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On the Dream 


ry movement needs a missionary. One who carries the banner unstint
ngly from the first days, through all the struggles in communitieslarge and 
mall, on the national and local frontiers. One who is constructive and posi
ive, cutting through all of the hesitations, fears, stops, and starts. One who 
a motivator of others. One who retrenches when the battlefield changes. 
ne who carries a single philosophy so far-reaching as never to be quite at

ainable in real terms, but who articulates the vision. Such a missionary of 
e arts council movement is Ralph Burgard. There are others who believe 

as unswervingly, whose contributions over the years have been parallel, 
wkohave a similarmessage. And it is, perhaps, dangerous to single one out. 
However, by so doing, one can get a glimpse of what the leadership has 

like -and of some of the characteristics that have been part of the vi
of the movement. 
Ralph Burgard was among the first arts council directors, and his en

siasm is as strong today as it must have been when he became involved 
on the ground floor of the movement and asDirector of the Winston-Salem 
.Arts Council in 1955. He came to this special aspect of the arts almost by 
accident, and certainly by happy circumstance. 

Lying stoically in a Buffalo hospital bed in 1952, surrounded by sand 
gs to cure a detached retina, he first considered leaving his field of adver

tising for arts administration through the suggestion of Ralph Black, then 
Manager of the Buffalo Philharmonic Orchestra. This conversation led 

3 




4 THE COhAMUNITY ARTS COUNCIL MOVEMENT 

q ,  to take a job as Manager of the Rhode Island Phil-
IIaIIIIUIIIc: V i c i i c a u a .  :his was a beginning for his arts career. From the 
Rhode Island group, he moved after two years to assist Ralph Black himself 
with the-~Buffalo Philharmonic.~ 

It was through these music circles that he met Helen Thompson, who 
was Executive Secretary of the I4merican Symphony Orchestra League 

L m a  1 1  - .(ASOL). 1 nrougn ner interest. and7 training as a social worker, she saw how 
some of the values and strengths of coordinated programs in health and 
welfare might be transferred to the arts field. It was then no surprise when, 
at her instigation, a whole session at the 1952ASOL national convention in 
Erie, Pen discussion of the plans for coordinated 
arts prog 

In 1 the Rockefeller Foundation to pursue a 
study of cuuruiiiauzu a i m  ~ J ’ U ~ I ~ I I I S .When the survey plans began, there 
were only a handful of groups and 15were included in the study; only five 
years later, there were 60. 

In 1955, through his contact with Helen Thompson, Ralph Burgard 
had to choose between the potential job of manager of the Buffalo Orches
tra, or a job as Director of the Winston-Salem Arts Council; he picked the 
Arts Council position. “There was a broader perspective- working with 
individuals, various cuiturai institutions and the entire community--&at 
intrigued me then as it does now; I have never regretted my decision,” says 
Burgard. 

As Director of the Arts Council of Winston-Salem from 1955to 1957, 
and then as Director of the St. Paul Council of Arts and Science from 1958 
to 1965, he guided each community in building major arts centers and un
dertaking annual united arts fund campaigns. He has been helping cities 
plan their arts community futures ever since. Many councils will refer to 
their broad structure as“the Burgard plan,” characterized by several tiers of 
involved individuals and organizations making decisions with the council. 

It was I3elen Thompson’s conceim for a broader perspective that led 
the ASOL to invite community arts CIouncils to the annual conventions of 

--LA”&-..- r--
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LL^ -1-1 1 to the mid-1960s. 
In 1959, the arts councils formally incorporated, calling themselves 

Community ArtsCouncils, Inc. (CACI), but continued to meet annually as 
a section of the ASOL convention. 

In the mid-l960s, through her role as Special Studies Director of the 
Rockefeller Brothers Fund, Nancy Hanks, later Chairman of the National 
Endowment for the Arts, commissioned many papers on several subjects, 
including the arts. 

By this time, there were several state arts councils as well. A11 of these 
events gave impetus for a national office to implement some of the recom
mendations of the Rockefeller report aswell as to provide assistance to the 
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growingnumber of state and community councils. To accomodatethe state 
councils, CACI’s name was changed to Arts Councils of America (ACA);a 
national office was established in New York City; and in 1965 Ralph Bur
gard became the first Director of ACA (later, Associated Councils of the 
Arts,and currently the Amcerican Council of the Arts). There was debate 
and discussion then, as the1*ehas been recently, concerning ACAS role -
whether it should act as a st:rvice agency for its constituent groups or as a 
--.--4.-,.-...l ,,,1,,,,,, apuncaiiiaii f,, -”+IlaLlullQl llaLionalcultural issues. Ralph Burgard’s feeling 
has been that the local constituency is very important. “Without the local 
and state arts councils, there is no organized constituency to back up the na
-tional organization,” he has said. ACA led early arts advocacyefforts to in-
valve the local, state, and federal governments in the arts. This group has 

-been instrumental in creatingsome widely quoted documentsin recent cul
tural history. Some in particular are the results of the Louis Harris polls of _ _
the 1970sand 1980, which showed that Americans not onlycared about the 
arts but were willing to pay for them. 

The arts council movement has grown immensely. Today there are 
more than 1,OIO0 local commuinity organizations, and every state now has 
-an agency. Thlis diverse constituency was not easily serviced by one group, 
and so theNal:ional Assembly of State Arts Agencies (NASAA) and the Na

.1.. ,f P 
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from ACA. 
Burgard resigned from ACA in 1970 to pursue independent research 

in tho 1Jnited States and Europe concerning new ways of bringing together.-.c..v 
the arts, sciences, and people. Among many endeavors, he has completed 
studies on museum extension programs and arts programs in new towns for 
the National Endowment for the Arts, conducted seminars on cultural de
centralization fc3r cultural mi1iistries in Europe, and completed major cul
tural plans for 117 cities and c(,unties in the United States. 

. LL2- __ ---9TLWhat does rmis rneanr IKmeans that for cities such as Winston-Salem 
and Charlotte, North Carolina, and counties such as Westchester (New 
York) and Santa Cruz (California), he has done the following: 

Analyzed the arts and scienceprograms sponsoredby cultural insti

tutions, recreation departments, and college and school systems. 

Recommended programs to strengthen existing cultural groups. 

Institut:ednew progranis that help bring together the arts, sciences, 

and pec)pie. 

Recominended new phiysical facilities where needed. 


.,.A 4.L- LA.& ..--..SuggestGuLilE: UGaL u1 
L
ganizationalstructure to carry out these plans. 

Recruited iinfluential leaders to implement the recommendations. 
Outlined tlie budgetary requirements. 

Î LL- r__-.Helped raise LIK lullds to help implement the recommendations. 
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Underlying these plans is a zeal that persuades the most apathetic. At 
a meeting of arts councils from all over the state of Indiana, Burgard spun it 
out: 

Only spiritual and creativeconcerns will allow people in the industrialna
tions to survive physically and psychologically. The survival of people in a 
technological world is at stake. Technology alone will not nourish the soul. 

The arts are not the exclusive provinceof cultural institutions;creativein
stincts are foundin ai1human beings, each to one’sown measure,and cultural 
policy in every city must reflect this condition.’ 

With an emphasis on the individual as spectator, participant, and 
community celebrant, Ralph Burgard proposes that there be a greater en
couragement of talent and skills. Schoolsshould recognize the ties between 
the arts and the development of perception, which, with language and 
numbers, constitutes the way we acquire virtually all of our knowledge. 

“The old reasons for community -religion, defense, and the market
place- simply don’t hold any more,”says Burgard. “The need to be enter
tained is one of the major reasons people will come together in the 1980s; 
celebrations bring people together, and they are comparatively low-cost, 
high-visibility programs.” 

Thus, the mission of the community arts council can include the fol
lowing: strengthening existing cultural institutions with new support dol
lars, public relations, and more audiences; assisting school systems to im
prove education through arts in education programs; assisting individual 
artists; making opportunities in the arts widely available to all constituen
cies -ethnic, racial, or social; and integrating aesthetic concerns into the 
decision-making process of local governmental agencies. This latter objec
tive would use cultural resources, in part, to help local government develop 
neighborhood identity and pride; revitalize downtowns; and use public 
celebrations to bring together people who ordinarily are divided by race, 
age, religion, or income barriers. 

Community arts councils, the vehicle for missionary work in the early 
years, were more apt to be service organizations and less apt to beprogram-
oriented unle‘ss such an orientation was of direct benefit to the member or
ganizations. Today, privately’ incorporated councils must decide how 

.-An-& --Amuch indepellucllr 
L 
” l v Y J  allJllling is desirable, and public commissions,

” 

now expanded far beyond their original concern for civic design, have to 
define new fun’ctions that makesense within the expanded activities of city 
or county government. 

f:--L ----A :-The arts we‘re IHSL UIW 111 local projects in the late 1960s to relieve 
racial pressures that were exacerbated during hot summer months in the 
nation’s major cities. Now there are programs of all kinds -directed to save 
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buildings, improkre the physical beauty of the community, and bring people 
together. All are within the fabric of community concern. All are of con
cern to local govc:rnment. 

Expanded cultural institutions, the new dimensions in cultural pro
-amminoo,and t]~~~~ -....._. _.lemore sophisticated attitude of local government create 
a need for a comprehensive cultural policy in every community. Ralph Bur
gard believes that this is where we are today. As a tribute to his work, he 

- = h o n o r e d  by NACAA (asof 1982, has become the National Assembly of 
Local Arts Agencies, or NALAA) at its second annual convention in Bos-

NACAA developed when the comrnunities’constituencyof ACA grew 
Z c h  dimensionsthat the agency, torn by the services and advocacy func

-t1 ons described earlier, coulc3 no longer properly serve this growing group.__  
innn ---L--D____.._By I Y I V ,  wiieii Durgaiu-Iitaigned from the helm of ACA, the number of 

community arts agencies w;as 250, but by 1980, it was more than 1,000. 
._ After opening an officle in Washington in 1978, NACAA has estab
lished itself as the organizatic3n to look to for opinions about local arts agen
”__. ,-- .oipc Tn Novemher. 1979,--.er years of surveys, research studies, and a task 
forceas	part of the prelude, the community arts council message was effec

esented to a meeting of the National Council on the Arts. NACAA 
bers, surveying its membership for the enst !z&q +zx+ 
overall impact of these agencies that have “created a climate for 

arts to grow.” With the help of slides about the work in Syracuse, New 
rk: Bassett. Nebraska: and San Antonio, Texas, and with the ambassa

m of those agenciesat hanc1, they persuaded the Council that community 
.tscouncils had a major impact on cultural development in America. 

Some of the Council members waxed eloquent afterwards. The pre. .. . ,  - 1  1senrarion was nor:oversoia -no one claimed that arts councils had changed 
.the lives of our major institutions significantly, or that it had caused the 
proliferation of single-discipline groups such as dance companies, operas, 

nphonies in every section of the United States. But arts coun
ied new arts 01)portunities for people of all ages, strengthened 

the work of smialler and medium-sized organizations, and sponsored tours 
high-quality performers and exhibitions to benefit everyone. And if they , 

ven’t done it themselves, the:y have been the catalyst for others to do it. In 
“addition, they have providec3 grantsmanship assistance, management 

.A-...-lL^-.C -----.._rkshops, C U I ~ ~ U ~ L ~ I ~ Lpug:lams, and direct cash support. 
“In many communities, arts councils have been a rallying point for all 

ural forces,” Ralph Burgard agrees, and increasingly, these agencies 
being seen also as coordinator and local distributor of public funds. 

ltimate goal is to in1tegrate aesthetic concerns into the decision
)cesses of local government. Because the individual artist is of 
iortance to this process, the local arts council should have a pro-
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gram to assist local artists. This, says Burgard, takes influence and sophisti
cation. 

In the long run, Burgard believes that the creative forces in human 
nature will assert themselves in spite of apathetic public policies toward the 
arts. 

Creativedesires are found, in varying degress, within everyhuman being; 
they are a condition of being human. We have only to look at our children to 
realizethat without anyprompting from us,without theinspirationofa muse
um, a symphony, a set of by-laws or an artsconsultant, they will make up 
dances, draw happily on sheetsof paper, relate the most astonishingstories,or 
singfor hours. Engagementin creativeactivitywill not automaticallycurethe 
personal alienation which appearsto be theinevitableby-product of industrial 
societies, but it can reawakenthe ancientsensoryresponses and providepeople 
with .personal inspiration, enjoyment, and a pride in self-accomplishment 
which work, family, and friends may not furnish.2 

NOTES 

1. Ralph Burgard,speech made at a meetingof IndianaAssemblyof Arts Councils, In
c~ ~y,tsy 1, p ~ n , ” .~ ~ ~ , _ _  

2. Interview with Ralph Burgard, Boston, June 1980. 


