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TEXAS FOLKLIFE'S EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR STEPS DOWN AFTER 8 YEARS 
January 9, 2012 —Austin, Texas—Nancy Bless, executive director of Texas Folklife announces that she is stepping down as of February 1. "This has been a truly exciting experience. During the course of producing our programs, I have had a chance to work with so many terrific artists and community people here in Austin and around the state. It has been an honor to present and document the work of all sorts of traditional artists from Austin's "Fajita King," to yard artists, musicians, craftsmen and dancers. When I tell people what I do for a living they always express extreme envy. I am so grateful for the enthusiasm and generosity of my board and staff, and for the many cultural organizations in Austin and around the state, as well as the business community who have collaborated with us over the years. They have all helped Texas Folklife accomplish tremendous things even in this a difficult funding climate. My work has always involved looking at how the arts help build a sense of community and I plan to take time to reflect on the quite different ways contemporary and traditional culture function in a pluralistic democracy."  

Bless made the announcement to her board of directors last year so that they could work together on a smooth transition. “Nancy Bless has brought fresh ideas and financial stability to Texas Folklife as executive director,” says long-time board member Susan Morehead.  “With her savvy grantsmanship, extensive experience in visual arts, filmmaking and education, and her generosity in sharing credit with staff and board, she picked up Texas Folklife, brushed off its dust, and put it back to work – and on the map. In particular, her programs involving young Texans enrich our state’s cultural traditions and nurture them for future Texans. We will benefit from her efforts for decades to come.”

During Bless' tenure at Texas Folklife, the organization shortened its name from Texas Folklife Resources as it moved into more exhibition, media and education programming. Their exhibits, including "Yard Show," "Texas Zydeco" and "Ranch Gates of the Southwest," tour the state. Performances such as "The Border Radio Show" at the Paramount, "As the Spirit Moves" at Huston-Tillotson University, and "Barbara Lynn" at the Library of Congress and the Kennedy Center present the best of Texan music heritage in Austin and bring Texas artists to a national audience through radio and television shows. Bless was responsible for creating "The Big Squeeze" contest for young squeezebox players, now in its sixth year.  A documentary film about the contest, by Hector Galán, has been broadcast more than 600 times by PBS in over 30 states. "Turns out, people everywhere love authentic Texan culture!" boasts Bless.

Nancy Bless also launched two major documentation projects in partnership with the Austin Independent School District, KUT FM, Texas Commission on the Arts and the Texas Department of Agriculture, both funded by the National Endowment for the Arts. The first, "Stories from Deep in the Heart," brings folklorists and radio journalists into AISD schools where students and teachers learn to create documentaries about family and community traditions for public radio. The second effort, “A Place at the Table” is a three year exploration of food traditions. From an Indian family celebration of Ganesh in Austin to the taquerias of Southmost in Brownsville to Mayhaw gathering in Livingston, Texas Folklife is visiting cooks and gardeners, festivals and celebrations, and farms and ranches to collect these stories.

"Our work is all about shared stories, and Texans new and old do have really great stories to tell," says Bless. Associate Director Cristina Balli will oversee the transition period. 

Texas Folklife is a statewide non-profit organization dedicated to presenting and preserving the diverse cultures and living heritage of the Lone Star State. For 27 years, Texas Folklife has honored the authentic cultural traditions passed down within communities and explored their importance in contemporary society.  Located in SoCo just south of downtown Austin, Texas Folklife can be found next door to the Continental Club, at 1317 South Congress Avenue.  
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