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So That’s Where Our Tax Money Goes!
The National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) got off easy 

in the uproar last year about its tax-funding of obscene art. 
Another serious charge that should be made against this 
“Ministry of Culture,” which purports to decide which art 
should be government sponsored, is that it is using our tax 
dollars to advance the personal pecuniary fortunes of scores of 
individuals.

Congress created the NEA in 1965 to enrich the lives of 
Americans through the arts. The NEA was certainly not set up 
to be a rich uncle for individuals who call themselves “artists,” 
but whose major talent is cultivating the little group of money 
dispensers who control the cash box.

But that’s what’s going on. Out of the millions of persons in 
the United States who call themselves “artists,” a few 
thousand are anointed by the NEA with taxpayer funding. 
They feed at the public trough because they figured out how 
the racket works and have pals on the “peer panels” that make 
the decisions.

Here are a few of the hundreds of similar grants that were 
given in just one year. All following grants are quoted directly 
from the NEA’s 1989 annual report.

Arts Catalyst Alliance, Inc., New York, NY: $19,000. To 
support domestic touring and the creation and development of 
new work by Artistic Director Nina Wiener for Nina Wiener 
and Dancers.

Capoeira Foundation, Inc., New York, NY: $10,000. To 
support development and production costs of new work by 
Artistic Director Jelon Vieira.

Chhandam Chitresh Das Dance Company, San Anselmo, 
CA: $10,000. To support rehearsal periods and the creation of 
new work by Artistic Director Chitresh Das.

Concert Dance Company, Inc., Cambridge, MA: $12,000. 
To support acquisition, production, and promotion of new 
work by choreographer/body musician/vaudevillian Keith 
Terry.

Crowsnest, Inc., New Haven, CT: $45,000. To support 
the creation of new work by Artistic Director Martha Clarke.

Dance Collective/Mass Movement, Inc., Cambridge, 
MA: $10,000. To support rehearsal periods, domestic touring, 
and administrative salaries for Dance Collective.

Dances and Drums of Africa, Inc., Brooklyn, NY: 
$15,000. To support rehearsal and performance periods for the

Charles Moore Dance Theatre.
Foundation for Independent Artists, Inc., New York, 

NY: $10,000. To support administrative salaries, domestic 
touring, and the creation and performance of new work for 
Urban Bush Women.

School of Hard Knocks, Inc., New York, NY: $11,000. To 
support administrative salaries and costs associated with the 
completion of “The Man Who Never Wasn’t” by Artistic 
Director Yoshiko Chuma.

Thought Movement Motor, Inc., New York, NY: 
$15,000. To support a New York City season and per-
formances in various locations of “Tapnology” for the Charles 
Moulton Dance Company.

Charles M. Atlas, New York, NY: $10,000. To support the 
creation of a 27-minute media dance, “Rule,” which will be a 
composite portrait of American disco style dancing.

Field Papers, Inc., New York, NY: $17,500. To support 
the creation of an environmental dance production featuring 
dance artists Dana Reitz, Steve Paxton, Polly Motley, and 
Laurie Booth.

Jeanne T. Allen, Santa Monica, CA: $12,500. To support 
preparation of a book, a traveling exhibit, and a video on 
houses that women have designed and built.

Elizabeth E. Dilier, New York, NY: $7,500. To support an 
architectural exhibition addressing the relationship between 
architecture and the human body.

Claire A. Downey, Atlanta, GA: $12,000. To support a 
collaboration to produce a book, Four Down Here, investi-
gating the New American city.

Jonathan M. Fishman, Washington, DC: $15,000. To 
support an exhibition and catalogue of six significant sites in 
India’s Mogul Gardens.

Dorit R. Fromm, Berkeley, CA: $13,500. To support 
publication of a book outlining a prototypical plan for housing 
to accommodate households such as single parents, working 
couples, or the elderly.

Richard N. Westmacott, Athens, GA: $14,500. To support 
a study on patterns and practices in traditional gardens of 
African-American families in the rural South.

Dia Art Foundation, New York, NY: $35,000. To support 
a commission for artist Dan Graham to create a rooftop urban 
park and performance space in Manhattan.



Evelyn Hofer, New York, NY: $20,000. To support 
photographic documentation of the disappearing American 
rural landscape.

Philip A. Langdon, New Haven, CT: $20,000. To travel 
and gather material for a book analyzing the failings of 
conventional suburbs and marshaling arguments as to why 
and how Americans should build suburbs that are active, 
efficient, and accessible.

Ellen S. Posner, New York, NY: $20,000. To support 
extensive travel within the United States in order to increase 
first-hand knowledge of the American built environment.

Chinese for Affirmative Action, San Francisco, CA: 
$13,500. To support a series of concerts, performances, 
lectures, and exhibitions featuring Asian-American artists at 
the Kearny Street Workshop.

Commonwealth Council for Arts & Culture, Saipan, 
CM: $7,000. To support the promotion and presentation of 
traditional and contemporary expression of the art forms 
indigenous to the Northern Mariana Islands.

Cultural Council Foundation, New York, NY: $10,000. 
To support arts programming including workshops and pre-
sentations for communities in the Lower East Side of 
Manhattan.

Mary McLeod Bethune Museum Archives, Washington, 
DC: $7,500. To support the Concert and Lecture Series, 
which provides an alternative performance space for women 
and minority artists, and promotes the presentation of issues 
relevant to Afro-American history and culture.

Opus, Inc., Hartford, CT: $9,000. To support the salary of 
the director, and performances and residencies by professional 
elderly Connecticut artists in nontraditional settings.

Dance Exchange, Inc., Washington, DC: $6,000. To 
support administrative costs to expand the programs of the 
“Dancers of the Third Age,” a professional-quality company 
of senior citizens.

Ko-Thi, Inc., Milwaukee, WI: $8,000. To support “Get To 
Know Ko-Thi and Guest Series” and related costs.

Alternate Roots, Inc., Atlanta, GA: $15,400. To support 
the annual meeting, national newsletters and member bulle-
tins, and other administrative expenses. Management Support 
Incubator.

Before Columbus Foundation, Seattle, WA: $8,000. To 
support the 11th annual American Book Awards, as well as 
the workshop series for aspiring writers to work with 
published minority authors.

Arab Community Center for Economic & Social 
Services, Dearborn, MI: $24,000. To support a series of 
classes in Arab traditional music, dance, storytelling, and 
crafts instructed by local Arab American master artists and 
artisans.

Pueblo of Zuni, Zuni, NM: $27,500. To support a 
traveling exhibit of Zuni carved fetishes, organized by the 
Pueblo of Zuni and the Maxwell Museum of Anthropology.

Crosspulse, El Sobrante, CA: $20,000. To support a new 
collaborative work by percussionist/rhythm dancer Keith 
Terry and Indonesian choreographer/performer I Wayan- 
Dibia.

Cultural Council Foundation for Sonic Architecture, 
New York, NY: $10,000. To support an environmental 
interactive sound installation by artists Bill and Mary Buchen.

Foundation for Independent Artists, Inc. for Urban 
Bush Women, New York, NY: $25,000. To support collabo-
ration on a new work by artistic director Jawole Willa Jo 
Zollar, choreographer Pat Hall-Smith, composer Carl Riley, 
and writer Angie Debord.

Painted Bride Art Center, Inc., Philadelphia, PA: $7,000. 
To support the creation of a new work by composer/performer 
“Blue” Gene Tyranny to be presented in 1990 during The 
Electrical Matter: Opinions and Conjectures festival in 
Philadelphia.

Pyramid Arts Center, Inc. for Karen Finley, Rochester, 
NY: $12,000. To support a new installation/performance 
work by artist Karen Finley.

La Mama Experimental Theatre Club, Inc., New York, 
NY: $30,000. To support projects which include: a new ballet 
based on the myth of Osiris, a new piece by the Tokyo Kid 
Brothers, a multi-media piece by Molly Davies, and a 
collaboration between Max Roach and George Ference.

Wesleyan University, Middletown, CT: $25,000. To 
support artists’ fees, administrative expenses, and other related 
costs in the presentation of arts events associated with a 
conference entitled, “The Cultural Impact of Colonialism and 
Imperialism,” during the 1989-90 season.

Astro Artz, Santa Monica, CA: $10,000. To support 
expanded dissemination of High Performance, a national 
journal that provides a forum for new and experimental art in 
a range of disciplines.

California Lawyers for the Arts, Inc., San Francisco, CA: 
$12,000. To support a project that will assist southern 
California artists with needed information on housing issues.

The Names Project Foundation, San Francisco, CA: 
$10,000. To support the 1989 return tour to Washington, DC 
of the AIDS M emorial Q uilt of the Names Project 
Foundation.

Big River Association, St. Louis, MO: $8,000. To support 
authors’ fees, printing and distribution costs for River Styx.

Calyx, Inc., Corvallis, OR: $10,000. To support con-
tributors’ fees, production, promotion, and distribution costs 
related to the publication of Calyx, A  Journal o f A rt and 
Literature by Women.

Culture Shock Foundation, Inc., Baton Rouge, LA: 
$10,000. To support contributors’ fees, production, and 
printing costs for six issues of Exquisite Corpse.

Helicon Nine, A Journal of Women’s Arts and Letters, 
Kansas City, MO: $10,000. To support contributors’ fees and 
production costs.

Kurt Hollander, New York, NY: $5,000. To support 
authors’ fees, printing, and promotion costs for publication of 
issues of The Portable Lower East Side.

Ploughshares, Inc., Cambridge, MA: $10,000. To support 
writers’ fees, promotion and postage costs related to publi-
cation of Ploughshares.

Calyx, Inc., Corvallis, OR: $30,000. To support royalties, 
production and promotion costs related to books published by 
Calyx Books.

City University of New York, New York, NY: $25,000. 
To support royalties and production costs for books produced 
by the Feminist Press.

San Francisco Women’s Centers, San Francisco, CA: 
$17,000. To support production and distribution of books



published by Spinsters/Aunt Lute Book Company.
PEN American Center, New York, NY, and Writer’s 

Center, Bethesda, MD: $110,000. To support the PEN 
Syndicated Fiction Project in placing quality fiction to the 
pages of newspapers and in producing radio programs for 
“The Sound of Writing.”

Bruce Charlesworth, Minneapolis, MN: $15,000. To 
support the production of an experimental videotape.

Cecelia Condit, Milwaukee, WI: $20,000. To support the 
production of an experimental videotape.

D an P. Curry and Pamela Falkenberg, South Bend, IN: 
$10,000. To support the completion of an experimental 
film/video project.

Peter Bradley, Minneapolis, MN: $19,500. To support 
script development of a feature film based on the novel Not 
Without Laughter by Langston Hughes.

Frameline, San Francisco, CA: $10,000. To support the 
13th annual San Francisco International Lesbian and Gay 
Film Festival.

American Federation of Arts, New York, NY: $35,000. 
To support the Independent Film/Video Distribution Program 
and circulating film exhibition program “Animated Films 
from the People’s Republic of China.”

W omen M ake Movies, Inc., New York, NY: $15,000. To 
support distribution of films and videotapes by and about 
women, including the acquisition and distribution of three 
new collections, the production of a new catalog, and the 
development of a national study center.

Global Village Video Resource Center, Inc., New York, 
NY: $8,000. To support the circulation of films from the 15th 
Annual Global Village Documentary Festival.

Painted Bride Art Center, Inc., Philadelphia, PA: 
$50,000. To support a 13-part series on Miles Davis, produced 
by Steve Roland.

Artists Space, New York, NY: $10,000. To support an 
exhibition examining the social issues of AIDS and the impact 
it has had on the work of contemporary artists.

Installation Gallery, San Diego, CA: $5,000. To support 
the presentation in San Diego of “Unknown Secrets: Art and 
the Rosenberg Era,” an exhibition organized by the Rosenberg 
Era Art Project, Turner Falls, Massachusetts.

W omen and Their W ork, Inc., Austin, TX: $15,000. To 
support an exhibition and accompanying catalogue of the 
work of 20 Chicana and Latina artists.

The Racketry of Peer Panel Review
Those who support continued unrestricted tax funding of 

the NEA say that the decisions of who gets the tax-funded 
grants should be made by “peer panels” of “artists and 
experts” — rather than under standards set by Congress. But 
that’s exactly the way the grants have been doled out for years, 
so that is the system which has caused the abuses.

Here are four examples of “artists” who all received pre- 
1990 NEA grants under the “peer review” system, and whose 
1990 applications for new grants were approved by two levels 
of “peer panels” before they were rejected by the NEA 
chairman in the midst of the controversy:

(1) Karen Finley, who appears on stage with her nude body 
coated with chocolate and decorated with bean sprouts. The 
peer panel called her act “courageous and candid.” One act

celebrates the castration of men.
(2) John Fleck, who urinates on stage into a toilet bowl 

containing a picture of Jesus Christ. When the Washington 
Post asked him “why is it art?”, he replied, “because art 
professionals say it is. I’ve got a pile of reviews saying how 
wonderful I am.”

(3) Holly Hughes, who does a solo performance about 
lesbian desire, including blasphemous imagery about Jesus. 
The Washington Post said her act includes “unprintable 
language.”

(4) Tim Miller, who appears in political homosexual 
performances. He received four NEA grants.

The issue is not censorship but sponsorship. Nobody is 
stopping these weirdo performances or people who want to 
pay money to see them. But there is no reason why the rest of 
us should have to pay for them. The whole system of Congress 
using taxpayers’ money to pay for “art” selected by the “peers” 
of handout-hunters who produce stuff like the above, is an 
outrage.

In addition to the bad judgment of these peer panels, their 
conflict of interest is another embarrassment. A former New 
York Times art critic called it a “buddy system: you give me a 
grant, I give you a grant.” The artists sit on panels that make 
grants to themselves, to their own organizations, and to their 
associates and pals. Here are just a few examples:

(1) Karen Finley’s partner Jerry Hunt sat on the panel that 
recommended giving $25,000 to the pair.

(2) Holly Hughes’s associate Ellen Sebastian sat on the 
panel considering $15,000 to the two of them.

(3) Janet Kardon, director of the Philadelphia Institute of 
Contemporary Art, sat on panels that gave her institution 
$155,000, including $30,000 for the controversial Robert 
Mapplethorpe exhibition.

(4) William Olander, curator of the New Museum of 
Contemporary Art in New York City, sat on panels that gave 
his institution $97,000.

(5) Gary Young, executive director of the Connecticut 
Commission on Art, sat on panels that gave his institution 
$374,000.

These people defend themselves by saying that they “left the 
room” when their own grant was voted on. That is a joke — 
they depend on their pals to vote the money, and then they 
reciprocate the favor in order to keep the tax dollars 
circulating among their friends.

The artsy handout-hunters are highly creative in the 
propaganda game of maintaining their flow of tax dollars. 
Many of those who attended a concert or play during 1990 
found that their programs included a propaganda flier 
showing a picture of Michelangelo’s great statue of David 
with a screaming sign across his middle reading, “Banned in 
the U.S.A.?” The flier was a bare-faced lie: “David” stands in a 
museum in Florence, Italy, and Congress has no say-so over 
David at all.

The artsy handout-hunters enlisted the support of People 
for the American Way to raise its usual cry of “censorship.” 
PAW ran newspaper advertisements showing, for example, 
the picture of that courageous Chinese student facing down 
the tanks in Tiananmen Square. That visual is always a 
grabber, but the text was downright ridiculous. It conjured up 
the threat that we would all be mowed down by military tanks



driven by Senator Jesse Helms unless you called a certain 
phone number to send a prewritten wire to Congressmen 
demanding that they vote more taxpayer funds for the 
National Endowment for the Arts.

We didn’t hear any complaints from PAW about “censor-
ship” and “book burning” in the strange case of the “Bible 
Bum.” The NEA gave $20,000 to a group called Artpark, 
which in turn contracted with a San Francisco outfit called 
Survival Research Laboratories (SRL) to put on a show in a 
state park in Lewistown, New York on September 1. SRL 
distributed posters in art galleries all over the country 
advertising a “Bible Bum.”

The poster said that “SRL will create large sexually explicit 
props covered with a generous layer of requisitioned Bibles. 
After employing these props in a wide variety of unholy 
rituals, SRL machines will proceed to burn them to ashes. 
Bibles can always be obtained for free from hotels, churches, 
and your parents’ house.” When city officials discovered how 
their park was going to be defiled, they cancelled the show. 
But the NEA never apologized.

Congress Rewards the NEA Outrages
It’s obvious that Congress isn’t at all interested in saving the 

taxpayers’ money or cutting spending. Just before adjourn-
ment in 1990, Congress voted an increase in the budget for the 
National Endowment for the Arts. That completely irre-
sponsible agency can now continue to offend the public by 
spending our money to produce indecent and sacrilegious 
works.

In a series of roll-call votes, Congress first rejected Rep. 
Philip Crane’s amendment to allow the NEA to terminate 
peacefully and get the bureaucrats out of the business of 
deciding what is art. Congress then rejected Rep. Dana 
Rohrabacher’s amendment which would have established 
some meaningful standards for doling out taxpayers’ money.

Then t h e , Congress passed the Williams-Coleman 
amendment which is a fraud on the public. Using thousands of 
meaningless words, it requires only that, if any material is 
“determined to be obscene” by a court under the U.S. 
Supreme Court standard in M iller v. California, then the grant 
recipient should repay the money within three years. If he 
doesn’t repay it, he won’t receive any more taxpayers’ money 
during that three-year period.

None of the NEA-funded works that have caused such an 
uproar would ever be held obscene under the M iller standard. 
Nothing in the three-part M iller test would bar such outrages 
as inviting spectators to walk on the American Flag, or 
photographing a crucifix in urine, or urinating on a picture of 
Christ in a toilet bowl on stage, or picturing Christ as a drug 
addict.

In the fall of 1990, a Cincinnati court acquitted the Robert 
Mapplethorpe S&M and child pom photographs on obscenity 
charges. The Mapplethorpe outrages are what started the 
entire NEA controversy. Now we are left with the situation 
that Speaker Tom Foley can get by with forbidding the 
Mapplethorpe photographs to be shown in the House while 
Congressmen are debating the issue (in order to keep them off 
of C-SPAN’s live coverage). These pictures cannot be 
exhibited in any newspaper or on any television news 
program, but the American taxpayers are forced to pay for

their exhibition in tax-funded museums for showing to the 
general public including children.

For a work to be determined obscene under the M iller 
standard, it would have to violate all three prongs of Miller. 
But the arts lobby asserts that, when the NEA gives money, 
that is proof per se that the work has artistic merit (no matter 
how indecent or offensive), and therefore no NEA-funded 
work could ever be declared “obscene.”

Americans are entitled to hold materials funded by our tax 
dollars to a higher standard than is permitted for individuals 
when they produce and sell their own works. Individuals may 
have a First Amendment right to walk on the American flag or 
to dunk a crucifix in urine, but nobody has a right to receive 
tax dollars for those things.

Yet the majority in Congress not only voted to continue the 
NEA without any meaningful standards, but even gave a $4 
million increase to the artsy handout-hunters. The decisions 
about who will get the $175 million that Congress just turned 
over to the NEA will be made by the back-scratching “peer 
panels.”

Even though the 1991 NEA appropriation bill requires the 
NEA to take “general standards of decency” into account 
when awarding grants, chairman John E. Frohnmayer 
boasted that he is not going to be a “decency czar.” On 
January 4,1991 he announced new NEA grants of $20,000 to 
Karen Finley and $15,000 to Holly Hughes — two 
“performance artists” whose indecent presentations were 
responsible for much of the controversy last year.

In December, the NEA hired a new $70,000-a-year grant 
director, Lenwood O. Sloan. He is a former dancer who had 
just been fired as administrator of an NEA-financed San 
Francisco minority-oriented arts festival, which filed for 
bankruptcy on November 9 with $550,000 in debts and 
$75,000 in assets. Sloan faces a lawsuit accusing him of 
misusing festival funds in spending thousands of dollars in 
public and foundation money on extravagant travel, gifts and 
consulting fees. Sloan is apparently just the man the NEA 
needs to be in charge of the NEA’s $4.4 million “inter-
disciplinary arts” grant program which gives “performance 
series” funding to avant garde theaters.
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