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| George F. Wil

High Culture
‘And Basic Politics -

Considering the variety, universahty
and astringency of today’'s criticism of
the federal government, you might
think politicians would cherish thelr
successes. Yet one success, the National

Endowment for the Humanities, is re-

ceiving unwarranted criticism from an

1 unlikely person, Sen. Claiborne Pell (D- "

RI), who deserves substantial credit
for the birth of NEH a decade ago.

You may not have heard of NEH,

which is to its credit. Under the direc-
tion of Dr. Ronald Berman, an out-

standing Shakespeare scholar, NEH has

avoided institutional flamboyance, se-
-cure in the knowledge that conspicu-
.ousness should not be a characteristic

of the world's largest svurce of support -

for humanistic studies. NEH is that, al-

though it will dispose of only 390 mil- .

lion this year, a sum spent every 80

minutes by the Department of Health,

Education and Welfare.
President Ford has gratified almost
.every interested person by nominating

Dr. Berman for a second four-year -
. term. But Pell is opposed because Dr.
Berman opposes Pell’s plan for making -

NEH something less than it now is.
NEH offends some political seasitivi-

ties because it bestows benefits in a

non-political way on the basis of merit.

Currently 20 per cent of NEH resources -

are awarded on the basis of proposals

submitted in nationwide competition
by voluntary state humanities orgapiza- .

tions, which operate with minimal

- overhead costs. Pell wants the money

to go in block grants az a matter of

right not merit, to pald state agencies,
appointed by governors.

Pell complains that NEH's sister or-

for the Arts, “has generated more mo-
mentum,” a phrase more appropriately

ism. The arts endowment and NE

.ot quite comparable.

more publicity than, say, Prof. Dumas
Maloge generates as he finishes, with
NEH support, the sixth and final vol-
ume of his masterly biography of
Thomas Jefferson. Moreover, the arts

endowment has adopted a broad (and |

politically convecient) definition of
“art.” This enables it to spread jts some-
what baphazard benefactions broadly.

- Not to put too fine a point on it, few

congressional districts are Jeft out.

torical research.
“directly from NEH projects. It has -

" and Peace” and “The Adams Chromi-«,

" elite of promise and achievement. Jrf-

- manistic scholars. But there is nothmg
’ objectionable about this. NEH's mission ¢
 is to help sustain high culture in 2 coni-' o

* dressed to “A wealthy man who prom-...-

- Gallery it it were proved that pegpla-

" ance patron of the arts:

ganization, the National Endowment ' - And Guidobaldo, when he made  »i:°.

used by Howard Cosell when describ- -
ing the Pittsburgh Stezlers. When Pell -
praises NEA for its work at “the grass
roots level,” he comes close to philistin-

~ Events in the performing arts spon-
sored by the arts endowment generate
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-Pell has wlstfully but not vntely
hoped that NEH would wind up sup-
porting “lumberjacks” and “grocers” -
and “shoemakers.” The arts endow-
ment can do that: Anyone can dabbleat -
watercolors, or weld car bumpers imto- -
something the arts endowment consl- .
ders art. But NEH can bardly give a
Jumberjack $300 to dabble at say, his-.

This is not to say that scores of mll- -
lions of Americans have not benefited :

funded numerous museum and gallery . '
exhibits, and “Classic Thealer,” “War .

cles” on public television. NEH. -pro-"-
vides about-an hour a week of publie*-

television—often the best hour. -~ -2
NEH operates on the premise (ré- -

" soundingly confirmed by such projects:..c .}

that there is a substantial acdience for. -
superior eptertainment. Still, there i3 ;.
no blinking the fact that NEH {3 e_xtizt:»

It is biased in favor of excellence. . -"-'_~ —«-, 1

So, much of its support goes to ag"_

uses the guidance of 5,000 experts whais™

are the (dare one use the words?) “best* -}

and the brightest” of the nation's hu-

mercial soclety. - BYo
That is ap old problem. In a poem ad=:

ises a subscription to Dublin Municipal-.. -

wapted plctures,” Yeats invoked Guil-. -
dabaldo, the Duke of Urbino, a. Renaigao o

That mirror-school of courtesies '3}
Where wit and beauty learnori the:r'*, : .
" trade
Upon Urbino's oindy hill,” >~ g
" Had sent no runners to andfro
That he might learn the shepherds’ é
will. . 1

Yeat's point is that there never isa
popular clamor for high culture. The
general public demands from govern- .
ment hospitals and highways and other
goods and services that sustain the ev--
eryday life of the average person. -

But a government need not apologize -
for using agencies like NEH and per-. .
sons like Dr. Berman to attend to mat- |
ters of the mnon-sclientific mind. A~ |
though less narrowly utilitartan than’ ._7 |
most government coacerns, they ars at
least as important. %
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