unable to get seats in the lecture hall, which ac-
commodates just under three hundred.

Stars of visual art and culture regularly pack audiences for 
intellectual events. Where a decade or two ago it might have 
been Jacques Derrida who was the big draw (“a philosopher 
with a celebrity status equal to that of a rock star”),2 and be-
fore that, say, a poet like T. S. Eliot, today it is more likely to 
be someone like Almodóvar, or Martin Scorsese, or Yvonne 
Rainer, or Christo and Jeanne-Claude, or Art Spiegelman. Der-
rida and Lacanian-Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Žižek have 
reappeared as film stars, featured in “adoring and adorable”3

(or “complex and highly ambitious”)4 documentaries that pres-
ent their philosophical work through visual as well as verbal 
encounters. Like cultural life in general, intellectual life has 
become infused with visuality, with looking as well as with lis-
tening. I think it is not—as the authors of the NEA study Read-
ing at Risk contend—that we are less literary or literate as a 
society, so much as that cultural attention, and cultural pri-
macy, have shifted to encompass installation, technology, the 
moving image, and performance. Phrases like “visual literacy,” 
“aural literacy,” “digital literacy,” and “media literacy” are in-
creasingly common.

The portmanteau word “starchitect,” coined, it appears, in 
the early part of the twenty-first century to reflect the new at-
tention on high-end real-estate projects with visual and cultural 
bling, is a fair indicator of the celebrity status now accorded to 
fi gures like Frank Gehry, Richard Meier, Michael Graves, Daniel 
Libeskind, and Enrique Norten. Sydney Pollack’s fi lm, Sketches
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of Frank Gehry, a conversation between filmmaker and architect, 
was described as a “seductive documentary” that resembles “a 
Gehry building itself, all brash, eye-catching, a tad vain, and 
attractively neurotic,”5 while Gehry himself was characterized 
as “a lovable acclaimed architect,”6 “an iconoclastic genius,”7

“an artistic giant,”8 and a “cheerful, energetic, self-deprecating 
man”9 with “considerable charm and infectious enthusiasm.”10

Today the popular image of the architect is not the rough-and-
ready loner of Ayn Rand’s novel The Fountainhead, but instead a 
hypercivilized, elegant, cosmopolitan artist cum business mag-
nate, whose most recognizable professional attribute is a pair 
of outsized eyeglasses. Le Corbusier’s famous black spectacles, 
appropriately called “owlish,” set the trend, and were copied 
by Philip Johnson in 1934. “Architect glasses” (available in your 
local Lenscrafters) now distinguish such trendsetters as Daniel 
Libeskind, Ken Smith, Rafael Viñoly, and Gordon Kipping. 11 In
effect these eyeglasses have replaced the stereotypical artist’s 
beret or the cloak and floppy hat of an earlier era. They are the 
half-ironic, half-knowing “visual” signature of a certain kind of 
“visual intellectual.”

At the same time, theoretical developments in the humani-
ties have also inflected contemporary art. Artists like Hans 
Haacke and Mark Dion regularly deal with issues and processes 
of art-making, politics, and art display in their work in ways that 
would be familiar to, and congruent with, current humanities 
scholarship.12 Mark Tansey uses structuralism and poststructur-
alism actively in his work, commenting on thinkers from Hegel 
to Merleau-Ponty and Derrida. Some of his titles—Derrida Que-
ries De Man, for example, or Robbe-Grillet Cleansing Every Object 
in Sight, or Bridge Over the Cartesian Gap (1990)—make it clear 
how much he is engaged with, and amused by, developments 
in contemporary literature, philosophy, and theory.13 Tansey’s 
Close Reading, from 1990, shows a young woman climbing a 
rock, and trying to decipher, close-up, the text of which the 
rock is formed. Another work of the same year, Under Erasure, is 
a waterfall cascading over a cliff made of text; the title refers to 
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Derrida’s theoretical term sous rature, “under erasure,” a con-
cept borrowed from Heidegger: to write a word and cross it out, 
leaving both the word and the deletion, to indicate the impre-
cision, but the inevitable ghostly presence, of a term. In these 
cases the visual both critiques and also advances the theoretical 
turn. It is “theory,” broadly conceived, that links these works. 
Theory, in this case, is an art practice.

As we have regularly noted, innovations by individuals in 
the arts have gone hand in hand with innovations in technol-
ogy. In a digital age, the arts have more need than ever of 
connections, global and local, and also of expensive, delicate, 
and complicated tools and equipment. When the need for 
high-end equipment and money is combined with the need 
for more space and the acknowledgment of the importance 
of collaborative work, the result is a blueprint for something 
I will call—borrowing a formulation from developments in 
science—“Big Art.”

Big Art

What has come to be known since World War II as Big Sci-
ence, the development of modes of scientific research that em-
ploy hundreds of scientists and vast amounts of funding, might 
serve as a model for a new national commitment to the cre-
ative and performing arts. The time may have come for Big Art 
(and indeed Big Humanities) to become more visible, better 
funded, and more imaginatively and collaboratively structured, 
housed, and managed in partnerships that engage government, 
business, private foundations, the university, and interested 
individuals.

The term “Big Science” gained currency with the increase in 
enormous (and enormously expensive) projects like the Super-
conducting Supercollider, controlled fusion, and Star Wars, to 
cite three of many examples from the mid to late twentieth cen-
tury. Teams of high-energy physicists, astronomers, mathemati-
cians, and engineers, each team numbering perhaps hundreds 
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of players, work together on a single project. Collaborative ef-
forts involving scientists from a variety of nations, each with 
their own scientific culture, changed the way research inquiry 
functioned. Whether in conjunction with industry and the 
military, or resolutely independent of them, large-scale science 
initiatives, funded by universities, think tanks, government, 
and commercial and private enterprises, tackled problems in 
new ways and began to think of funding in millions and even 
billions of dollars.14

Universities like MIT, Stanford, CalTech, and Berkeley, to 
name only a few, have readily invested in Big Science labo-
ratories, faculties, and research programs. As Harvard’s pro-
vost, Steven Hyman, explained in announcing an architectural 
competition to build a 500,000-square-foot research complex 
for science and technology, traditional disciplinary scientifi c 
practice “is being complemented by a new style of science that 
is interdisciplinary, involves larger groups of scientists, often 
involves large shared tools, and needs new kinds of space.”15

A similar attention to open, collaborative spaces for art-
making, with natural light, high ceilings, flexible flooring (for 
dance and other performance activities) and acoustical sophis-
tication, state-of-the-art technology and technicians, and spaces 
for encounters and improvisation across art practices would go 
far in transforming the sense of the arts as central to the idea 
of a university.

Needless to say, scientists have patrons too, and from the same 
sources—government, business, and foundations.16 These pa-
trons underwrite research with certain ends in mind, and with 
a close eye on outcomes: drug trials, AIDS research, “absti-
nence only” policies, and so on. The university, eager for fund-
ing, is not always a disinterested host, and the sums involved 
are considerable, whether from NSF, NIH, NASA, or privately 
owned labs, clinics, pharmaceutical companies, or other inter-
ested parties.17 The utility of science to do good in the world is 
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an interested instrumentality, a function of the kinds of outcomes 
being sought as well as the open quest for knowledge. From the 
Manhattan Project to the present day, these ethical issues have 
been part of the process of patronized scientific research, al-
ways to be weighed by individuals and by host institutions. The 
fact that there are now entire journals and centers—as well as 
professorships—concerned with bioethics should be another 
indication that monitoring the desires of patrons and funding 
sources is part of the everyday life of anyone who receives ex-
ternal support for the creative and inventive work they do.

If Big Science is one kind of model for future patronage 
of the arts, another might be Big Sports. Here the affi nities 
are quite different, but the energies of institutional investment 
are comparably high. Sports, like the arts, are ostensibly an 
“enrichment” (in the case of high-profile team sports, often 
in two senses) and not envisaged as at the center of university 
learning. But in terms of funding, recruitment, emoluments, 
space, and prestige, sports are integral to American university 
and college life.18 Alumni boosters and booster-clubs—the “pa-
trons” of these endeavors—get significant tax write-offs: up to 
80 percent deductions on contributions to university sports 
programs.19 For football, baseball, and basketball players, and 
indeed for athletes in a wide range of team and individual 
sports, many programs offer what is, in effect, preprofessional 
training and scholarship aid packages.

Upward of ten Division I-A universities pay football and bas-
ketball coaches a combined $3 million a year.20 Nick Saban was 
hired by the University of Alabama to become the highest-paid 
college coach in history, with an eight-year contract worth some 
$32 million, prompting some to speculate on whether the next 
step was “paychecks for [college] athletes.”21 Compare this to 
the salaries of university presidents, just as a yardstick. The 
chancellor of the University of Texas system, for example, 
earns $693,677, less than a third of what the UT-Austin foot-
ball coach is paid (the coach also has a much cooler Web site). 
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The presidents of Vanderbilt University and Boston University 
each make over a million dollars, but they are in the distinct 
minority, according to a survey from the Chronicle of Higher 
Education.22

From the athletes who are heavily recruited, to the general 
undergraduate population, often viewed as alumni-in-training, 
the emphasis at these universities has tipped toward sports as 
a lure.23 College applicants are attracted by what has become 
known in the admissions trade as the Flutie Factor, named for 
quarterback Doug Flutie, whose prowess on the football fi eld—
and success in the media—led to a rise in applications to his 
alma mater, Boston College.24

On today’s college and university campuses, museums, the-
aters, film, dance, music, and contemporary fiction and poetry 
all have their own “fans” and aficionados, and many have exhi-
bition or performance venues, improvised or established. But 
they are no match for the lavish outlay and institutional atten-
tion afforded to competitive sports teams. Here too—as with 
science—the issue is not some imagined “parity.” Nonetheless, 
there should be something appealing to alumni and donors, as 
well as to the public, in showcasing theater and dance, painting 
and sculpture, film and video, orchestras and chamber-music 
groups at the university and college level (could we call this the 
“fl ute factor”?). From presidents and chancellors to develop-
ment officers, there is room for leadership on this question. 
Patrons are made, not born, and the priorities a university sets 
can be communicated to its members, whether they are cur-
rent or former students, faculty, or longtime donors.

Large gifts from individuals, like the one that Peter B. Lewis 
provided for Princeton University, or those currently being 
sought by the Stanford Institute for Creativity and the Arts, 
are not the only way that universities and colleges can expand 
their arts programming or raise the profile—and the stakes—
for the arts. Public and regional universities and colleges have 
also taken advantage of opportunities and adjacencies to begin 
new initiatives.
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The University of Michigan, led first by Lee Bollinger and 
then by Mary Sue Coleman, has brought the Royal Shakespeare 
Company to Ann Arbor for three-week residencies. Members 
of the company interact with the university community, and 
the wider Detroit area, in Shakespeare performances, work-
shops, panel discussions, and master classes. The 2006 season 
featured three plays—Julius Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra, and
The Tempest—in an exclusive U.S. engagement; only in Ann 
Arbor would the company be presenting these productions. 
Detroit is a strong art and music city, with an institute of art, 
a museum of new art, a symphony orchestra, and the roots of 
Motown, Detroit Techno, and jazz. But the importation of one 
of the world’s great Shakespeare companies, for three weeks 
of the year, gave the university a chance to raise its profile as a 
patron of classic theater. When Bollinger moved to Columbia 
University, he worked to connect the university with local com-
munities as well as with the New York art world, participating 
with NYU’s president, John Sexton, in a symposium titled The 
Role of the Arts at a Research University, sponsored by NYU’s 
Tisch School of the Arts, and copartnering with the University 
of Michigan to bring RSC’s production of Midnight’s Children to 
the Apollo Theater in Harlem.

Another traveling Shakespeare company, the Shenandoah 
Shakespeare Express (SSE), begun in Virginia in the late 1980s 
and supported by local and by NEH Funding, has visited schools 
and colleges across the country, in Canada, and in the United 
Kingdom. In 2000 SSE, renaming its educational entity the 
American Shakespeare Center, joined forces with Mary Baldwin 
College in Staunton, Virginia, to develop a master’s program 
for Shakespeare in performance.

Money makes things easier, no question. But the issue here 
is also one of imagination and commitment. Urban universi-
ties and colleges have partnership and residency options with 
local museums, theaters, troupes, and individual artists. Small 
colleges, branch campuses of universities, and institutions de-
pendent upon state legislatures for authorization, assessment, 
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and funding, can find—as many already have—that the arts 
attract new supporters.

I have been suggesting that one important and significantly 
under-regarded place for the patronage of the arts is the college 
or university. In this account of what could be called “patron-
age and its discontents,” we have considered the modern history 
of patronage in U.S. (and British) government, business, and 
corporate philanthropy, and then the assymetrical situation of 
arts funding vis-à-vis funding for the sciences, and the category 
mistake by which the arts have been linked with the histories of 
art rather than with the making activities that characterize the 
sciences. But perhaps this is the moment to set out, more sche-
matically and emphatically, the reasons why arts patronage by the 
university would make sense, and how it might be accomplished.

The arts and culture are the foundation of what used to be 
called a liberal (that is, a free-minded) education. This should 
properly include not only the histories of the various arts, as 
represented by departments of English, or music, or the history 
of art, but also the question of practice, of art-making, whether 
the art in question is writing, or printmaking, or dance, or 
theatrical production. That makers of art should be housed 
in universities, at the undergraduate, graduate, research, and 
teaching levels, is as reasonable, natural, and logical as that the 
university should contain and nurture other makers: engineers, 
or chemists, or applied mathematicians. And like those other 
makers, artists, no matter what arts they practice, need space, 
materials, training, and assessment, as well as a tolerance of 
imagination, “genius,” stubborn dedication, or eccentricity.

Universities are already accustomed to managing grants from 
government, industry, and private sources. As I have noted, this 
is one of the many homologies between art-making and the 
sciences, homologies that are often obscured by the romantic 
description of the arts as cultural enrichment, moral guides, or 
recreational activities to fill leisure time and what is now increas-
ingly called “lifelong learning.” With relatively little adjustment, 
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federal and state funding for the arts, and funding offered by 
foundations and private individuals, could be channeled (still 
competitively) through the university, just as is the case with 
soft money in the sciences or computational social sciences. 
A glance at a single month’s grants from the National Science 
Foundation makes it clear how much various research proj-
ects, from physics to genomes to statistics, are dependent upon 
small and large government grants. Even the smallest of these 
grants often compares quite favorably to the funds available 
to individual artists. Bigger, collaborative arts enterprises, like 
theatrical companies, dance companies, art museums, and so 
forth are often—but far from always—independent of univer-
sity affiliations. But where such affiliations do exist, there may 
already be models for cooperation between the university and 
grantors.

For better or for worse, universities are full of experts. In a 
book called Academic Instincts, I had something to say about the 
uneasy and sometimes risible relationship between expertise 
as it is understood in the media ( journalism, television, and so 
forth) and the academic scholar. Importantly, though, however 
we might choose to describe the practice of researchers, ana-
lysts, and critics, it is the expertise of such scholars that makes a 
university a university. And when proposals are vetted for fund-
ing, it is often to experts like these that they will, in the ordinary 
course of things, be sent. College and university professors, and 
administrators, and curators are used to assess proposals com-
petitively, both for their historical context (is it innovative? does 
it come out of a tradition or a movement? what is at stake?) and 
for their boundary-breaking potential. So routing arts funding 
via either government or private foundation grants through in-
stitutions of higher learning is making use of the evaluative sys-
tems that are already in use: the same people, the same kinds of 
reports, and in many cases, presumably, the same outcomes.

Universities and colleges are pledged to a doctrine of “aca-
demic freedom” that, if actually put in practice, protects the in-
novations of artists and performers as much as it does scientists 
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or political theorists. Under the heading of “Academic Free-
dom in Artistic Expression” the American Association of Uni-
versity Professors laid out its principles clearly:

Faculty and students engaged in the creation and presen-
tation of works of the visual and performing arts are en-
gaged in pursuing the mission of the university as much 
as are those who write, teach, and study in other academic 
disciplines. Works of the visual and performing arts are 
important both in their own right and because they can 
enhance our experience and understanding of social in-
stitutions and the human condition. Artistic expression in 
the classroom, studio, and workshop therefore merits the 
same assurance of academic freedom that is accorded to 
other scholarly and teaching activities. Since faculty and 
student artistic presentations to the public are integral to 
their teaching, learning, and scholarship, these presenta-
tions no less merit protection.25

Colleges and universities should feel they have a stake in trying 
to attract young artists—and young people who might someday 
be artists—rather than losing them to conservatories, dance 
academies, or art schools. Just as technical schools for other, 
often scientific activities exist side by side with universities ca-
pacious enough to include those activities, so specialized train-
ing for artists should find a home within, and not just on the 
boundaries of institutions of higher learning. The benefits of 
this are manifest for both the institution and the artist, but there 
is also a corollary benefit to students (and faculty) who are not 
aspiring professionals in these fields, but who wish to have an 
opportunity to study, practice, and experiment in them.

Inevitably there will be crossovers: some who thought they 
wanted a life in art-making will choose something else, and 
others who had no idea this was their goal will develop a pas-
sion for one or another of the arts. Some arts, like dance and 
music, are like mathematics, in that giftedness in the field is 
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often detected early. Segregating these populations fosters the 
idea that real artists avoid the university in favor of either spe-
cialized training or “real life” experience.

Finally, the university or college as patron of the arts—not 
only in undergraduate and graduate training, BFA and MFA 
degrees, and collaborative practices like performances and ex-
hibitions, but also in the developing of art museums and cul-
tural centers, performing and practice spaces, cinematheques 
and exhibition halls—can help to reverse the trend toward 
thinking of the arts as a recreational (“extracurricular”) ac-
tivity rather than a serious and arduous career. There is an 
irony in the fact that the other major extracurricular activity on 
most college campuses, competitive sports, is often extremely 
well funded, supplied with strongly courted recruits and highly 
compensated coaches, and with state-of-the-art facilities. How 
might the arts participate not only in the prestige of the sci-
ences but also in the very different but comparable prestige 
of the athletic program, a culture with donors and patrons 
aplenty, even if they are often called boosters and fans?

Some schools, like Yale and Bard, have been successful in 
persuading alumni and other donors to support arts facili-
ties and arts programs; a few, like Washington University and 
Stanford, are building major new structures to house these 
expanded programs. Many state and private universities, and 
perhaps especially many small colleges, have developed dance 
and theater programs with enviable facilities and strong stu-
dent and alumni backing. But all the forces that have gone into 
making the story of arts patronage through the ages—wealthy 
individuals, passionately concerned mentors, national pride, 
rising arts consciousness among the middle class and across 
ethnic, social, and gender lines—find a natural and powerful 
home in the university, where freedom of expression, the tol-
eration of difference, and the high value placed on originality 
and imagination have defined the very purpose and essence of 
the institution.
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Let me be clear that it is not my intention to advocate for the 
university instead of private philanthropy, galleries and muse-
ums, or government programs—federal, state, or local—as the 
best or most suitable patron of the arts. There is plenty of work 
to go around, and plenty of space for patronage and collabora-
tion. As I have said from the start, the testy and contested rela-
tions among artists, patrons, and the viewing public is part of 
the story of art, not so much a problem as a lively condition of 
existence. Nor, in suggesting that universities and colleges are 
among the most promising patrons of the arts for the present 
and future, am I proposing that this will “solve” the problem 
of arts patronage and its discontents. For one thing, we cherish 
our discontents and will relinquish them only with the greatest 
reluctance. A university is not a paradise devoid of influence
from donors, political factions, and prejudicial or interested 
beliefs. Donors have been known to withdraw large gifts if they 
are not satisfied with either the progress, or the nature, of 
their implementation. But nonetheless the world sometimes 
sardonically known as “academia” has rules, practices, expec-
tations, and standards that make it potentially hospitable to 
experimentation and even to transgression (aka, “pushing the 
envelope,” or “thinking outside the box”) in the service of in-
tellectual, scientific, and artistic work. Artists have, in fact, been 
thinking outside the box—the white box of the museum gal-
lery, the black box of the cinematheque—for a long time now.

If there is a problem to solve here, it is at least in part one of 
academic culture—the besetting ambivalence toward the arts 
as serious modes of practice that belong within the curriculum 
of a liberal arts education. The growth of “colleges of the arts” 
and of programs in performance and in creative writing, while 
they may seem to give lie to the idea of ambivalence, in fact, in 
my view, may sometimes underscore it, by setting the arts and 
creative work apart from the scholarly, critical, and investiga-
tive work of institutions of higher learning. Such schools—at 
the graduate level, as conservatories, as summer programs—
do vital work. Again, this is not an either-or situation. But we 



the university as patron 193

should not segregate or outsource the arts on the grounds that 
they do not fit within university goals, schedules, priorities, or 
practices. The liberal arts and sciences can learn from artists 
and from art practice, even as they learn from scientists and 
scientific methods. Moreover, if business schools, law schools, 
and medical schools can learn from practitioners (and gladly 
welcome them as adjuncts, professors of the practice, or clini-
cal professors), there is a real opportunity here for “arts and 
sciences” colleges to collaborate with artists and performers, 
and to consider adjusting their schedules and credit-granting 
structures to accommodate the ways the arts are practiced, ex-
hibited, and evaluated. On an extremely practical level I would 
suggest, among other things, that efforts be made to under-
write free admission to all arts events on campus for registered 
students. A cultural education in contemporary arts is avail-
able through these experiences as well as in the classroom, and 
it is, incidentally, one of the best investments an institution 
can make. Today’s patron attendee is potentially tomorrow’s 
patron of the arts.

But, as we have had occasion to note, art-making, whether 
in studio or onstage, has often been considered extracurricu-
lar ; both a high-culture avocation and a messy, hard-to-evaluate 
hands-on activity. To make the arts a meaningful part of the 
standard university and college curriculum would require new 
and expensive spaces and materials, faculty members dedicated 
to these fields, and—equally challenging—a rethinking of aca-
demic work. But of course this was once true also of training 
in the applied sciences, relegated to specialized institutions: 
polytechnics or institutes of technology, engineering schools. 
Today excellence in the sciences is the proudest boast of many 
liberal arts institutions, an excellence backed—as, again, we 
have seen—by substantial funding for professors, laboratories, 
space, and graduate students. 

The making and performing arts are in themselves polytech-
nics, a word that literally means “many arts.” Technical and 
vocational, mechanical (and increasingly digitized) as well as 
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aesthetic, these art practices are at the same time insistently 
conceptual, theoretical, and, as is often said to their detriment, 
political—a word that seems out of place only if one believes 
that art is not part of society and culture, but somehow above 
(or perhaps beneath) such mundane considerations. Far from 
being extracurricular, the arts, touching at once on science, 
social science, and humanities, are properly at the center of 
any curriculum. 

The Paradox of the Artist

My argument began with the paradox of patronage. Let me 
end with a few words about the paradox of the artist. For just 
as the paradox I proposed about the ambivalent status of the 
patron can be explored within the double meaning of a key 
word, “patronize,” where one of its senses is in productive ten-
sion with the other, the same can be seen to be the case with 
the paradox of the artist. Here the productive tension can be 
located within the double meaning of the word “work.”

In The Human Condition Hannah Arendt distinguishes be-
tween labor and work as human activities, describing labor as 
“the activity which corresponds to the biological process of the 
human body,” and work as “the activity which corresponds to 
the unnaturalness of human existence, which is not imbedded 
in, and whose mortality is not compensated by, the species’ 
ever-recurring life cycle.”26 “Work” is the term by which she 
denotes the achievements of both science and art. But do these 
“unnatural” creative processes, science and art, produce useful 
effects? Or is art, in contradistinction to science, constitutively 
useless? What is the relationship between work and works? 

Arendt argues that in the classical period the Greeks ex-
pressed contempt for artisans and art-making, including sculp-
ture and architecture, because in these arts and crafts “men 
work with instruments and do something not for its own sake but 
in order to produce something else.” The historic ambivalence 
about art is, she contends, directly linked to this (unanswerable) 
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question of use and uselessness, work and works, fabrication and 
what Arendt calls “worldliness.” And in modern life, “the ideal 
of usefulness permeating a society of craftsmen,” she suggests, 
“is actually no longer a matter of utility but of meaning.”27

The paradox of the artist is the paradox of human agency in 
the making of something that takes on a life of its own. Whether 
it is a film, a play, a photograph, a painting, an installation, a 
ballet, or a symphony, the artwork will grow and change over 
time, as it is interpreted, presented, and experienced. The pa-
tron supports the work; the collector acquires it; the institution 
houses or presents it. But the work always escapes. It escapes 
the control of the maker and the performer, too, since it will 
live to be re-seen, and re-made.

The artists I know do not tend to speak about the formal 
specificity of the objects they produce. Work (not “works”) is 
what they make in their studios, or wherever their practice 
takes them. Work as a process, and work as a product or an 
object, provisional and subject to change. Art is a theory per-
formed in practice. Art-practice is an inquiry, a celebration, a 
mourning, an intervention, a critique, an interested observa-
tion, an action, an act. 

A full-page advertisement showcasing the new United States 
Artists fellows, each a recipient of a substantial $50,000 grant, 
put the matter squarely: “Art comes from Artists,” it declared, 
in large block letters, red and black.28 Below a montage of pho-
tographs of the winners, and in much smaller type, the or-
ganization reiterated the issue that had led to its foundation: 
“A recent survey shows that while 96% of Americans value art 
in their communities, strangely, only 27% value artists.”29 Else-
where USA has called this a “strange paradox.”30 But, as we 
have seen, it is not so strange. The work is idealized, commodi-
fied, exhibited or performed, bought or sold, analyzed and 
archived. It survives, it tells a story, it attains a place—proper or 
improper—in the world. The artist is lionized, praised, vilified,
psychologized, honored and dishonored, understood and mis-
understood. The maker is not the same as the thing made.
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We cannot know what will be “useful,” or “useless,” in the 
future, or, indeed, what may cross over from what we now call 
art to what we now call science, or vice versa. What we can 
know is that patronage of the arts is an investment in that fu-
ture. Patronage itself is part of the process of art-making, the 
long trajectory from the inception of a project to its comple-
tion, and beyond—for there is a sense in which this process 
never really comes to an end, but rather renews itself, in new 
contexts, and for new audiences and observers. Whether as 
sponsor, supporter, collector, audience member, or critic, the 
patron collaborates with the artist. Indeed, patronage is itself 
a practice: not, or not only, a theory, a vocation, an avoca-
tion, or a way of living. I use the term “practice” in the strong 
sense in which the arts themselves are practices: experimental, 
investigative, repetitive, innovative, skilled. In this sense, the 
paradox of patronage need not be paradoxical: for institutions 
or for individuals, for universities, governments, foundations, 
or the public, a sustained, thoughtful, informed, and com-
mitted patronage is the best way to avoid merely patronizing 
the arts.
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