me as good news., Frohnmayer had always

seemed to be one of the bad guys, I hardly

viewed him as a moderate, let alone a liberal.

Around midnight that Friday, February 21, 1

received a call from a friend who asked me if
I had seen the early edition of Saturday's New
York Times. I had not,

""LLet me read it to you.'" He skimmed quickly
over the cover story on the Frohnmayer resig-
nation, and went to the jump page inside, There,
in a piece by William Honan, he read the missing
details that gave sense to the past month, tying
the entire picture together into the cumulative
drama, Apparently the American Family Asso-
ciation (AFA), basedin Tupelo, Mississippi, had
got hold of and perused '""Live Sex Acts' and
"Queer City." Although the former contains
fairly explicit photos and writing, it was the gay
issue that left a bad taste in their mouths.

One of the best pieces in the issue is a poem
by performance artist Sapphire called '"Wild
Thing." It is a stream-of-consciousness narra-
tive from the perspective of one of the Central
Park rapists: "And I'm running/running wild/run
ning free.../My thighs pump/thru the air/like
tires /rolling down the highway/big & round,.."
In one section, the narrator describes getting a
blow job by Christ behind the church altar,
Sapphire later explained that this was drawn
from an anecdote she had heard from one youth
who had beenmolested by a priest as an adoles -
cent. But this explanation wasn't necessary,
Inasmuch as the piece demonstrated how violence
and distrust made up this narrator's life, the
reference to Christ was a crowning symbol.
Christ, one of the greatideals of hope and trust,
had violated and betrayed the narrator, within
the fictional framework,

All New York had been wrung through the
Central Park Jogger trial. We listened indig-
nantly to the absurd accusations of so many
trying to defend the perpetrators: ''She wasn't
raped at all," said one. '"(Her) own boyfriend
did it," said another. We repeatedly felt the
legitimate anguish for that tragic faceless vic-

itim and righteous fury toward the perpetrators.
This poem offered a glimpse at the other side:
here were the social/psycho ingredients that,
combined, make the act coherent; not pardon-
able, just consistent,

In any case, Honan went on in his article to
explain how the AFA — headed by the Rev. Don-
ald Wildmon — had excerpted the work in flyers
and made sure every member of Congress saw
it. I later obtained a copy of the mailing, entitled
'"Shut Down the NEA: A Project of the American
Family Association,' which was sent in a mass
mailing and requested that people donate money
tothe AFA and send pre-written form postcards
to the congressmen and senators so that there
would be '"No more wasting our tax dollars on
blasphemous, anti- Christian, offensive 'art.'"
The content of Sapphire's poem was specifically
cited, Eventually, the poem had worked its way
up to the President's office. Frohnmayer faxed
amessage toevery member of Congress explain-
ing that the '"'Live Sex Acts' issue had not been
funded, and that the beleaguered poem in '""Queer
City'" is a work of serious artistic merit,

This had occurred in mid-January, although
no one had told us athing about it, Michael Albo,
who works for the Washington-based Artsave
Program at the People for the American Way,
a conscientious group that tries to defend Con-
stitutional liberties, sent us a letter weeks
earlier but unfortunately had mailed it to our
old address. We didn't find out about it until it
was too late. He also informed us that a cable
TVshowcalled '"Family News in Focus,'" broad-
casting from deep within the Bible Belt, had

invited a White House representative to appear
on the show to defend funding of the PLES; the
representative was mercilessly attacked by
call-in viewers.

Among other recent missionary works of the
Rev. Wildmon's was the posting of a $5000 re-
ward to whoever blows the whistle on the whistle -
blower of Anita Hill's sexual harassment cha rge
For all his rantings and distortions, though,
Wildmon is still a freakish and emphatic voice
in the democratic dialogue. Inasmuch as he
made this an issue, he created a polar field in
which people had to take a side. After a Wash-
ington Postarticle on March 1, in which Sapphire
was given an opportunity to explain her poem,
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I'm inclined to think that he alone actually gen
erated more antipathy toward ensorship than

anything else,

It all might have died at that Stage, but what
really sent the entire issue hurtling back into
the limelight, and pushed Frohnmaver out
process, was Pat Buchanan, Just as prostitutes
are swept fromthe streets during mayoralelec-
tions, Buchanan was promising to make the NEA
funding choices into

1N the

a campaign issue during the
upcoming Southern primaries. Bush's forc ing
of Frohnmavyer out of the NEA was his way of
trying to defuse a potentially explosive political
problem. Butitdidn'tstop Buchanan's commer -
cial attacking "Tongues Tied,' a partially NEA-
funded PBS gay performance piece, from lashing
like a homoneurotic tornado through the Bible

Belt.

Now, in the wake of all this damage, the per -
tinent question is: in which storm shelter is
America hiding? Bush himself has stated, "'It's
weird out there.'" In a March 23 speech to the
National Press Club, Frohnmayer warned of "
pervasive strain of anti-intellectualism in
American life," Will this be reflected by the
election (or reelection) of another tinsel candi-
date? Or, hurt after a solid recession, recover -
ing from a hollow Gulf victory, and discouraged
with voodoo Republicanism, is America headed
in another, leftward direction? Is Buchanan a

Republican decoy to make Bush appear moder -
ate?

da

Jesse Helms won't be making any statements
on the Senate floor until September:; the PLES
controversy could be new and exciting artillery
for the "obscenity amendment' he has been try-
ing enforce on the NEA, In any case, an
advisor from People for the American Way
cautioned me that this is not yet over. In Nov-
ember, I fear we might learn that we are head-
ed rightward toward Buchanan, possibly makin
the '80s look like a period of moderation,

B

At a time when Russia is headed toward a
new-found democrac y, America Just might be
Spinning toward a new period of intolerance.
The purges in the early 1930s that killed thou-
sands of artists and thinkers in Soviet society
has had no equivalent in American history, nor
would I suggest that this is the advent of one.
Yet Buchanan's attack on the NEA does come
with some precedence, In history, different
governmental figures who have intervened in
the arts have consolidated powers and reputa-
tions in the process, Commisar Andrei Zhdanov
of Leningrad was able to initiate a movement
against "the Cosmopolitanism trend' in the
Soviet literature of the late '40s, attacking poet
Anna Akhmatova, among others., Akhmatova
survived, Her work has now been accorded its
proper place in world literature. Zhdanov's
reputation, however, was washed away with anti-
Stalinist waves, Here is where I would place
Buchanan: a petty opportunist whose name will
be long forgotten after those he injured have
endured. Is this whistling in the dark age? Is it
a wish on my part? It's a prayer.

Arthur Nersesian is a Manhattan native and a
long-time resident of the East Village. He is
managing editor of Portable Lower EastSide, and
author of a book of poetry, "Tompkins Square &
Other Ill1-Fated Riots.'" His poetry was featured
in the Jan-Feb 1990 NCTE,

Agnes Field is an Astoria artist, and a friend
of Nersesian. She illustrated and designed the
NCTE feature of his poetry.
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