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Declan Haun, Life Magazine, @ Time, Inc.

DIRECTOR'S STATEMENT

America is coming of age. Note the many changing aspects of America.

A maturing America means a nation conscious of its arts among all its people.

Communities east, west, north, and south are searching for ways to make community life more
attractive.

The arts are at the very center of community development in this time of change...change for the
better.

The frontier and all that it once meant in economic development and in the sheer necessity of
building a nation is being replaced by the frontier of the arts. In no other way can Americans so well ex-
press the core and blood of their democracy; for in the communities lies the final test of the acceptance of
the arts as a necessity of everyday life.

In terms of American democracy, the arts are for everyone. They are not reserved for the wealthy,
or for the well-endowed museum, the gallery, or the ever-subsidized regional professional theatre. As
America emerges into a different understanding of her strength, it becomes clear that her strength is in the
people and in the places where the people live. The people, if shown the way, can create art in and of
themselves.

The springs of the American spirit are at the grass roots. Opportunities must exist in places where
they never have existed before. A consciousness of the people, a knowledge of their power to generate
and nourish art, and a provision of ways in which they may do so are essential for our time.

If we are seeking in America, let it be a seeking for the reality of democracy in art. Let art be-
gin at home, and let it spread through the children and their parents, and through the schools, the institu-
tions, and through government.

And let us start by acceptance, not negation—acceptance that the arts are important everywhere,
and that they can exist and flourish in small places as well as in large; with money, or without, according
to the will of the people. Let us put firmly and permanently aside as a cliche” of an expired moment in
time that art is a frill. Let us accept the goodness of art where we are now, and expand its worth in the
places where people live.
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HOW THE PLAN DEVELOPED

In 1966, the National Council on the Arts awarded its first grant for development of the arts in
small communities. The three-year developmental grant, reflecting the Council’s concern for arts at the
grass-roots level, was awarded to the Office of Community Arts Development, Wisconsin Idea Theatre of
University Extension, The University of Wisconsin, Madison.

This office, formerly known only as the Wisconsin Idea Theatre, had been concerned with develop-
ing arts interest throughout the state of Wisconsin for over twenty-five years. Under the direction of
Robert E. Gard, this Extension service, founded and fostered throughout the state community theatres and
creative writing groups, wrote and toured indigenous drama, and conducted workshops in many forms of
creative arts. Thus, the experience and aims of this University of Wisconsin group provided a suitable
agency for the small communities’ experiment.

The three-year grant, financed by the National Endowment for the Arts, was to be an extension of
the aims of the Wisconsin Idea Theatre and dealt specifically with ways of developing greater interest and
participation in the arts in communities of 10,000 or less.

Pilot research was conducted in five Wisconsin communities, and this national plan is a result of
what was tried and accomplished, or what failed to be accomplished, in these five places. Additional ex-
amples are taken from other Wisconsin localities where special work has been done.

Portage (pop. 7822), at the edge of the Baraboo Range, a recreational region in south-central Wis-
consin, is surrounded by a productive agricultural area. Located between the watersheds of the Wisconsin
River and the upper Fox River, Portage is important historically because early exploration and fur trade
routes crossed ‘‘the portage’’ en route from Green Bay to the Mississippi River. The town is very old and
conservative in character.

Waupun (pop. 6000), in south-central Wisconsin, is the site of the state prison and two other penal
institutions. There is also a heavy representation of the Dutch Reformed Church. Waupun is the market
town for a large area in which farmers are engaged in dairying and in raising peas, beans, and corn.

Rhinelander (pop. 8790), a North Woods center for recreation in northeast Wisconsin, is the loca-
tion of a large paper mill. Rhinelander has a lumberjack background, and some of the spirit of the earlier
vigorous period remains.

Spring Green (pop. 1146) is located in southwestern Wisconsin. Taliesin, home of Frank Lloyd
Wright, is nearby. A certain amount of interest in the arts has existed from time to time, partly because
of the Wright influence. However, many rural people have been opposed to cultural influences, just as
they were once suspicious of their famous neighbor. The town is the service and market center for a large
rural area.

Adams-Friendship (pop. 1800) is in an economically depressed area in central Wisconsin. Farm-
land is not good, and family income is generally low. Little had ever before been attempted here in com-
munity arts development.



WHY AN ARTS PLAN FOR SMALL COMMUNITIES?

American history begins in small settlements, and crucial American values stem from them. Sixty
million Americans now live in communities of 10,000 or less. These communities produce food and essen-
tial goods and services that cannot be adequately produced elsewhere since mining, lumbering, fishing,
farming, and recreation require less-densely populated areas. Small communities, in which the ideals and
realities of American life are to be found, are a response to the general needs of the larger communities.

The small community provides more than it receives. Many young people flock to the great cities,
poorly prepared to contribute to the cultural well-being of the city and depleting their hometowns of youth-
ful energy and vigor. When, in turn, these same cities send back other people who are seeking new, vital,
internal resources, the small community gladly provides welcome, but is subjected to strain and disloca-
tion of its daily life. Some of the city dwellers who come to the rural areas are retired citizens; others
are Americans of middle income who locate a second home in the country; and still others are the varied
groups brought in by newly located industries.

These new occupancies not only place new demands upon the economy and public services of the
small communities, but also put a strain on the cultural life. Consequently, as small communities undergo
the depletion of cultural resources that results from their role as providers for American manufacturing and
commerce; as they educate their young people only to see them located in cities; as older people remain or
reside in these communities in their late years because of the lower cost of living and the more intimate
social acceptance and recognition they receive as industry decentralizes; then the small community finds
in arts development an important part of the answer to its new needs.

It is unimpressive to insist that the large cities, with their infuriated and burning ghettos, are but
the tensions of the village subculture drawn large upon the American scene, or that the village has always
made war against enlightenment, spurning genius and stoning prophets. In fact, in that area of human
anguish in which man recognizes that he can’t go home again, he finds in the mythic properties of the rural
village an ideal for life sustained to some extent by every small community. It is this ideal, crystallized
and repristinated in accordance with contemporary art activity, that will provide new resource for all
America.

The contribution of the small community to American life is immeasurable. The farmland, moun-
tains, shore. and open spaces in relation to which American small communities are located, like the small
communities themselves, are the heartland of our way of life. Because American literature depicts these
home places, and American painters portray them, American localities are a part of the furniture of the
human imagination throughout the world. It is our conviction that the development of high quality art
activity in these communities may well lead to a new phase of renaissance in the arts.

Modern art activity can provide a new birth and new creative directions of usefulness for such a
community. As art activity is developed, the community is re-created. The vital roots of every phase of
life are touched. As the community is awakened to its opportunity in the arts, it becomes a laboratory
through which the vision of the region is reformulated and extended. And as the small community discovers
its role, as the small community generates freshness of aesthetic response across the changing American
scene, American art and life are enhanced.

Can the United States rediscover, cherish, and strengthen its small communities? Can we assign
to small communities the important role deserved in the forthcoming renaissance in the arts? This plan is
an answer to these questions.



ORGANIZING FOR THE ARTS

THE ARTS COUNCIL
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THE ARTS COUNCIL

What Is It?

An arts council is a group of persons who care about the cultural
life of the community and seek to express this concern by organiz-
ing to promote interest and activity in the arts.

We endorse.....The arts council organization was used in the Wis-
consin test communities and proved effective. Since
the method has been so successful, this national
plan endorses the organization of an arts council
as the effective way to develop arts in all commu-
nities.

Arts councils seek to foster an active concern for the community
in enterprises dedicated to art, and seek to add arts dimensions
to presently operating private and public agencies.



The ideal goal of the arts council movement is to
create a society of qualitative excellence in which
the resources of the nation may serve beneficial
and creative purposes in community life through
art.

The council is committed to a strategy beginning in minute cor-
puscles of community art interest, which are embodied in other
organizations and activities as well as in art activity itself,

and affirms that art is basic to the general community
good. This ideal of art enables the community to discover
art and art to discover the community.

Art produces change. Councils acquainted with
the traditions of art and the traditions of their
community are needed to mediate this change.

The concept is more than twenty-five years old; Arts council organizations, no two of which are
yet some six hundred recently formed American the same, are tailored to fit the need and oppor-
arts councils testify to its operational effective- tunity of each community.

ness.

The council places art and artist in the main-
stream of American life by equipping the largest
number of people with active art interests.

The articulate
neighborly
sharing of
excellence
in art

will interest leaders from every aspect of life.
Some will join the arts council from community
concern; others from general interest in the arts;
still others from disciplined arts commitment.

Each type of leadership is important because the
ideal of art, initiated from common experience,
supports the ideal of art as America’s common
faith.



