18 October 2004

Dear Mr. Levy and the Board of Trustees of The Corcoran Gallery of Art,
My name is James W. Bailey and I am an experimental photographer, regional arts professional, board member of a regional arts organization, arts activist and a member of the Washington Project for the Arts/Corcoran (WPA/Corcoran). 

I am not a world famous artist, but I do have a certain degree of name recognition in the region and am known for my passionate views on many matters that I frequently express through my unique style of photography that I refer to as “Rough Edge Photography.” 

The thing that I am most passionate about as an artist, however, especially as an artist from the state of Mississippi, is the issue of artistic freedom; thus my letter to you and the Board of Trustees. 

I sent an email last week to the Executive Director of the WPA/Corcoran expressing my outrage as an artist who defends the concept of artistic freedom, and as a member of the WPA/Corcoran, over the WPA/Corcoran's apparent firing of Philip Barlow as curator for the WPA/Corcoran's OPTIONS 05. As of yet I have not received a reply. 

Apparently what has happened here is that an angry group of artists has been allowed to hijack the curatorial intent of OPTIONS 2005 that was clearly evident in the curatorial selection in the first place of Mr. Barlow. 

People who know him know what Mr. Barlow's views are on the state of contemporary art in the metro D.C. region. It is almost unbelievable to me that this firing has occurred. 

The apparent action of the WPA/Corcoran is a pure and simple case of artistic censorship, period. There is no other word for it. 

It would be no different than if I were selected to be in OPTIONS 2005 by Mr. Barlow and then told at the last minute by the Board of Trustees of the WPA/Corcoran that they were rescinding the invitation because they have come to the conclusion, after consulting with the CEO's of Microsoft, Apple and Sony, that my views on digital media are too extreme and exclusive. 

I don't want my small little role in the artist community to go to my head, but really, anybody who knows me, has met me, has seen my work, or read about my work in the local, regional and national newspapers, knows what my views are on such issues as the state of fine art photography, digital media versus film photography and other issues related to elements of corruption within the infrastructure of the art world. My views are public knowledge as well as Mr. Barlow's. 

I've been honest about where I'm coming from with my experimental photography and the concerns I have about digital media and the broader concerns of the state of the modern art world, just like Mr. Barlow has been honest about his concerns for the state of contemporary art in D.C. area.  People who know Mr. Barlow know who is, what he believes and why he believes it. There's no mystery here about what has happened. 

As a member of the WPA/Corcoran, as a strong supporter of and tireless advocate for the organization, and as an artist who is listed in the WPA/Corcoran 2004/05 Artists Directory, I'm extremely angry about this apparent decision of the WPA/Corcoran to fire Mr. Barlow. 

I understand that Mr. Barlow's comments in the Washington Post must have hurt the feelings of some artists; indeed, I know almost all of the artists who participated in the Panda Mania project. But Mr. Barlow's comments were honest and served to confirm in my mind that he was deeply serious about trying to involve work in OPTIONS 2005 that all too frequently is overlooked or missing from the debate of contemporary art in this region of the country. 

Indeed, I purposely contacted Mr. Barlow and invited him to view my work at my recent solo exhibition, "The Death of Film", at the Rachel M. Schlesinger Concert Hall and Arts Center, because I believed him to be serious about his commitment to exploring politically challenging and socially engaging work that simply has no viable commercial market because artists such as myself are not in it for the money. 

Mr. Barlow understands this concept. 

This unbelievable decision of the WPA/Corcoran touches its very members in a very personal way. 

Let me explain: Philip Barlow visited my "The Death of Film" exhibition and communicated with me about his strong interest in my work. 

I say this because he was already in the community making the rounds and speaking with artists and evaluating work. I think this decision to fire him is terribly unfair to artists like me who proceeded in good faith to initiate contact with him and invite him to our shows and studios. 

Mr. Barlow indicated to me in person and by email that he very much wanted to have a strong selection of politically oriented and socially conscious work in OPTIONS 2005. What are some of us to make of this decision now?  That such work will not be considered because the WPA/Corcoran will now have to bend over backwards to prove how accepting it is of less challenging work? 

I support the artistic freedom of a curator to conceive, plan and execute such an exhibition and further believe that the artist community, art critics and the general public are all free to form their own opinions as to the merit of the vision of such a show, as well as the intent of its curator. 

The artistic freedom that allows any artist to explore his mind through his or her art is the same artistic freedom that ought to allow any curator to explore his or her mind through their vision for a curated concept. Again, let me be plain: Mr. Barlow's vision for OPTIONS 05 would have opened up a major, and I mean huge, debate about art in this community.
I believe that he was intending with his vision for OPTIONS 05 to stimulate an extremely provocative dialogue about the forces of power that exist in the regional artist community and to ask some deep questions about some very fundamental and seldom discussed issues, such as: What is art? What is an artist? What is an art critic? Who controls the access to exhibition spaces in the region? Who determines who gets to exhibit in these spaces? What are the criteria for being exhibited in a D.C. area venue? What is the connection between money and art in this region? What is the connection between wealthy artists who serve on boards of arts organizations and have their art featured or showcased in the venue of the organization that they serve on? Who are the art power elites in this region? How is the power of the art elite used to suppress controversial or marginal or minority artist's voices and work from being heard and seen in this region? 

There are some very troubling elements that exist in the art world in the metro D.C. region and many are aware of them. These concerns and issues and in some cases personalities are not discussed openly and frankly. Since I've moved here from New Orleans I've noticed an almost unofficial Code of Silence that seems to exist among many influential art power brokers. An airplane can only fly so far and so long under radar before it gets into trouble. 

I think OPTIONS 05 had the potential under Mr. Barlow's curatorial vision to bust down some closed-doors and blow the lid off some suppressed and repressed secrets that certain elements in the art world in this region do not want the general public, as well as most artists themselves, to know about. Much more than Mr. Barlow has been censored by what has happened; much of it we'll never know about. I guess that was the plan. 

As far as I'm concerned, OPTIONS 2005 will have no artistic or curatorial credibility no matter who steps in or is hired at this point. Again, the WPA/Corcoran's decision is plain and simple censorship. 

Mr. Barlow was honest in expressing his views in the Washington Post and was honest with me in person as to his goals with the show. I accepted his premise as being legitimate and would have been thrilled beyond words had an invitation actually been extended to me by him. 

I would not participate at this point in OPTIONS 2005 no matter who the curator is that is ultimately chosen. To do so would be an endorsement on my part of an art crime committed by the WPA/Corcoran. Sincerely, 

James W. Bailey

