
  

 

           
 1 

 

Sir Peter Bazalgette’s inaugural lecture as Chair, Arts Council 
England, at the RSA, 20 March 2013 

 
Transcript 
 

Sir Peter Bazalgette: 

 
Thank you, everyone, for coming this morning. We are very grateful to the RSA for 
hosting a series of lectures designed to explore ideas which can shape a new 
political economy for the arts and culture in England.   
 
It falls to me, just six weeks into chairing the Arts Council, to deliver the first. It is 
very nice to do so, I must say, in the company of Joshua Reynolds and Thomas 
Gainsborough, up there on the walls. It falls to me to also to make this lecture – 
and I think we all now realised this overnight – on Budget day. I am not going to 
comment on the pre-briefings we had yesterday on the Budget; I would rather wait 
for the Budget itself. 
  
One thing is clear, however: things are getting tougher. Tougher than I knew 
when, in the last month, I visited 10 of our cities to take the temperature of arts 
and culture outside London. What I have found, despite the manifest challenges 
from central- and local-government funding, is a strong determination to find new 
ways of sustaining our world-class arts and culture. I will say more about that in a 
minute. 
 
A Grand Tour 
 
Treasures and spoils 
 
My trip round England on trains in the last month felt a bit like a Grand Tour.  
Grand Tours are rather an old-fashioned idea. They had their heyday from the 
seventeenth to the nineteenth century, when mainly upper-class young gentlemen 
would complete their education by exploring the cultural delights of Europe: Paris, 
Venice, Florence and Rome. Those pampered young men, who went on their 
Grand Tours with elaborate retinues and dallied in fleshpots as often as they 
dallied in churches, nevertheless did bring back both physical treasures and 
intellectual spoils: 
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 the wealth of Canalettos we have in this country, such as those in the 
National Gallery and the Wallace Collection 

 you can see the influence of Rome and its classicism in Josiah 
Wedgwood’s pottery 

 of course, Sir Christopher Wren’s crowning achievement, St Paul’s 
Cathedral, was heavily influenced by what he saw in Florence. It also, 
apparently, means he took a course in home economics 

 

New Cultural Cities 
 
Instead of historic Meccas like Venice or Rome, I went to a new guard of cultural 
cities: Bristol, Nottingham, Gateshead, Birmingham and Manchester. What I saw 
was not for the privileged few, like the Grand Tour of old; it was art and culture that 
is for everyone, regardless of their age or background. 
 
In my tour, I have seen some of the finest galleries in Europe: the Manchester Art 
Gallery, the BALTIC in Gateshead, and the Nottingham Contemporary: I have met 
people who produce some of our greatest music, from the Halle to the City of 
Birmingham Symphony Orchestra to the Sage; in London – surely the world’s 
capital of culture – I have been to extraordinary theatre, opera, ballet, 
contemporary dance, concerts, galleries and museums. 
 
Let us remember that years of sustained investment in arts and culture have given 
us these riches that we enjoy. In just six weeks, I have encountered exceptionally 
talented artists, entrepreneurial arts leaders, some visionary local politicians and, 
significantly, passionate folk from business and higher education. 
 
A Grand Partnership 
 
New Ways of Doing Things 
 
What cultural learning or riches did I bring back from my Grand Tour? A 
compelling idea that our arts and cultural landscape is now being shaped through 
what I am calling a Grand Partnership is an idea that can be found in action in 
places across the country. It contemplates bold new ways of doing things: fighting 
to create cultural prosperity first and, alongside it, economic prosperity. It is the 
way I see our cultural life thriving even in challenging times. 
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Another Story 
 
The Grand Partnership excels when arts and culture galvanise local communities, 
when they are delivered in imaginative partnerships with individuals, local 
authorities, businesses and higher education supporting it. They work towards 
goals that benefit everyone, but the Grand Partnership should not stop there.  
Anyone can be part of it: voluntary organisations, commercial arts companies, 
trusts and foundations. What I have seen is very exciting indeed but not, I have 
found, much spoken about, and I can understand why, as diminished public 
funding dominates the agenda today – and today of all days, I might say. We are 
obviously concerned about that, but there is another story. 
 
Regional Successes 
 
Nottingham 
 
Let me talk to you about some of the places I went to. I went to the Nottingham 
Lace Market development, also known as the City Deal: the Creative Quarter. You 
may have, by the way, heard Evan Davis reporting from there on the Today 
programme this morning. It was very revealing, with arts very much to the fore. 
There, partners include the Nottingham Contemporary, Broadway Media Centre, 
Antenna, and New College Nottingham. They leveraged £60 million of government 
funds to develop this Creative Quarter and it has led to job creation and 
addressing a skills gap in the city. I sat down in the Nottingham Contemporary for 
a meeting with many of the partners in this enterprise and I talked to a local city 
councillor. The city councillor who came to that meeting was not the city councillor 
in charge of culture, but the one in charge of economic development. I found that 
extremely significant. 
 
Newcastle and Gateshead 
 
I went to Newcastle and Gateshead. Just on the Newcastle side of the river, I 
visited BALTIC 39, a really interesting, innovative gallery. The partners there are 
the BALTIC, Northumbria University and Newcastle City Council. BALTIC 39 
provides an exhibition space and a sort of incubator for emerging talent. There are 
30 permanent artists’ studios there, and it is an ideal place for university students 
to hone and refine their practice alongside professionals. You are beginning to get 
the idea, I think, of how the Grand Partnership works. 
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Derby 
 
In Derby, I discovered something else that I thought was really innovative. Derby 
University has taken over Derby Theatre to give it a new lease of life, not only as a 
live venue but also as a training centre. That is a novel and enterprising idea. 
 
Margate 
 
One of the most inspiring visits I have made in the last six weeks was to the 
Turner Contemporary on the Kent coast. There, a partnership between the Arts 
Council, Thanet District Council, Kent County Council and English Heritage has 
been a key driver in the regeneration of Margate’s old town. The old town is now 
fully occupied and the project is now moving onto the high street. I met some of 
the new businesses that are clustering around it. I met some of the people who 
were unemployed and who are now working in the gallery. If you have not been 
there, I suggest you go there and be inspired, because it is inspiring. 
 
It is not easy in any of the places that I have just mentioned, but there are people 
there with determination and vision, and they are making real progress.   
 
New Alliances 
 
Beyond local partnerships are new alliances which recognise the symbiosis 
between cultural health and economic wealth. The Arts Council and Visit England 
have announced a new partnership to boost cultural tourism in England. £3 million 
of Arts Council funding will help tourism partnerships develop cultural experiences 
and create targeted holiday packages emphasising culture. 
 
Art for Art’s Sake? 
 
It has been hinted to me by some friendly souls that it is art for art’s sake; that we 
should forget all this stuff about the economy. 

 it is true that I did not go to the London Sinfonietta’s recent Steve Reich 
concert at the Festival Hall to buy a Festival Hall ice cream or marvel at the 
tourists on the South Bank; I went to enjoy his extraordinary Variations on a 
Theme by Radiohead. The South Bank Centre has, however, pioneered the 
generation of new commercial-revenue streams and it is a tourist magnet 
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 I did not go to the Robert Lepage production at the Roundhouse to see who 
works there; I went to witness an amazing 360-degree piece of stagecraft.  
The Roundhouse has, however, done inspiring work with disadvantaged 
teenagers, helping them towards employment 

 I did not go to the Manchester City Art Gallery to find out what their latest 
exhibition export to the Far East is: I went to be entertained and, frankly, 
slightly scared by Raqib’s Shaw’s sabre-toothed apparitions.  I do not know 
if any of you are familiar with those.  Manchester does, however, send 
exhibitions abroad – all part of Britain’s extremely valuable soft power 

 I did not go to Silent Opera’s production of L’Orfeo in a Docklands 
warehouse to scrutinise who did the excellent lighting and sound design; I 
went to enjoy an innovative opera format.  All those developing production 
talents will, however, feed through into our creative industries in time and 
help grow that important part of our economy 

 I did not go to BalletBoyz: The TALENT 2013 at Sadler’s Wells last week to 
discuss how contemporary dance can give young people a completely new 
direction in life; I went to see some touching, lyrical choreography that will 
stay in my mind for a very long time. Contemporary dance can, however, 
indeed have that dramatic effect on people’s lives 

 
Added Benefits 
 
Of course the arts create shared experiences that move us to laughter or tears; 
that increase our understanding of other people’s lives: that educate and entertain 
us. In short, it is the power of enlightenment. This does lead, however, to other 
benefits. The Yorkshire Sculpture Park is worth £5 million to the local economy, 
and the nearby Hepworth Gallery, which I am looking forward to visiting this 
coming Monday, saw 100,000 visitors in its first five weeks after opening – a case 
compelling enough that Wakefield is one of the local councils increasing its culture 
budget. I say ‘hooray’ to that. 
 
I have also visited the Workplace Gallery in Newcastle. The Workplace Gallery is 
run by two young entrepreneurs and they take local artists, develop their careers, 
give them exhibitions, and give them a national and an international reputation.  
The two young men running that business said to me that, on the day when 
Newcastle announced their 100 per cent cut to their arts and culture budget – 
which, I am pleased to say, has now been rescinded – they got calls from Sweden 
and New York asking, ‘Is Newcastle open for business?  What is happening in 
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your city?’ They were shocked, as was the business community, at the potential 
loss of reputation of their city. It is not just its cultural reputation but, of course, its 
economic reputation. 
 
I think it was the opinions of the business community in Newcastle, as well as 
some very helpful interventions by others, that made the difference to the decision 
and brought that cut from 100 per cent back to 50 per cent. We remember, do we 
not, that two thirds of surveyed UK businesses reported that Liverpool’s period as 
European Capital of Culture, with its associated investments, had a positive effect 
on the city’s image as a place to do business. 
 
Encouraging a Vigorous Arts and Cultural Ecology 
 
A three-legged stool 
 
The Arts Council, with its grant-in-aid and Lottery monies, will always be an 
important partner in making sure that arts and cultural ecology is vigorous. We like 
to see it as a three-legged stool, with public money, which now needs to go 
further; philanthropy, where we do need new strategies; and commercial 
revenues, which can be created from shrewd investment to generate new money 
streams. If the Grand Partnership is going to achieve more, we all need to do 
better.  
 
Attracting and improving investment  
 
We need to make the case to those who are not yet involved. We have to bring 
more individuals into the partnership.  Art and culture is the third greatest recipient 
of million-pound donations after foundations and higher education. In general, 
however, I am told that only about 1 per cent of all charitable giving in the UK 
currently goes to the arts. We have to find ways of improving that. 
 
In 2010/11, business investment in the arts declined by 7 per cent according to 
Arts & Business. We need to bring more businesses into the fold and reverse the 
decline of business investment in the arts. A point I would make there is that many 
British businesses are much better off now than they would like to say. They have 
spent the last three or four years cleaning up their balance sheets, getting rid of 
their debt and deleveraging. They are in good shape but they have not re-entered 
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what I would call their social commitment and their public responsibility to the 
community they are in. If they do, they will benefit from it. 
 
I was incredibly encouraged when I was in Bristol last week. We were celebrating 
20 years of the Bristol Cultural Development Partnership. We had 200 people in a 
room for a meeting that I was talking to. Of the people in the room, probably 50 or 
60 were from arts organisations, 50 or 60 from higher education, and 100 from 
local businesses. 
 
Realising the digital dividend  
 
We need to realise the digital dividend now opening up, enabling us to involve 
more people in the arts in more ways and more places than ever before. At one of 
my favourite venues, the Watershed – again in my trip to Bristol last week – I met 
some digital-video pioneers who have simultaneously won funding from the Arts 
Council and the Engineering Research Council. I think that is a synergy worth 
contemplating.  When it comes to distribution, the Arts Council’s partnership with 
the BBC, The Space, and the National Theatre in cinemas is just a beginning. 
 
Devolved funding for the regions 
 
As I said, do I have to remind you we are together on Budget day? We expect to 
hear something this afternoon from the Chancellor about the Heseltine plan for 
regional growth. Arts and cultural organisations are ready and willing to play their 
part in unlocking funds for the regions via the bids that Local Enterprise 
Partnerships are going to make. Several already are.  
 
I agree with Lord Heseltine – and, by the way, you probably heard Lord Heseltine 
also interviewed on the Today programme from the Nottingham city deal – that 
devolved funding can unlock the potential of the regions, and I call on the LEPs 
pitching for that regional money to include arts and culture at the heart of their 
bids. We have the ideas and the leaders to create success. I think Lord Heseltine 
said, at the beginning of that whole process, that he wanted to unlock the ‘creative 
and economic potential of the UK.’ Looking around this room, I do not need to tell 
you – and it is a claim we can prove every day – that we do creative and we do 
economic. So, Lord Heseltine, we are ready. 
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Many LEPs already, in fact, want to promote and grow local creative industries, I 
am pleased to say. New Anglia is an example, Dorset is another and Greater 
Manchester is a third. Let us help them and other LEPs connect to talented, 
creative people and the development they need. I want everyone to see this Grand 
Partnership as a transformative opportunity. It is already happening, but it could be 
so much more powerful. 
 
Public Funding 
 
Pressure 
 
Let me be clear once again that we are living through tough economic times, and I 
can see that, in these times, public funding for the arts and culture may well come 
under more pressure. Let us, however, state unequivocally that there remains a 
political consensus in our country in favour of public funding of the arts. I do not 
think anybody could disagree with that, and I would dare anybody to disagree with 
it. What I have seen in the last few weeks, however, tells me that we are a sector 
which can respond to this serious challenge with innovation, creativity, great ideas 
and ingenuity. The leaders I have met will always campaign for and believe in this 
public funding. 
 
The arts and culture uses public funding as seed-corn investment. Innovative 
ideas and creativity are unlocked by this investment; it brings partners to the table 
and leads to growth. Public funding will always be the bedrock of Britain’s creative 
culture because it is the venture capital that makes wonderful things happen: the 
brilliant, the inspiring and the stuff that people want more of. It is a relatively small 
sum of money with a very big result. 
 
Creative responses 
 
I have been inspired by seeing arts organisations and museums responding 
creatively to the economic pressures they are under. With the Arts Council’s 
support, these organisations act as cultural entrepreneurs and they are doing 
great things: they are responding with bold plans, with energy and with 
enthusiasm, and are coming up with smart ways to invest public money: 

 I visited Live Theatre in Newcastle, which has a unique partnership with a 
gastro pub next door. For every pork pie or Scotch egg bought there, 
money goes to producing vital new writing for their award-winning theatre.  
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New writing is the lifeblood of the theatre and we need more of it. I like to 
call this principle the ‘public Scotch egg’ or the ‘generous Scotch egg’ – 
their Scotch eggs were, in fact, completely delicious. It was really 
imaginative and I take my hat off to that organisation 

 we are seeing new partnerships that lead to new investment. Circus Space 
in east London raised more than 10 times their £5,000 fundraising target in 
the first year of their Catalyst Award, because they thought, for the first 
time, about who in their audience might also be a donor 

 Punch Records, who I met in Birmingham, secured £30,000 from a first-
time donor, a local business it had never approached before.  When they 
did, they got that really magnificent donation. There will be more ideas to 
come and in areas we have never contemplated before 

 we hope Newcastle’s new culture fund will see contributions from 
businesses surrounding cultural landmarks. That fund, by the way, is the 
remaining £650,000 of the Newcastle culture budget.  It is going into a new 
fund, which is then going to be pushed out to see if it can get matching 
funding to come in. The businesses that we hope will match in Newcastle 
have so much to gain, and they will particularly target businesses around 
cultural landmarks, which is a really intelligent approach 

 50 library services have clubbed together to create a national Books on 
Prescription scheme, with a small investment from the Arts Council. It has 
had widespread endorsements in the health sector, including from the 
Department of Health and the Royal College of Psychiatry. They are all 
committed to a three-year plan 

 in Cornwall, a holiday lettings agency is working with Miracle Theatre. They 
call them the perfect partner because Miracle’s mission is to take arts to 
local communities and, as Classic Cottages know, many of their property 
owners across the South West enjoy the arts, so it stands to reason that 
they will find plenty of people in the audiences who may have a property of 
their own to let 
 

You get the idea: new players and new relationships in a Grand Partnership for the 
arts, resting – to mix my metaphors inextricably – on that three-legged stool. 
 
State of the Arts 
 
Coming up with ideas that work and that bring new sources of income is not easy, 
I know. There will be some ideas that fail and some new models might lead to tight 



 

10 

 

margins for some time. It is a harsh reality but, with the power of our ideas and 
creative commercial acumen, I am confident we can keep the arts and culture 
changing lives. Commentators sometimes forget that every theatre, gallery, 
museum, orchestra and dance company is also a business led by clever, 
ambitious women and men. We should give them every bit of help we can. 
 
As part of that, this series of lectures – State of the arts: shaping the future of 
culture – will run from April to June. One of the titles of the programme is Towards 
Plan A, and it is about changing minds and tackling issues that matter to all the 
potential players in this Grand Partnership. The discussions and debates we are 
going to have are not about what we already know; they are about new ideas we 
need to understand and exploit if the Grand Partnership is going to work on a 
grand scale. 
 
We hope this will be a series of conversations about what others – the 
government, the City, businesses people, local councillors and academics in 
higher education – need to hear in order to sign up. It will help us talk to them in a 
language they understand.  We want the sessions to explore how the arts and 
culture can cement their position as an essential service, even with shrinking local 
budgets. The series will also look at why some cities have made the arts part of 
their future and why some have not, exploring just what the consequences of that 
dichotomy may be. 
 
Conclusion  
 
In conclusion, let me say that those of us here today who have been involved in 
the arts for decades know they enrich our lives. We have seen how they fire 
children’s imaginations and make them more confident; how they help us 
understand the world about us; how they enlighten us, entertain us and get to us 
emotionally. As long as they have excellence and innovation at their very heart 
and in their delivery, the arts can do these amazing things. Let us harness this 
incredible energy to forge a new Grand Partnership. In this way, we can 
demonstrate to everyone that the arts and culture do make a difference and 
should be invested in, valued and cherished. Thank you very much. 

 


