MINUTES OF THE
MEETING OF THE

/‘\-/\ Arts and Culture Commission
Monday, March 27, 2017 at 7:00 p.m.

THE CITY OF —
EL CERRITO El Cerrito City Hall Council Chambers
10890 San Pablo Avenue, El Cerrito
Approved 04/24/2017
7:03pm Roll Call

Present: Ruth Cazden, Heidi Rand, Christopher Sterba, Judith Tannenbaum, Nga Trinh, Christopher Walsh.
George Gager arrived late.

1.

Introduction of new Commissioners

Sterba welcomed Walsh and Tannenbaum on behalf of Commission. Commissioners and staff
introduced themselves. Councilmember Rochelle Pardue-Okimoto introduced herself as Council liaison.
Councilmember Fadelli introduced himself and thanked and welcomed the Commissioners.

Sterba thanked Fadelli for his time on the Commission.

Commissioners Reports & Liaison Reports

Sterba attended LUNAFEST on March 18 at the High School. The event was well attended. Sterba feels
this indicates enthusiasm for a film festival event. The emcee was a filmmaker who is an El Cerrito
High School graduate.

Tannenbaum reported on the El Cerrito Poet Laureate’s event at the library on March 4. She said she
was honored to be one of the readers at the event and said it was very well attended, with 100+ people in
the audience. At least 20 people participated in the open mic. Pardue-Okimoto also attended part of the
event and it exceeded her expectations.

Pardue-Okimoto reported on major actions taken by the Council since December.

Comments from the Public
None.

Approval of Minutes
It was moved (Rand/Cazden) to approve the minutes of the meeting on Monday, February 27, 2017 with
a correction to the description of the El Cerrito Poet Laureate’s event. Unanimous. 6-0.

Public Art Fund Budget

Sterba introduced the topic. Staff Liaison larla provided a summary of ACC expenses (attached), and
explained the two sources of funding for the ACC expenditures — Council allocation (General Fund
money) and the Public Art Fund (restricted fund). There was consensus for periodic budget updates as
such knowledge will be helpful when working on the Work Plan.

Consideration of Co-Sponsoring July 4 Festival

larla described the 4th of July Festival event and Corey Mason’s request that the ACC consider a
$3,000sponsorship towards the July 3 evening concert. After some discussion, there was a motion
(Rand/Tannenbaum) to contribute $3,000 toward the July 3 concert as part of the 2017 City of

El Cerrito worldOne July 4 Festival. Unanimous.

Status of ECCRU Call to Artists (RFQ)



larla reported that the RFQ is currently in draft form, awaiting comment by the City attorney. It will be
issued mid-week. Thirty-six people have signed up to receive the RFQ; larla foresees a lot of interest
and anticipates a number of high-quality proposals. ECCRU buttons and flyers were made available to
the Commissioners to distribute.

Sterba described the ECCRU program to the new Commissioners; he feels the Artist will be a good
ambassador for the City and the ACC.

8. Discussion on Upcoming Events
Upcoming events:
e April 20 Poetry Reading — Sterba announced this event is part of California Poet Laureate Dana
Gioia’s statewide tour. El Cerrito Poet Laureate Win will introduce Gioia, and the Poetry Out
Loud student champions of Contra Costa County will perform. larla reported that the City’s
sound system will be used instead of the library’s sound system. larla recommended the
Commission provide light refreshments.

It was moved (Tannenbaum/Walsh) to provide up to $100 for light refreshments for this event.
Unanimous.

Sterba distributed “Can Poetry Matter,” an article by Dana Gioia.

e April 22 Earth Day Celebration — The Commission discussed their art activity, which will be at
Community Center as part of Earth Day luncheon. Trinh will lead an origami rose activity to
honor Mother Earth and Sterba will lead an up-cycling crafts activity.

Trinh raised the possibility of a button-making activity. Amid discussion about button-making
machines, costs, and button sizes, larla reported that preliminary research indicates that such a
machine might cost in the $300 range. There was interest in round buttons approximately ¥4”
larger than the “Poet” buttons.

Trinh moved to purchase a button-making machine in an amount not to exceed $300, followed
by further discussion. The motion was not seconded.

It was moved (Trinh/Cazden) to purchase a button-making machine (round buttons, 1.5”
diameter) and supplies, in an amount not to exceed $350. Unanimous.

e April 23 film screening — larla asked to be contacted if commissioners want to attend the re-
scheduled showing of “This Ain’t No Mouse Music”. The 2 filmmakers and Mr. Chris
Strachwitz; have been invited; Strachwitz has it on his calendar. Chair Sterba will introduce the
film.

9. Consideration of Recommending the Council Send a Letter in Support of the NEA
larla explained that ACC can make a recommendation to the City Council requesting they send a letter
in support of NEA funding, and shared a draft letter.

Tannenbaum suggested including the NEH in the letter, and there was agreement; there was discussion
regarding the timing of Council meetings and there was consensus for larla to request the
recommendation be considered at the April 18 Council meeting. Gager suggested slightly greater
emphasis on students and schools. larla will incorporate the feedback into the letter.

It was moved (Tannenbaum/Rand) to recommend and request that the City Council send a letter of
support for NEA and NEH to the President and our federal representatives. Unanimous.



10. Continued Discussion on Commissioning an Artwork
Sterba led a discussion reviewing Trinh’s ideas for public art shared at the last meeting:

o Commission an artist to create mosaics on the concrete safety barriers in front of City Hall, with
nature themes (animals & plants commonly seen in the El Cerrito). Sterba presented photos of
mosaics from other locations, as examples. Cazden cited the mosaics on trash cans at the
Richmond Public Library. Sterba feels this is a good project to pursue because it’s at City Hall
and it faces the Police Department. Gager suggested the artwork might also include a 3D
sculptural aspect (i.e. enamel or metal) on the top. Cazden cited large metal sculptures she saw
in Borrego Springs, of animals in motion. Cazden will provide the artist’s name to larla. larla
reported that the City Engineer did not see any traffic or engineering concerns regarding
mosaics on the barriers; ADA requirements must be met.

o Commission a dinosaur sculpture/play structure in the “Dinosaur Forest” segment of the Ohlone
Greenway (between Schmidt Lane and Manila Avenue). larla reported that research is being
done regarding the origins/history of the Dinosaur Forest. If the Commission proceeded with
this idea, adopted City plans such as the Ohlone Greenway Master Plan and the Urban Greening
Plan would need to be consulted and conformed with.

o Install vertical gardens (“living wall”’) at the DMV facility (which is not a City-owned site).
Rand mentioned that the EI Cerrito Art Association has had art shows inside the DMV. larla
mentioned that other City departments and advisory bodies might need to be involved in a
vertical gardens project.

Gager reported that the EDC wants to work with ACC, and he sees a lot of synergy between the two
groups. larla will follow up with Kat Ahlquist regarding a joint meeting.

11. Items for Next Meeting
larla announced that selection of Chair and Vice Chair would take place.

Adjourned — 9:06pm



ACC Budget - Summary for March 2017

Item Desc. Appropiation remaining |ACC Expense |PAF Exp.
Public Art Fund'Balance  |Current balance: $ 54,399.00
2016 Earth Day Motion 3/28/16 for up to $200 for activity led by East Bay Depot $200
2016 Free Folk Festival Motion 3/28/16 to co-sponsor ECFFF in Oct 2016 $750 (incl $250 750
2016 July 4 Festival Motion 3/28/16 support July 3 performance (Patrick Landeza) 2000
2016 April Jack Marshall Re|Motion 3/28/16 for $250 to Jack, up to $200 for musician (Hideo 450
Date)
Poet Laureate Program City expenses; panel lunch, supplies supplies 39.09
2016 May/lune Poetry Ever)Motion up to $200 for performers 0
2016 July 4 Festival Motion 6/30/16 for Booth supplies 146.75
2016 Oct film screening Montion 8/22/16 to support historical society screening of "This 250
Ain't No Mouse Music" {$250 film rights, up to $50 misc)
Arts Month 2016 Kickoff Event - performers & sound system rental 1875
Arts Month 2016 Kickoff Event - food, supplies, publicity 79.74 350
Arts Month Banner rotation 1680
ECCRU bin/supplies Motion 12/5/16 to increase ECCRU bin/supplies up to $3k $3,000
2016 ECHS Jazz Festival Motion 12/5/16 to sponsor event 1,500
2017 ECHS Jazz Festival Motion 12/5/16 to sponsor event 1,500
Poet Laureate stipend Stipend of $2,400 in 4 payments to Maw Shein Win $1,800 $600
Poet Laureate supplies Maw Shein Win reimburasble expenses up to $200 $200
hourly event staff 117.39
Gallery Space expenses **not charged to ACC/PAF this year
2017 March Poetry Event |[staff support TBD
ECCRU buttons Motion 1/23/17 for buttons up to $100 94.4
2017 April film screening  |staff support for "This Ain't No Mouse Music" TBD
ECCRU staff support TBD
ECCRU Artist stipend Est $600 in FY 2017 to artist 600
Subtotals Subtotal expenses this year $5,600 2963 $ 8,669.40
Balance , : $537 $40,129.60
PAF

Anticipated Revenlie
Anticipated Revenue
Anticipated Revehue

June 30, 17 from RERC
June 30, 18 from RERC
TBD 2017 from Creekside Walk
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As originally published in
The Atlantic Monthly

May 1991

Can Poetry Matter?

Poetry has vanished as a cultural force in America.
If poets venture outside their confined world, they can work
to make it essential once more

by Dana Gioia

AMERICAN POETRY now belongs to a subculture. No longer part of the mainstream of
artistic and intellectual life, it has become the specialized occupation of a relatively small and
isolated group. Little of the frenetic activity it generates ever reaches outside that closed group.
As a class poets are not without cultural status. Like priests in a town of agnostics, they still
command a certain residual prestige. But as individual artists they are almost invisible.

What makes the situation of contemporary poets particularly surprising is that it comes at a
moment of unprecedented expansion for the art. There have never before been so many new
books of poetry published, so many anthologies or literary magazines. Never has it been so easy
to earn a living as a poet. There are now several thousand college-level jobs in teaching creative
writing, and many more at the primary and secondary levels. Congress has even instituted the
position of poet laureate, as have twenty-five states. One also finds a complex network of public
subvention for poets, funded by federal, state, and local agencies, augmented by private support
in the form of foundation fellowships, prizes, and subsidized retreats. There has also never
before been so much published criticism about contemporary poetry; it fills dozens of literary
newsletters and scholarly journals.

The proliferation of new poetry and poetry programs is astounding by any historical measure. Just
under a thousand new collections of verse are published each year, in addition to a myriad of new
poems printed in magazines both small and large. No one knows how many poetry readings take
place each year, but surely the total must run into the tens of thousands. And there are now about
200 graduate creative-writing programs in the United States, and more than a thousand
undergraduate ones. With an average of ten poetry students in each graduate section, these programs
alone will produce about 20,000 accredited professional poets over the next decade. From such
statistics an observer might easily conclude that we live in the golden age of American poetry.

But the poetry boom has been a distressingly confined phenomenon. Decades of public and private
funding have created a large professional class for the production and reception of new poetry
comprising legions of teachers, graduate students, editors, publishers, and administrators. Based
mostly in universities, these groups have gradually become the primary audience for contemporary



verse. Consequently, the energy of American poetry, which was once directed outward, is now
increasingly focused inward. Reputations are made and rewards distributed within the poetry
subculture. To adapt Russell Jacoby's definition of contemporary academic renown from The Last
Intellectuals, a "famous" poet now means someone famous only to other poets. But there are enough
poets to make that local fame relatively meaningful. Not long ago, "only poets read poetry" was
meant as damning criticism. Now it is a proven marketing strategy.

The situation has become a paradox, a Zen riddle of cultural sociology. Over the past half century, as
American poetry's specialist audience has steadily expanded, its general readership has declined.
Moreover, the engines that have driven poetry's institutional success--the explosion of academic
writing programs, the proliferation of subsidized magazines and presses, the emergence of a
creative-writing career track, and the migration of American literary culture to the university--have
unwittingly contributed to its disappearance from public view.

Its Own World

TO the average reader, the proposition that poetry's audience has declined may seem self-evident. It
is symptomatic of the art's current isolation that within the subculture such notions are often rejected.
Like chamber-of-commerce representatives from Parnassus, poetry boosters offer impressive
recitations of the numerical growth of publications, programs, and professorships. Given the bullish
statistics on poetry's material expansion, how does one demonstrate that its intellectual and spiritual
influence has eroded? One cannot easily marshal numbers, but to any candid observer the evidence
throughout the world of ideas and letters seems inescapable.

Daily newspapers no longer review poetry. There is, in fact, little coverage of poetry or poets in the
general press. From 1984 until this year the National Book Awards dropped poetry as a category.
Leading critics rarely review it. In fact, virtually no one reviews it except other poets. Almost no
popular collections of contemporary poetry are available except those, like the Norton Anthology,
targeting an academic audience. It seems, in short, as if the large audience that still exists for quality
fiction hardly notices poetry. A reader familiar with the novels of Joyce Carol Oates, John Updike,
or John Barth may not even recognize the names of Gwendolyn Brooks, Gary Snyder, and W. D.
Snodgrass.

One can see a microcosm of poetry's current position by studying its coverage in The New York
Times. Virtually never reviewed in the daily edition, new poetry is intermittently discussed in the
Sunday Book Review, but almost always in group reviews where three books are briefly considered
together. Whereas a new novel or biography is reviewed on or around its publication date, a new
collection by an important poet like Donald Hall or David Ignatow might wait up to a year for a
notice. Or it might never be reviewed at all. Henry Taylor'sThe Flying Change was reviewed only
after it had won the Pulitzer Prize. Rodney Jones's Transparent Gestures was reviewed months after
it had won the National Book Critics Circle Award. Rita Dove's Pulitzer Prize-winning Thomas and
Beulah was not reviewed by the Times at all.



Poetry reviewing is no better anywhere else, and generally it is much worse. The New York

Times only reflects the opinion that although there is a great deal of poetry around, none of it matters
very much to readers, publishers, or advertisers--to anyone, that is, except other poets. For most
newspapers and magazines, poetry has become a literary commodity intended less to be read than to
be noted with approval. Most editors run poems and poetry reviews the way a prosperous Montana
rancher might keep a few buffalo around--not to eat the endangered creatures but to display them for
tradition's sake.

How Poetry Diminished

ARGUMENTS about the decline of poetry's cultural importance are not new. In American letters
they date back to the nineteenth century. But the modern debate might be said to have begun in 1934
when Edmund Wilson published the first version of his controversial essay "Is Verse a Dying
Technique?" Surveying literary history, Wilson noted that verse's role had grown increasingly
narrow since the eighteenth century. In particular, Romanticism's emphasis on intensity made poetry
seem so "fleeting and quintessential” that eventually it dwindled into a mainly lyric medium. As
verse--which had previously been a popular medium for narrative, satire, drama, even history and
scientific speculation--retreated into lyric, prose usurped much of its cultural territory. Truly
ambitious writers eventually had no choice but to write in prose. The future of great literature,
Wilson speculated, belonged almost entirely to prose.

Wilson was a capable analyst of literary trends. His skeptical assessment of poetry's place in modern
letters has been frequently attacked and qualified over the past half century, but it has never been
convincingly dismissed. His argument set the ground rules for all subsequent defenders of
contemporary poetry. It also provided the starting point for later iconoclasts, from Delmore Schwartz
to Christopher Clausen. The most recent and celebrated of these revisionists is Joseph Epstein,
whose mordant 1988 critique "Who Killed Poetry?" first appeared in Commentary and was reprinted
in an extravagantly acrimonious symposium in AWP Chronicle (the journal of the Associated
Writing Programs). Not coincidentally, Epstein's title pays a double homage to Wilson's essay--first
by mimicking the interrogative form of the original title, second by employing its metaphor of death.

Epstein essentially updated Wilson's argument, but with important differences. Whereas Wilson
looked on the decline of poetry's cultural position as a gradual process spanning three centuries,
Epstein focused on the past few decades. He contrasted the major achievements of the modernists--
the generation of Eliot and Stevens, which led poetry from moribund Romanticism into the twentieth
century--with what he felt were the minor accomplishments of the present practitioners. The
modernists, Epstein maintained, were artists who worked from a broad cultural vision.
Contemporary writers were "poetry professionals,” who operated within the closed world of the
university. Wilson blamed poetry's plight on historical forces; Epstein indicted the poets themselves
and the institutions they had helped create, especially creative-writing programs. A brilliant
polemicist, Epstein intended his essay to be incendiary, and it did ignite an explosion of criticism.
No recent essay on American poetry has generated so many immediate responses in literary journals.
And certainly none has drawn so much violently negative criticism from poets themselves. To date



at least thirty writers have responded in print. The poet Henry Taylor published two rebuttals.

Poets are justifiably sensitive to arguments that poetry has declined in cultural importance, because
journalists and reviewers have used such arguments simplistically to declare all contemporary verse
irrelevant. Usually the less a critic knows about verse the more readily he or she dismisses it. It is no
coincidence, I think, that the two most persuasive essays on poetry's presumed demise were written
by outstanding critics of fiction, neither of whom has written extensively about contemporary poetry.
It is too soon to judge the accuracy of Epstein's essay, but a literary historian would find Wilson's
timing ironic. As Wilson finished his famous essay, Robert Frost, Wallace Stevens, T. S. Eliot, Ezra
Pound, Marianne Moore, E. E. Cummings, Robinson Jeffers, H. D. (Hilda Doolittle), Robert Graves,
W. H. Auden, Archibald MacLeish, Basil Bunting, and others were writing some of their finest
poems, which, encompassing history, politics, economics, religion, and philosophy, are among the
most culturally inclusive in the history of the language. At the same time, a new generation, which
would include Robert Lowell, Elizabeth Bishop, Philip Larkin, Randall Jarrell, Dylan Thomas, A. D.
Hope, and others, was just breaking into print. Wilson himself later admitted that the emergence of a
versatile and ambitious poet like Auden contradicted several points of his argument. But if Wilson's
prophecies were sometimes inaccurate, his sense of poetry's overall situation was depressingly
astute. Even if great poetry continues to be written, it has retreated from the center of literary life.
Though supported by a loyal coterie, poetry has lost the confidence that it speaks to and for the
general culture.

Inside the Subculture

ONE sees evidence of poetry's diminished stature even within the thriving subculture. The
established rituals of the poetry world--the readings, small magazines, workshops, and conferences--
exhibit a surprising number of self-imposed limitations. Why, for example, does poetry mix so
seldom with music, dance, or theater? At most readings the program consists of verse only--and
usually only verse by that night's author. Forty years ago, when Dylan Thomas read, he spent half
the program reciting other poets' work. Hardly a self-effacing man, he was nevertheless humble
before his art. Today most readings are celebrations less of poetry than of the author's ego. No
wonder the audience for such events usually consists entirely of poets, would-be poets, and friends
of the author.

Several dozen journals now exist that print only verse. They don't publish literary reviews, just page
after page of freshly minted poems. The heart sinks to see so many poems crammed so tightly
together, like downcast immigrants in steerage. One can easily miss a radiant poem amid the many
lackluster ones. It takes tremendous effort to read these small magazines with openness and
attention. Few people bother, generally not even the magazines' contributors. The indifference to
poetry in the mass media has created a monster of the opposite kind--journals that love poetry not
wisely but too well.

Until about thirty years ago most poetry appeared in magazines that addressed a nonspecialist
audience on a range of subjects. Poetry vied for the reader's interest along with politics, humor,
fiction, and reviews--a competition that proved healthy for all the genres. A poem that didn't
command the reader's attention wasn't considered much of a poem. Editors chose verse that they felt



would appeal to their particular audiences, and the diversity of magazines assured that a variety of
poetry appeared. The early Kenyon Review published Robert Lowell's poems next to critical essays
and literary reviews. The old New Yorkercelebrated Ogden Nash between cartoons and short stories.

A few general-interest magazines, such as The New Republicand The New Yorker, still publish
poetry in every issue, but, significantly, none except The Nation still reviews it regularly. Some
poetry appears in the handful of small magazines and quarterlies that consistently discuss a broad
cultural agenda with nonspecialist readers, such as The Threepenny Review, The New Criterion,

and The Hudson Review. But most poetry is published in journals that address an insular audience of
literary professionals, mainly teachers of creative writing and their students. A few of these, such

as American Poetry Review andAWP Chronicle, have moderately large circulations. Many more
have negligible readerships. But size is not the problem. The problem is their complacency or
resignation about existing only in and for a subculture.

What are the characteristics of a poetry-subculture publication? First, the one subject it addresses is
current American literature (supplemented perhaps by a few translations of poets who have already
been widely translated). Second, if it prints anything other than poetry, that is usually short fiction.
Third, if it runs discursive prose, the essays and reviews are overwhelmingly positive. If it publishes
an interview, the tone will be unabashedly reverent toward the author. For these journals critical
prose exists not to provide a disinterested perspective on new books but to publicize them. Quite
often there are manifest personal connections between the reviewers and the authors they discuss. If
occasionally a negative review is published, it will be openly sectarian, rejecting an aesthetic that the
magazine has already condemned. The unspoken editorial rule seems to be, Never surprise or annoy
the readers; they are, after all, mainly our friends and colleagues.

By abandoning the hard work of evaluation, the poetry subculture demeans its own art. Since there
are too many new poetry collections appearing each year for anyone to evaluate, the reader must rely
on the candor and discernment of reviewers to recommend the best books. But the general press has
largely abandoned this task, and the specialized press has grown so overprotective of poetry that it is
reluctant to make harsh judgments. In his new book, American Poetry: Wildness and Domesticity,
Robert Bly has accurately described the corrosive effect of this critical boosterism:

We have an odd situation: although more bad poetry is being published now than ever before in
American history, most of the reviews are positive. Critics say, "I never attack what is bad, all that
will take care of itself," . . . but the country is full of young poets and readers who are confused by
seeing mediocre poetry praised, or never attacked, and who end up doubting their own critical
perceptions. :

A clubby feeling also typifies most recent anthologies of contemporary poetry. Although these
collections represent themselves as trustworthy guides to the best new poetry, they are not compiled
for readers outside the academy. More than one editor has discovered that the best way to get an
anthology assigned is to include work by the poets who teach the courses. Compiled in the spirit of
congenial opportunism, many of these anthologies give the impression that literary quality is a
concept that neither an editor nor a reader should take too seriously.

The 1985 Morrow Anthology of Younger American Poets, for example, is not so much a selective

































