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Hey! Thank you so much. Thank you. Everybody, please have a seat. See, everybody is
cheering because I've bought their books, I've seen their movies, I buy their records.
[Laughter] So we're major contributors here.

Well, hello, everybody, and welcome to the White House. Thank you for joining us to
celebrate the recipients of the 2012—Dbecause, I guess, this is retrospective—National Medal of
Arts and National Humanities Medals.

Now, one of the special privileges of this office is getting a chance to honor individuals
who have played an important role in my life as well as in the Nation's life. And that's what
today is all about: celebrating some extraordinary men and women who've used their talents in
the arts and the humanities to open up minds and nourish souls and help us understand what it
means to be human and what it means to be an American.

I want to give some special thanks to the people who help to preserve and to support that
cultural legacy: the Acting Chairwoman of the National Endowment for the Arts, Joan
Shigekawa. Give Joan a big round of applause. Where is she? There she is. And her
predecessor, the irrepressible Rocco Landesman. As well as the Acting Chairwoman of the
National Endowment for the Humanities, Carole Watson. Both organizations do an incredible
job lifting up some of today's best artists and scholars and helping to cultivate the next
generation of talent and intellect.

And I'd like to also acknowledge the Cochairs of the President's Committee on the Arts
and Humanities, George Stevens, Jr. Where's George? There he is. As well as Margo Lion.
Where's Margo? Good to see you. As well as Members of Congress who are here today, all of
whom support the arts.

But we are primarily here to acknowledge these incredible individuals. And frankly, this is
just fun for me because I feel like I know you all, because I've enjoyed your performances; your
writings have fundamentally changed me, I think, for the better; Marilynne. I believe that.

At first glance, this is a pretty diverse group. We've got incredible singers and dancers; we
have poets and producers, musicians, playwrights, scholars. They come from all across the
country, all around the world. And yet, for all their differences, today's honorees have one
thing in common, and that is, they are teachers. Whether they realize it or not, they've taught
us about ourselves and about our world.

American philosopher Will Durant once wrote that "The aim of art is to represent not the
outward appearance of things, but their inward significance." And that's an extraordinary skill:
to tell the untold stories of history, to reveal the sculpture that's waiting there in a block of
stone, to transform written music into song, to make it look like those planes in space are
actually flying like they are. [Laughter] I'm just saying, I remember when I first saw "Star
Wars." [Laughter] There's a whole generation that thinks special effects always looked like they
do today. [Laughter] But it used to be you'd see, like, the string—[laughter|—on the little
model spaceships. Anyway, I'm being led astray. [Laughter]



Because the arts and the humanities aren't just a source of entertainment. They challenge
us to think and to question and to discover, to seek that inward significance, and that helps us
grow and to change and to reach new heights and to understand each other at a time when the
world is constantly crying for the capacity to bridge that gap and speak to people who aren't
like us. And that's exactly what these artists and these humanists have done by working hard,
developing their craft, following their dreams, never giving up.

Somebody like Allen Toussaint, who is being honored here for his incredible contributions
to the rhythm and blues and jazz music of his beloved New Orleans. After his hometown was
battered by Katrina and Allen was forced to evacuate, he did something even more important
for his city: He went back. And since then, Allen's devoted his musical talent to lifting up and
building up a city. And today, he's taking the stage all over the world, with all kinds of
incredible talent, doing everything he can to revive the legendary soul of the Big Easy.

Somebody like Ernest Gaines, who grew up as descendent of sharecroppers in the South
and farming the same land as his ancestors. He did not let that define his future. Instead, he
took that experience and used it to help fill in gaps in American literature with the stories of
African American life. And then, Ernest moved back to Louisiana onto the very same land he
and his family had once worked. And he spent more than 20 years teaching college students to
find their own voices and reclaiming some of the stories of their own families and their own
lives.

Somebody like Joan Didion, who rightly has earned distinction as one of the most
celebrated American writers of her generation. I'm surprised she hasn't already gotten this
award. [Laughter] But in her early years, she was in school only sporadically, basically taught
herself how to read while she and her family followed her Army office father around the
country. She obviously learned quickly. She won a contest for Vogue in college, gave up her
dream of being an oceanographer; writing became her world. And today, decades into career,
she remains one of our sharpest and most respected observers of American politics and culture.

What's true for those three is true for all the recipients here. So many of you have touched
me and touched Michelle, and now we're trying to get them to—Malia and Sasha—to see some
of Anna's work or read "Gilead" because we want to share that, because we think it was
important to us.

And we were—we celebrate people like our honorees here today not just because of their
talent, but because they create something new. They create a new space and that becomes a
lasting contribution to American life. And that's true for all of these honorees.

So together, the men and women with us today have helped us appreciate individual
talent, but as I said earlier, they've also helped us to bridge our differences: to recognize all the
things we share as Americans, whether it's arts or humanities or sports.

Frank, I grew up reading Sports Illustrated, and I think it was very good for me. I don't
know about you. [Laughter] Because all these endeavors, they don't discriminate, they don't
prejudge; they speak to all of us equally if we're open to it. They're part of all of our common
heritage. They convey all these distinct voices and emotions and stories, and that's us. That's
who we are.

So for more than 200 years, that culture has helped shape our views of democracy and
freedom and tolerance and progress. Sometimes, the observations or the incredible art or
scholarship that's been done by these honorees are overlooked, but somewhere, they're having
an impact. And like Bobby Kennedy talked about, they create "ripples of hope." They're like



stones in a lake, and it emanates, and we never know exactly how—or who will be touched by
it. But it makes a difference. And it's made us better.

And the work that we honor today, the lifetime achievement of these artists and these
scholars, reminds us that the human imagination is still the most powerful tool that we have as
a people. That's why we celebrate their creativity and the fundamental optimism, the notion
that if they work that hard, somebody will actually pay attention. And that's why we have to
remain committed to the dreamers and the creators and innovators who fuel that progress and
help us light the way ahead, because our children, our grandchildren deserve to grow up in a
country where their dreams know no bounds and their ambitions extend as far as their talents
and hard work can take them. And it's important that they have examples, people who've
carved out a path for them.

So I want to thank today's honorees for doing their part to foster that spirit, to enrich our
entire Nation. Every one of them has helped us see beyond outward appearances and
appreciate the significant—the significance of what's within. And for that we are incredibly
grateful.

So it is now my privilege to present these medals to each of them as one of our military
aides reads their citations. Lee.

[At this point, Maj. S. Lee Meyer, USMC, Marine Aide to the President, read the citations,
and the President presented the medals, assisted by Maj. Michael Wagner, USA, Army Aide to
the President.]

Let's give our honorees one more big round of applause. Hey! You guys also.

Well, I could not imagine a more deserving group of honorees. We are thrilled to have
them here.

Fear not, the party is not over. [Laughter] My understanding is the food here at the White
House is not bad. [Laughter] And we may get some nice tunes from our Marine Band; they can
play anything, so feel free to make requests. [Laughter]

But to all the honorees, thank you again for enriching our lives in so many different ways.
We're going to have an opportunity to see you and your families and take some pictures with
the honorees. In the meantime, enjoy the reception. And thank you all. I hope you've enjoyed
it. Thank you.

NOTE: The President spoke at 2:16 p.m. in the East Room at the White House. In his remarks,
he referred to author Marilynne Robinson, actor and playwright Anna Deavere Smith, and
sportswriter Frank Deford, recipients of the National Humanities Medal; and musician and
composer Allen Toussaint, and authors Ernest J. Gaines and Joan Didion, recipients of the
National Medal of Arts. The transcript released by the Office of the Press Secretary also
included the reading of the citations.
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