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first word . . .





The year 2020 will forever be known as the time when the Covid-19 pandemic swept around the globe. It changed how we experienced life: what we thought, what we did, the way we communicated, how we were creative.


We’re still a long way from understanding the extent of the virus’s impact, but there’s no question that its toll on our lives and on our communities will be far-reaching. The health of friends, relatives and colleagues has been at the forefront of all of our minds – and, quite rightly, the selflessness, skill and dedication of the nurses, doctors, carers and support staff working across the NHS and the care sector has been applauded. But while the impact of Covid-19 has been felt most quickly and keenly in the areas of health and health-care, in the end, it seems, few aspects of our lives will remain untouched. From this point on, for many people and in many places, much will never be the same.


The Arts Dividend Revisited charts the five-year period before the onset of Covid-19, and given the seismic events that have played out since then, some might ask whether this book’s conclusions remain relevant. But despite the enormous challenges that have arisen in the wake of the pandemic, the central arguments in these pages are as urgent and relevant in the world we find ourselves today – and for the future world we would like to build – as they have ever been. Public investment in creativity and culture means that our artists, arts organisations, museums and libraries have the power to change lives for the better in communities across England. And I believe that the need for this investment in our society has never been greater.


The lockdown and a sustained period of enforced social isolation gave us a momentary taste of a world in which we were prevented from coming together in theatres, concert halls, arts centres, studios, galleries, bookshops, village halls, museums or libraries; a world where we couldn’t take part in carnivals and festivals; a world with tough restrictions on how audiences and communities could experience the work of artists, makers, curators, librarians, performers and educators. But the restrictions also showed us the significance of our humanity and of our social interaction – and the extent to which we had previously taken these for granted.


In a dramatically changed environment, I was struck by the way in which so many people across the country, young and old, exhibited their own personal creativity, by making, singing, dancing, playing and doing. I was also struck by the number of cultural organisations that speedily redefined the roles they play in their local communities. They exhibited imagination, flexibility, compassion and kindness. They lived by their values and, in so doing, they illustrated their value.


As the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Rishi Sunak, noted in one of his speeches at the start of the pandemic:




‘Now, more than any time in our recent history, we will be judged by our capacity for compassion. Our ability to come through this won’t just be down to what government or business can do, but by the individual acts of kindness we show one another. When this is over, and it will be over, we want to look back at this moment and remember the many small acts of kindness done by us and to us. We want to look back at this time and remember how we thought first of others and acted with decency.’1





With adversity, also comes creativity. The Olivier Awardwinning musical Come From Away is a life-affirming story of the 7,000 passengers from all over the world who were grounded in Canada during the wake of 9/11, and the small Newfoundland community that invited them into their lives. I saw it at London’s Phoenix Theatre at the beginning of 2019 and it quickly became one of my favourite new musicals, deserving all of its many plaudits, not only in the West End, but also on Broadway. It is work of creative genius, with a joyous and happy ending, born from a moment of international crisis.


Covid-19 has delivered another international crisis. Its ending is not yet clear. In a society where we’ve increasingly placed emphasis on certainty and control in our lives, the pandemic turned normality on its head. We were forced to realise that we’re not always the writers of our own scripts or the directors of our own stories. And that can be tough to deal with. But if I am certain of one thing, it’s that the people and organisations who together have made England such a big cultural and creative player on the world stage will bounce back stronger than ever.


I’m privileged to have witnessed the work of our most imaginative and innovative people and organisations over the past five years – many of them mentioned on these pages – and that gives me a huge amount of optimism for our future. I’m not saying it’s always going to be easy, but new sparks of creative genius have already emerged. And public investment in artists, arts organisations, museums and libraries will nurture those creative sparks, helping them to grow, and to light up our lives for many years to come.





 


1 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-chancellor-rishi-sunak-provides-an-updated-statement-on-coronavirus













about this book





This book contains my personal reflections on England’s arts and cultural landscape in 2020, five years on from my appointment as chief executive of Arts Council England.


I wrote the first edition of The Arts Dividend back in 2016, some twelve months after I had taken up the job. At that point, few people could have predicted the scale of political change that has since unfolded in the UK.


Now, at the start of a new decade, as the UK redefines itself on the international stage as a country outside of the European Union, the time feels right to update this book. In this fully revised edition, my central argument remains the same, but since the publication of The Arts Dividend, I have become steadily more passionate about the ways in which public investment can help people to lead happier, healthier, more fulfilling lives. In my travels around the country, and my conversations with artists, cultural leaders and members of the public, I’ve gained new experiences and insights, and learned much, much more about the good that creativity and culture can do across England. And I wanted to gather together that learning and share it here.


I have also been on a more formal learning journey in the intervening period. My thinking has been greatly informed by studying for a professional doctorate at Middlesex University exploring the role of the outsider as an agent for change. This has led to further postgraduate study of coaching and behavioural change at Henley Business School and of applied positive psychology – the science of what makes life worth living – at Bucks New University. I’m still on that learning journey. To be honest, I hope that it turns out to be a voyage of discovery that never ends. Already it’s helping to shape my thinking and understanding of the world in which we now find ourselves. It’s also casting new light for me on how those of us who work in the creative industries can help make even more of a positive difference to the world around us.


This is not an official Arts Council publication; these are my personal opinions. They have been shaped by my experiences and by the people I have met during my first five years at the Arts Council. And while I am writing about the effect of artists, arts organisations, museums and libraries generally, I have seen the impact of the investment that Arts Council England makes, and it is inevitable that what I cover should reflect that insight.


Although I can in no way claim to write with anything approaching the same supreme elegance, style or enduring impact, I like to think that this book follows in the tradition of J. B. Priestley’s 1934 classic English Journey. Like Priestley, I hope to shine a spotlight on parts of England, their artists, their arts organisations, their museums and their libraries that have not always enjoyed the nationwide attention that they deserve – nor the benefits that it can bring.


Unlike Priestley, I cannot lay claim to the best subtitle of any work in this genre: ‘Being a rambling but truthful account of what one man saw and heard and felt and thought during a journey through England during the autumn of the year 1933.’ But this too is a book rooted in the reality of what I have witnessed on a non-stop journey through villages, towns and cities right across England. It is, I suppose, my own rambling but truthful account of what I saw and heard and felt and thought as I journeyed through England’s arts and culture scene some eighty-five years later. At the beginning of the first edition of this book, I offered an explanation of why I had chosen to write down my experiences and the perspective they had informed at that moment, one year after joining the Arts Council. It was in case there should ever come a time (simply because it had all become much more familiar) when our national art and culture might seem less remarkable to me than it really is. I am happy to say that four years later, familiarity has not bred complacency. Quite the opposite: I remain just as excited about our country’s artistic individuals and cultural organisations as I did back then.


I am just as optimistic too, because this is also a book about the future; about risk, innovation and imagination. It is as much about who and how we might be tomorrow as it is about today. And it is about the way in which sustained, strategic public investment in creative individuals and cultural organisations can help us all to lead happier lives.


In England, we are blessed with unique creativity. It’s too easy to take it for granted. We should remember everything that it does for us; nurture it; savour it; talk about it. If it flourishes, then so do we all.













introduction





This book argues that public funding for art and culture is critically important because a sustained, strategic approach to cultural investment pays big dividends in all of our lives.


I understand that words such as ‘investment’ and ‘dividends’ might be dismissed as economic rather than creative terms. Where’s the art in all this? The point I’ll make is that these dividends flow only when the art excels. Quality and ambition sit at the heart of Let’s Create,1 the Arts Council’s ten-year strategy for creativity and culture in England from 2020 to 2030, and they are at the heart too of the examples I will share throughout this book of artistic and curatorial excellence. While there will always be healthy debate about what quality means within the artistic community, the public tend to know straightaway when they are being fobbed off with something less than the real deal. To my mind, if you want truly popular, memorable and resonant art, it has to be the best.


Before I joined the Arts Council, I spent fifteen years leading the UK’s biggest classical music radio station, Classic FM, bringing some of the greatest works of art to a mass-market audience, so I have never understood the distinction some make between ‘great’ and ‘popular’. There are works of art that are ahead of their time, but few artists have ever striven not to be read, or to have their work leave people untouched. The greatest art is the most human. Given time it will always find its audience.


“Great art changes people’s lives. Artists must be able to challenge preconceptions, to think differently and freely, and to create great art in new ways.”


That doesn’t mean that all art will be equally popular in every public constituency. Taste, custom and history have to be taken into account – elements intrinsic to the richness of our national culture – and these are every bit as influential as the aesthetic traditions of an art form. Kwame Kwei-Armah, the artistic director of London’s Young Vic, says that theatre, for example, is a ‘catalyst for debate about the big themes’ in society. And I reckon he’s right.


Artists must be able to challenge preconceptions, to think differently and freely, to imagine new possibilities, and to create great art in new ways. Imagination in particular is vital to creativity: if we can draw on our experiences to call up an image of the world in our consciousness, we can create an environment ripe for experimentation. For me, the words of the poet Lemn Sissay capture this beautifully:




‘We turn to art and creativity because it is the greatest and truest expression of humanity available to all. And all things are possible in the eye of the creative mind. To be more is first to imagine more.’2





It’s only by encouraging the diversity of individual artistic perspectives that you can ensure that you are reflecting the lives, loves and interests of audiences – that everyone is getting the best. From a funding perspective, what matters is that you support talent and champion ambition, imagination, innovation and risk. These are integral to creativity. We don’t want to dilute these values.


Great art changes people’s lives. I’d like all our museums, our libraries, our artists and our arts venues to be genuinely popular, to be a part of the lives of all their communities, so that everyone in England can enjoy the Arts Dividend and have their lives enhanced, no matter who they are, or where they live.


Over the past five years, I’ve travelled the length and breadth of England, coming to know and understand how our creative ecology works, and I believe we’re on the way to realising a vision in which everyone everywhere can have equal access to the best culture we can make close to where they live. But while we are moving forwards and have identified our desired destination, there remains a considerable distance to go. It is this challenge that Let’s Create,3 Arts Council England’s strategy for 2020 to 2030, aims to tackle and I will be reflecting on how we plan to do so in these pages.


Across England I’ve visited exciting new venues, many of which have been transformed through major capital investments made by Arts Council England using taxpayers’ and National Lottery funds: Storyhouse – the new library, theatre and cinema in Chester; The Word – a brand new national centre for the written word in the heart of South Shields; The Box – the new gallery, archive and museum in Plymouth; Leeds Playhouse; the John Hansard Gallery in Southampton; and Hallé St Peter’s – a new home for the Hallé Orchestra in the heart of Manchester’s burgeoning Ancoats district.


I’ve seen work of ambition and innovation: from the modern art exhibitions at Nottingham Contemporary to the technology embraced by the creative community at Pervasive Media Studio at Watershed in Bristol; from the work created by local young people at the Studio 3 Arts Centre in Barking to the terrific writing, acting and production values of The Tao of Glass produced by Improbable, Manchester International Festival and Manchester’s Royal Exchange Theatre.


Everywhere you go in England, you’ll find brilliant art breaking out in unexpected places: an opera about football in Sunderland Minster; a contemporary dance performance as part of the Dance Umbrella festival on top of an NCP car park in Farringdon; or the Birmingham Opera Company performing Shostakovich’s epic Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk with the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra in a disused nightclub by Edgbaston Reservoir.


All this sits alongside the consistent celebration of all that is best about our national culture, whether it’s a concert by the Black Dyke Band at the Sage Gateshead, the opening night of the London Jazz Festival at the Barbican Centre, the celebration of Diwali at the BAPS Shri Swaminarayan Mandir in Neasden (more popularly known as the Neasden Hindu Temple), or a brilliantly curated exhibition of the work of eighteenth-century artist George Stubbs at Milton Keynes Gallery.


These are just a few of the many events and places that I have experienced for myself since I’ve been at the Arts Council – and I am only able to take in a fraction of what is on offer, every day. Put together, they make up a wonderfully interconnected cultural ecology that extends across our villages, towns and cities. And, separately, each of them also shows the value of public investment in arts and culture.


Seventy-five years of public investment


In 2021, the Arts Council will mark the seventy-fifth anniversary of the granting of its first Royal Charter. The Arts Council grew out of the Council for the Encouragement of Music and the Arts (CEMA), which was set up in 1940 with the aim of supporting Britain’s culture as part of the war effort. The driving force behind the creation of the Arts Council, and its first chairman, was the economist John Maynard Keynes.


It is salutary to note that it was an economist, rather than an artist, whom generations of creative minds since the Second World War have to thank for the body that provides public investment in their work. Keynes was a passionate believer in the arts. He collected paintings and regularly attended the opera, ballet and theatre. More than half a century ago, he recognised the value that arts and culture bring to our lives.


In a BBC Radio talk in 1945 to announce the Arts Council’s establishment, Keynes underlined the importance of creative freedom for the artist:




‘. . . who walks where the breath of the spirit blows him. He cannot be told his direction; he does not know it himself. But he leads the rest of us into fresh pastures and teaches us to love and enjoy what we often begin by rejecting, enlarging our sensibility and purifying our instincts.’4





Keynes was the architect of the Arts Council’s Royal Charter, although he died shortly before it was ratified. The Arts Council was funded with a grant from the Treasury, operating at arm’s length from the government. The principle is still upheld today. In addition to government funding (known as ‘grant in aid’), since 1994, the Arts Council has also distributed National Lottery Good Causes funding to arts and culture activities across England.


In his first speech in the job in 2017, seven decades on from Keynes’s radio talk, the current chair of Arts Council England (and one of Keynes’s successors), Sir Nicholas Serota, argued that culture and creativity should be on offer to everyone in twenty-first-century England:




‘An encounter with art and culture can be a catalyst for change in all our lives. I believe that it is through having, and sharing these experiences that we become stronger, as individuals and as communities, and become a fairer nation. Public investment in our arts, our museums and our libraries is investment in a shared cultural language, with many different voices and accents. I want that language to be available to everyone.’5





Things have changed since the days of Keynes. Back in the 1940s, there could sometimes appear to be a lofty separation between artists and the rest of the population, and politicians and funding organisations took a rather patrician view of audiences, who were offered what the establishment thought was good for them, rather than what they might actually want. Those who were ‘in the club’ were allowed to enjoy the best of art and culture. The rest were likely to be given a watered-down substitute – or nothing at all.


In the past, the art that was widely considered to be great was largely kept away from the population, as if locked up in a cupboard, too remote or expensive or exclusive to be accessed. In the twenty-first century we are blowing the doors off that cupboard. The riches are available for everybody to enjoy and the Arts Council puts the needs of the public at the centre of its thinking. Art, culture and creativity are no longer a luxury, remote from everyday life; rather they are an essential part of it.


From ‘making the case’ to ‘making a difference’


If you’ve read this far, you are more than likely interested in this subject already. Perhaps you work in an arts organisation, a museum, a gallery or a library. Maybe you are a teacher or a lecturer educating the generation who will create the great art of the future. You might be involved in political decision-making around the arts at a local or national level or have a career as a painter, a photographer or a sculptor, a dancer, a musician or an actor. You might be a film-maker, a curator, a librarian or an archivist; a poet, a playwright or a novelist. Perhaps you use traditional crafts to create your art – or the latest digital technology. Or you could be part of my favourite group of all: an audience member, a reader, a viewer or a listener – somebody who pays their taxes and plays the National Lottery and so has a personal stake as an investor in our national cultural infrastructure.


Whatever your connection with the arts, I hope that you agree with Keynes and Serota on the importance of public investment in arts and culture. Perhaps this book will help articulate that belief. But I hope too that it will be a useful read for those who are not directly part of this cultural world and who, perhaps, are yet to be convinced of the significance of art and culture – and why it’s so important that we continue to invest in these areas of our lives.


Those of us who work closely with libraries, museums, arts organisations and individual artists see the benefits day in and day out. It’s our responsibility to make the case for the value of the arts – and for public investment – to the widest possible audience. And we need to get that argument across in ways that make sense.


We can do this most powerfully by showing how public investment in artists, arts organisations, museums and libraries makes a huge difference, not only to the major cities that are most often talked about, but to every part of the country – to the communal lives of our villages, towns and cities everywhere.


Thinking how we can encourage culture and creativity in less obvious places is a preoccupation of mine, and I am always excited when I visit towns that might not be regarded as conventional tourist hotspots – and discover great cultural riches.


So I was thrilled to walk around a corner in the Huddersfield Art Gallery to see a Henry Moore sculpture, slap bang next to paintings by L. S. Lowry and Francis Bacon. And when I visited the Royal Albert Memorial Museum in Exeter and the Harris Museum in Preston, I was delighted by the breadth of the artistic riches on show and the obvious pride that people who live there have in the museums and collections.


One of the most striking elements of the English cultural landscape is the abundance of amazing festivals. Back in Huddersfield again, I caught the first concert of its contemporary music festival. I travelled further north for the dramatic opening night of Stockton International Riverside Festival, east for the launch of the Norfolk and Norwich Festival, west for the Cheltenham Jazz Festival and south for the beginning of the Brighton Festival. Each of them provided really excellent art to hungry audiences.


Big cities like Manchester, Newcastle, Liverpool, Leeds, Birmingham and London are surrounded by large population centres that might not be so well known but still have great civic pride. The people who live, work and study in these smaller towns deserve to reap the benefits of creativity and culture in their areas too. In the past, many of them have been overlooked, but I am a big believer that the time has now come to redress that balance and to do so in a sustained and strategic way, making investments that deliver long-term change in our towns, many of which have a proud heritage of innovation and creativity that is crying out to be rekindled. There is still a great deal of inequality to overcome, but during my travels around the country, I have seen how artists, arts organisations, museums and libraries can play their part in reigniting the spark of creativity in communities across England, helping to reimagine and regenerate places. So, it’s been exciting to walk the streets of Barking, Barnsley, Barrow-in-Furness, Blackburn, Bradford, Bridgwater, Coventry, Croydon, Darlington, Middlesbrough, St Helens, Stoke-on-Trent, Wakefield, Walsall, Wigan and Wolverhampton, and to learn first-hand how they all share a genuine ambition that art and culture should be a part of local life.


You can find the same inspirational message in the towns that dot our coastline, whether it’s Bournemouth or Hastings, Blyth or Scarborough, Great Yarmouth or Grimsby, Ventnor or Watchet. And it’s important to remember the role that artists, arts organisations, museums and libraries can play in counties with big rural areas such as Northumberland, Lincolnshire, Cumbria, Cornwall, Herefordshire and Dorset. The population in these parts of England may be dispersed, but the people who live there have just as much right as those who live in big cities to benefit from the opportunities that individual creativity and high-quality culture bring.


When I joined the Arts Council in 2015, I vowed to make sure that my life didn’t consist solely of sitting behind a desk in London. Instead, I set out to spend around half my working time in villages, towns and cities across the country. Five years later, I’ve kept my promise, visiting all the places I’ve just listed, and many more besides. After eighteen months in the job, I stopped counting the places that I’d been to. By then, my tally had reached 157 different villages, towns and cities across England. In fact, I suspect that I’ve seen more artistic performances and exhibitions, visited more cultural organisations, and met more community artists and arts groups on their home turf than anyone else in England during the past five years. But, doing the job that I do, that’s exactly as it should be – and I wouldn’t have it any other way.


Although I’ve now stopped keeping count of all the places involved, I haven’t stopped travelling, observing and learning. And I don’t intend to anytime soon. During my non-stop journey, I’ve seen and heard the evidence for myself of the benefits of creativity and culture in people’s lives. Over the coming pages, alongside anecdotal observations from my travels, I will reference some of the mass of research showing the value of investment in art and culture. But I should stress that this book has no academic pretensions. It remains for the general reader, whether they work in the arts or not. I hope that I can help you share my excitement about the immense value of the arts, museums, libraries and creativity in our lives.


If you see this value, I hope you’ll join us to make the case for public investment. And once that case has been made, those of us who work in the arts or in museums or libraries have to follow through and prove it in practice, ensuring that our artistic and cultural riches are shared with all parts of society.


Making this happen requires foresight, sensitivity to the needs of communities and an understanding of how talent develops. If we plant and protect the acorns of artistic ambition, these will in time grow into magnificent oaks. It takes patience, care and sustained investment. But everywhere I’ve gone, I’ve seen that public investment is paying dividends – and those dividends will only grow in the years to come. It will not surprise you to learn that I strongly believe that more public investment in artists, arts organisations, museums and libraries will yield greater benefits, more quickly, for more people, in more places. There are so many life-changing creative opportunities just waiting to be unleashed.


It’s not subsidy


Art and culture in Britain is funded by a network of public and private investment, including local authorities, central government, the National Lottery, higher education institutions, philanthropists, business sponsors, charitable foundations and the ticket-, book- or artwork-purchasing public. It’s a structure that has evolved over a long period of time, and everyone participates because it works for them, one way or another. In fact, it has helped shape the variety that’s a characteristic of our national culture.


But let me be clear: these funders do not ‘subsidise’ the arts. It’s never a one-sided transaction in which one party gives for no return; there is always a return, though it may not be immediately obvious or even accrue to the original benefactor, and they may not expect it to. The return may be in terms of the artistic experience, or the support of creativity and talent. Or there may be a clear economic payback, the promotion of a company’s commercial interests, or an interest in supporting the life of a community.


But there’s no subsidy. Personally, I cannot abide the term. The Arts Council doesn’t use public money to subsidise art and culture – it invests public money for the benefit of all the public. I’ll be showing how that works. And I guarantee that in the rest of the book, you won’t see the word ‘subsidy’ again.


The political argument


In 1964, Harold Wilson appointed Jennie Lee to the role of the UK’s first arts minister. She built on the work of Keynes, penning a visionary White Paper in 1965 entitled ‘A Policy for the Arts: The First Steps’. This contained an unequivocal recognition of the value of art and culture:




‘In any civilised community the arts and associated amenities, serious or comic, light or demanding, must occupy a central place. Their enjoyment should not be regarded as something remote from everyday life.’6





Let’s travel forward into our century, and a speech by Prime Minister Boris Johnson at Manchester Science and Industry Museum just three days after he had moved into 10 Downing Street in July 2019. It was the first speech he had made outside London since taking on the top job – and to me, it seemed significant that he had chosen to make it in a cultural institution. Standing at the podium, he listed investment in culture as being key to shaping great towns and cities across the country:




‘People love Manchester because of the fantastic arts and entertainment here, the football and music, the heritage and the creative industries that make it such a lively, wonderful place to live and work. We need to help places everywhere to strengthen their cultural and creative infrastructure, the gathering places that give a community its life.’7





The Prime Minister also recognised the way in which investment in cultural institutions can improve the lives of the people who live in post-industrial towns, promising new investment:




‘They’ll also get help with that vital social and cultural infrastructure, from libraries and art centres to parks and youth services: the institutions that bring communities together, and give places new energy and new life.’8





Art is often, quite rightly, political. Long before a formal arts funding structure was put in place at the end of the Second World War, artists used their art to espouse viewpoints contrary to those of the government of the day. The creative freedom of artists is of paramount importance. It’s one of the reasons it’s so important for the Arts Council to operate at arm’s length from the government.


Keynes was a Liberal, Lee was Labour, and Johnson is a Conservative. Like most politicians (or artists, for that matter), they might not agree on what constitutes great art and culture, nor on what the role of art and culture should be in society, but over the years there has been a surprising degree of political consensus about its fundamental value.


Nonetheless, when budgets have come under pressure at a national and local level, there has been a tendency for the arts, museums and libraries to be viewed as ‘nice to have’, rather than a necessity. I hope that this perception is changing. Certainly, Boris Johnson’s speech in Manchester did not portray them as an optional luxury but as an essential part of life in thriving communities – and significant catalysts for positive change and growth.


In this book, I argue that any reductions in investment will undermine this essential work in places where it is most needed. This is important both at national and local funding levels. Local authorities have a crucial role to play in building and supporting the cultural ecology and physical infrastructure. They are the Arts Council’s major funding partners, and the withdrawal of their support leaves a hole in funding that cannot be filled.


“The creative freedom of artists is of paramount importance. It’s one of the reasons it’s so important for the Arts Council to operate at arm’s length from the government.”


Even at times when funding is tight – and it has been tight for councils across England since the global financial crisis of 2008 ushered in more than a decade of austerity – the most effective local authority leaders and chief executives are working alongside the Arts Council and other national funding bodies to ensure that arts and culture continue to be a part of their core strategy, bringing creative energy and vigour to their communities. It’s what makes them great places to live, work and do business.


Ideally, I’d like to see an even closer relationship between national and local government and the practitioners of arts and culture. I believe that artists, arts organisations, museums, libraries and our commercial creative industries should have a valued place in the process of policy and decision-making in Whitehall – and in town halls, city halls and county halls.


Investing in the next generation


The UK’s status as a creative nation is sometimes better recognised abroad than at home, though in recent years there has been a greater understanding of the economic value of the creative industries to ‘UK plc’. Our future success depends upon a sustained supply of national talent. We need to identify, nurture and develop this talent from an early age.


So, providing children and young people with the highest quality cultural education is vitally important. Every child should be able to enjoy great art and culture for its own sake.


School subjects such as art and design, dance, drama and music should not be seen as entertaining optional extras. They give young people knowledge and skills that will help them build careers that are creatively and economically valuable.


Some will go on to study at our excellent network of conservatoires or specialist arts universities and will work in the cultural sector or creative industries. Others will study a broad range of subjects in further or higher education institutions – but they will do so as more rounded and confident human beings, trained to think creatively, because art and culture has been a strong part of their education.


Outside the classroom, children and young people should have the opportunity for their lives to be enriched by the performing arts, by museums, galleries and libraries. They should take part in creating new art and culture, and they should be encouraged to experience the very best that is on offer. These opportunities should be the same for all children, no matter where they begin in life. Every child should have the chance to realise their talent, whoever they are and wherever they live. They should not be disadvantaged by the colour of their skin, their religion, their family background, gender, sexuality, disabilities, geographical location or lack of money. During her husband’s time at the White House, the USA’s former first lady, Michelle Obama, made it one of her priorities to improve cultural education for those from poorer socio-economic backgrounds:




‘Arts education is not a luxury, it’s a necessity. It’s really the air many of these kids breathe. It’s how we get kids excited about getting up and going to school in the morning. It’s how we get them to take ownership of their future.’9





We need talent, of every sort. And to get it, we will have to break down the barriers that block young creative people from flourishing and build bridges that allow that talent to proceed and succeed.


I will talk about this in detail in Chapters 1 and 2, because it is so important. The development of the next generation of creative talent should be a priority for those who care about the future of art and culture in this country.


Art is valuable in itself


It’s important to underline that there are a multitude of intrinsic benefits that come from being surrounded by quality artistic and cultural events and experiences – and from simply being involved in the process of creating something. Paintings, sculptures, photographs, dance, drama, music, literature, films, poetry, carnivals, parades, crafts, digitally created art – all of these bring profound pleasure on an individual and collective level.


“We must always celebrate the intrinsic value of art as a human, emotional, transformative experience.”


Great art can transport us to a different place. It can take us from the mundane realities of life to a new world. It can fire our imagination and show us the possibilities of other lives, other places – even other galaxies. It can lead us to question ideas and it can challenge our assumptions.


For me, more than anything, the best art is always provocative. It always gets my attention – and a suitable reaction: I love it; I dislike it; it perplexes me; or it shocks me. It stimulates an emotional response.


This book talks about the Arts Dividend – the great benefits art and culture confer on our society. But art that is not engaging or pleasurable or cannot be enjoyed for its own sake, is scarcely likely to have much of an impact in other ways. So we must always celebrate the intrinsic value of art as a human, emotional, transformative experience. That experience in itself is a reason for investing in art and culture. But it’s not the only reason.


Artistic and cultural activities can produce a wide variety of outcomes, beyond purely having an intrinsic value. This adds to the excitement and relevance of the art. For some great artists, it’s an inspiration. As the sculptor Sir Antony Gormley (creator of the Angel of the North) put it:




‘Maybe this is a utopian view of art but I do believe that art can function as a vehicle, that it isn’t just a cultural pursuit, something that happens in art galleries. Unless art is linked to experience and the fear and joy of that, it becomes mere icing on the cake.’





If you like, art can be used as a tool to secure a beneficial outcome – it is ‘instrumental’. For me, there doesn’t have to be a choice between instrumental and intrinsic benefits. I’d maintain that the best of art has the greatest value in every way. But it’s important that we never think of investment in arts and culture solely as a tool. We should not invest in artists and cultural organisations only for instrumentalist purposes. Invest in quality and creative ambition and the other benefits will follow.


Arts Council England’s strategy Let’s Create neatly encapsulates the organisation’s vision for the next decade:




‘By 2030, we want England to be a country in which the creativity of each of us is valued and given the chance to flourish, and where every one of us has access to a remarkable range of high-quality cultural experiences.’10





Different people will define outcomes in different ways, but for me, there are seven ‘dividends’ that flow from sustained investment in art and culture. In the seven chapters that follow, I’ll look at each of them in turn.




And one last thing. . .


Creative endeavours – whether as a participant or as a member of an audience – are more often than not fun. So, although there are lots of extremely worthwhile reasons for investing in the arts, museums and libraries which I will set out in full over the next seven chapters, there’s no denying that they can be immensely enjoyable. They make our lives happier. And that’s no trivial thing. There’s a playfulness that’s so essential to creative discovery.


Participating in the arts, or visiting a museum or a library, is a way to reawaken the invention, imagination and immediacy we all have inside us. It’s a way not only to have fun – but to reap the benefits of that fun too. As the novelist Ben Okri puts it so wonderfully:




‘Creativity, it would appear, should be approached in the spirit of play, of foreplay, of dalliance, doodling and messing around – and then, bit by bit, you get deeper into the matter. . . Do not disdain the idle, strange, ordinary, nonsensical, or shocking thoughts which the mind throws up. Hold them. Look at them. Play with them.’11








 


1 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/letscreate


2 Speech by Lemn Sissay at Creative England’s Be More Manchester Conference, 18 February 2018


3 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/letscreate


4 Keynes, John Maynard, ‘The newly established Arts Council of Great Britain (formerly CEMA). Its policy and its hopes: a talk by Lord Keynes’, BBC Home Service (8 July 1945)


5 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/sites/default/files/download-file/Sir_Nicholas_Serota_No_Boundaries_speech_280317.pdf


6 Lee, Jennie, ‘A Policy for the Arts: The First Steps’, Her Majesty’s Stationery Office (February 1965)


7 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pm-speech-at-manchester-science-and-industry-museum


8 Ibid.


9 https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2015/11/17/remarks-first-lady-national-arts-and-humanities-youth-program-awards


10 https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/letscreate


11 Okri, Ben, A Way of Being Free (London: Head of Zeus, 1997)
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