Alternate ROOTS Response to NEA SPPA Survey


Thank you Chairman Landesman, Senior Deputy Chairman Shigakawea and the amazing staff here at the NEA. It is indeed an honor and privilege to have this opportunity.

Bessie Smith sprang from the banks of the Tennessee river singing sultry southern blues,  

Thomas Williams born in thick Mississippi mud, moved to New Orleans to write about depression and love and changed his name to Tennessee, 

Ray Charles son of a sharecropper got his master’s degree in boogie woogie piano at Mr. Wiley Pit's Red Wing Cafe, 

While Muddy Waters and Robert Johnson walked the crossroads to break new ground for B.B. King and Elvis Presley to build superhighways to go supernova

Kenny Chesney and Dolly Parton learned the meaning of mountain music through the worn strings of Doc Boggs banjo playing Saturday night honky tonks on into Sunday morning church chants with Ralph Stanley crooning “Man of Constant Sorrow” beneath the preacher’s pulpit

Louis Armstrong saw through the ignorance of segregation to sing to the masses of the wonderful world that lurked just on the other side of our humanity, 

Eudora Welty, Aretha Franklin, Richard Wright, Alex Haley, Allen Toussaint, and the entire Marsalis family… the list goes on and on and on. 

Most if not all of these names are recognized as artistic visionaries in their discipline, geniuses if you will. These unique and in some cases exotic flowers were all plucked from the fertile southern soil. On the regular and often without occasion these artists are celebrated for their commitment to setting the artistic standards by which all others are judged. This level of artistic mastery could not exist without the support of a rich ecosystem of community that includes a host of nutrients that contribute to the development of such talent.  

Who’s to say that but for fortune any one of these greats might have been replaced by someone equally talented?  Perhaps the ecosystem itself is what our cultural policy should be focused on.

The SPPA attempts through this survey to measure a vast and extremely diverse nation by looking at participation in and attendance at “benchmark” art forms, classical music, musical plays, ballet and other dance, art/craft fairs, performance festivals, etc. Implicitly it says this is an approximate measure of our nations artistic health, or not.

I would like to make the case that the premise of this survey is flawed. Flawed because its frame attempts to use the “benchmark arts” as the norm by which the entire country's participation is measured.

According to the survey, the West South Central region comprised of Texas, Arkansas and Louisiana demonstrates low participation in reading literature, attending classical music, opera, and art/craft fairs. Well, that is dismaying from one point of view. However, if you change your viewpoint and look at the contributions of artists from just one small corner of that rather large landmass, New Orleans, it illuminates something completely hidden from view.

America’s acknowledged homegrown indigenous music, jazz, was born in New Orleans. In spite of attempts to prematurely pronounce New Orleans dead, the music still lives and breathes, and is as integral to the life of the city as the air and water that surrounds it. Citizens of New Orleans may not listen to or play a lot of classical Western European music. But they sure play a lot of American classical music. They may not attend or perform a great deal of opera, but New Orleans is a city with a hugely operatic life force including tragedy on a grand scale. Of course I’m speaking of the tragedy that played out before a national audience in late August 2005. 

Much more than just a parade, one can even argue that Mardi Gras is an extremely popular form of contemporary theater. 

What makes the culture of New Orleans so great is that the citizens of New Orleans own it. Their sense of ownership supersedes educational or economic background. See when you feel ownership over something it changes you from consumer to creative participant. 

Once I began to view the survey from the point of view of indigenous art and artists things changed. According to the survey the East South Central Region demonstrates low participation in attending benchmark activities, including jazz, Latin music, performing arts festivals, and historic sites, and to me that makes sense. 

Historical sites on the east coast are shrines to America’s founding, to the first American Revolution. Historical sites in the South are shrines to the second American Revolution, the Civil War, and much like the war itself, speak to conflicting values, and a dark, bloody period in our history --  one that continued until legal segregation was ended merely sixty years ago.   All these effects are still visible across the southern landscape.  

Attendance at such historical sites may well be low, for a tour of an antebellum plantation, or civil war battlefield has different resonance and meaning depending upon which side of the north/south, black/white divide one lives. 

Another example: attendance at jazz performances may be low in Appalachia, but Appalachia wasn’t the birthplace of jazz; its music represents a different experience, geography and history. Listen to Ralph Stanley, Bill Monroe, and Patsy Cline.  

The survey supports the idea that formal education plays a role in participation in the benchmark arts; the South as a whole has less formal education than either the Pacific or New England regions, which top most of the survey’s lists. 

Is there a class bias embedded into this survey, for certainly education and economic class correlate.  

Critical to the rich ecosystem that has nurtured greatness is the traditional and community based art sector. It is diverse and large, volunteer and unincorporated.  How does the survey capture this part of the ecosystem?  In order for this survey to be useful, the NEA must find a way to count the opera and the church choir, poet laureates and spoken word slam poets, ballerinas and b-boys, chamber musicians and mountain string bands. There must be an acknowledgement of how the everyday person encounters and engages with the arts. More than any quantifiable measure of excellence, it is the chance to participate that the public most values. Participation is the recipe for excellence, and excellence is relevant. 

Southern artists today still believe and understand that place is important.  The important question is how agencies such as the NEA can aid more artistic expression and further exploration of work that is rooted in place, the people in unique and specific cultures.  There is no homogenous America; there are numerous, mini-Americas -- all of them eager to create art that speaks to their existence, and defines their reality. How can we be of service?
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