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VIEWPOINTS

Covid commentaries: London’s cultural
landscape
Deborah Bull and Luke Dickens
luke.dickens@kcl.ac.uk

Baroness Deborah Bull CBE, Crossbench Peer, Chair of the Arts &Culture strategy
group of the London Transition Board and Vice-President and Vice-Principal
(London) at King’s College London; in conversation with Dr Luke Dickens, Exhi-
bition Reviews Editor for the London Journal.

Interview recorded online March 2, 2021.

LD: In place of our usual theatre and exhibition reviews, we’re looking to get an overview from
key cultural commentators about the impacts, mainly of COVID but also perhaps other recent
events, on London’s cultural landscape with an emphasis on museums, galleries and theatres. It
would be useful, just to start though, for our readers to be able to position you as a cultural com-
mentator.

DB: The perspective I bring to this is from my work on the London Transition Board,1 which is a
board co-chaired by Robert Jenrick MP and the Mayor of London, which is aiming to oversee
London’s transition out of the COVID pandemic. It was active in the first six to eight months of
the pandemic, and it is just about to stand up again after it went into a sort of abeyance during the
second lockdown. As part of my role on that board, I set up an Arts and Culture Strategy Group,
which really was aiming to bring intelligence from the sector – broadly conceived – and escalate
‘asks’ to both the Mayor and Government. I think what was useful about that was I brought together
people with a legitimacy to represent around 14 sectors within what might constitute London’s cul-
tural landscape. That can never be definitive, but a lot of the focus through the pandemic, driven
by the Cultural Recovery Fund,2 has been institutions and buildings and organizations. And actually,
we know that within London’s wider cultural ecology, they are only a part of the picture. So, I was very
keen that sectors like outdoor arts, for instance, or children and young people, would be seen within
the mix. So, that’s the kind of perspective I’m bringing to this conversation.
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LD: That’s raising some interesting questions already. One is – because questions of representation
are really key, particularly given events of the past year and not just COVID, but equally, you
know, COVID’s impacts on forms of precarity – could you elaborate a bit on what that kind of
representation might look and like how you went about it on the strategy group?

DB: Yes, it’s a really important question. I was setting this up around the time that the Cultural
Recovery Taskforce was set up. What often bothers me about those sort of set ups, is that we
all have a tendency, and this absolutely goes to the heart of the question of representation, to
lean on the people we know, particularly when there’s a time pressure. So one gets repeated
groups made up of quite a relatively small sample of people. These people are extremely well
placed and brilliantly good at their jobs, and one has no reason to think they aren’t well connected.
But it is not the same as having a seat at the table.

What I tried to do was look for legitimate sector bodies that were established in order to speak for
those sectors. For instance, Society of London Theatre3 was an obvious one for the theatre sector,
the Museums Association4 was an obvious one. In other sectors, it became less obvious because
they were perhaps emerging sectors or smaller sectors, or didn’t have a single representative
‘body’. We had Inc Arts,5 which does such brilliant work on inclusivity, and also representation
from the Clore Leadership Programme,6 to be there to speak about the emerging pipeline of
talent. We very much tried to make it people that the sector had either appointed or selected to
speak for them. In some cases, we had to be slightly creative in order to do that. The Contempor-
ary Visual Arts Network7 represents galleries. Some were national bodies, like Museums Associ-
ation, and we also had the Arts Council’s National Disability Champion on board,8 but we also
had the Museum of London,9 which made sense given the London focus. With freelancers, we
hit upon the problem that there are emerging bodies that are speaking for freelancers, and they
are very important, but there isn’t currently a single body. And I wonder whether that needs to
be addressed because, as we know, they’re disproportionately impacted by the pandemic.

LD: You readily convey something of the delicate and very rich creative ecology of London, which
feels distinct both globally as well as nationally. Of course, making judgments about COVID
impacts depends on understanding that ecology geographically, I wonder if you can give us a
sense of what that looks like?

DB: Yes, and there’s a further wrinkle, which is the relationship between the West End and the Bor-
oughs. We have Boroughs in London that are as big as other cities in the UK. And we have people
who live in London, but live 25 miles away from the West End. But we know that the West End is a
real driver for ticket income; I think 50million tickets are sold annually byWest End theatres, which
is more than any other city in the world. And we know that a third of those go to overseas visitors,
and that those visitors have a spill-over impact on the economy of some £7.3 billion, so they support
jobs and so on. And the West End central activity zone contributes £53 billion of GVA to London’s
economy, that’s three percent of the UK’s GVA.

So you’ve got the relationship between the West End and the rest of London, and you’ve got the
relationship between London and the rest of the UK. Those are all interesting subtleties and sen-
sitivities within the relationship. One of the things that has been a topic of conversation through-
out this is the concept of the ‘15-Minute City’, which suggests we might become clustered around
our high streets differently in the future.10 That becomes interesting for the state of West End
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culture, because does the West End then become the once-a-year trip to the pantomime, the ballet
or the big play, or whatever it is? And if that is the case, what does that mean for how we’re sub-
sidizing and supporting culture locally? So that’s just an additional kind of complexity.

The figures about the size of the sector are telling; one in every six jobs in the capital was a creative
one pre-pandemic. We know about the large extent of that workforce that’s freelance. And then of
course, you’ve got the SMEs and the supply chains too. It’s been really good to hear the ecology
word bandied around a lot more actually. I mean, it was clearly a stock DCMS answer, because
we kept getting it at the Despatch Box, that they understood that the culture sector is an
ecology. But the funding packages to support the sector through COVID didn’t seem to understand
the nature of that ecology. Because we’ve seen the issues around lack of freelance support, and
we’ve seen that a lot of SMEs and very specialist supply chains have gone down.

So, understanding how those bits of the sector all work together, including talent pipelines, is vital.
I’m not sure those things are completely understood. It’s perhaps not surprising, because I’m not
sure howwell we understand ourselves as a sector, in truth. I mean, the other story is that we’ve got
the interface between the commercial sector and the rest of the art sector, and there are complex-
ities there in terms of talent pipelines, in terms of ideas generation, and workforces tend to move
between the two. So, it’s a very complex picture.

LD: My immediate feeling, with you saying that, is how we’re only now starting to really under-
stand something that’s been so central, so prevalent, so important when it has come under threat.

DB: I feel that way a bit about the BBC, actually. If you drive out of Vegas, and you see those multi
coloured and multi layered rocks that have been compressed over the ages, you see the strata and
you see history in there, and it’s the result of circumstances and occurrences that were completely
haphazard, but it’s created something completely beautiful. If you look at the history of the BBC, it
has been made by those pressures over time, and what it is now you would never write if you were
starting from a blank sheet, but we have it. And it’s kind of beautiful, if imperfect, and I think that
London’s cultural sector is a bit like that. To an extent it had been working well, but of course, the
sector is riven with inequalities, some of which are systemic and some of which you can attribute to
wider society and how we educate people and so on. But some of it you do have to look at the
sector itself and ask if this is being perpetuated by practices and conventions. So, in that sense,
it was not perfect and it still is not perfect.

LD: The analogy of sedimentary rock is a very striking image, because we’re still lacking languages
to describe something so complicated, as an ecology and so on. And it’s telling that the significant
impacts of the past year have rendered London’s cultural sector more visible, which in part
prompts us to seek new languages and ways of understanding it. Given that you’ve raised tensions
between the West End and the Boroughs in terms of a post COVID geography of the 15-Minute
City, could you say more about how you’re seeing the Boroughs fitting in this picture?

DB: TheMayor has just announced new funding to support theWest End central activities zone,11

because it is so important, but he was very conscious in doing so not to imply that the Boroughs
were not important. With the Boroughs, we know that local authority investment is really impor-
tant. And we know they’re a significant commissioner of cultural services, but we also know that
the funding for arts and culture has declined by 17% since 2010, and London’s had the biggest
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cuts, down 19% between 2010 and 2015. And this is because culture is not a statutory responsi-
bility. In the face of funding cuts from the centre, they’ve had to make the cut somewhere, they’re
between a rock and a hard place. Also, libraries were not supported by the Government’s £1.57
billion rescue package, which are an important part of the cultural landscape.

So, there are some boroughs which have significant cultural spaces within their own right, some of
which are locally focused. I think of something like the Albany in Deptford,12 which is an impor-
tant part of the of the local landscape, but also is recognized more broadly. I’m a big fan of explor-
ing partnerships, and I think there is more potential for some of the bigger central and national
organizations to work more effectively with local partners, because local organizations tend to
understand things in a different way and can be responsive. I think the potential for synergistic
exchanges between borough-based organizations and centrally-based organizations could be
really interesting. The Mayor might be quite useful in brokering that. But of course, the Mayor
isn’t really responsible for any of the funding. And we know that funding drives priorities a lot
of the time. I think of some of the big charities, like the Paul Hamlyn Foundation or the Esmée
Fairbairn Foundation, which have been very powerful in helping the bigger organizations trans-
form how they think about issues like education and community engagement, talent, pipelines,
equality, and so on.13 Maybe that might be something that they could think about taking
further in London, in order to kickstart expert exploration of how new partnerships like that
might play out. Of course, and this comes to potential opportunities of this context, for local part-
nerships around education, reskilling, health and particularly around mental health given what we
know about the role of arts and culture within that; many organizations have been playing that
part through the pandemic, and so there is perhaps greater potential for those locally based com-
munity organizations to have an even more embedded role supporting opportunities in the broad-
est sense, from cradle to grave as it were.

LD: Do you see similar potential around the renewed concern with the future of London’s high
streets?

DB: Yes, that’s another really good point. It is shocking to see the number of occupiers of big
spaces that have gone down. And there are going to be real gaps in the high street. And actually,
it provides a great opportunity to forefront some of this work and take it to where people are.

LD: I wonder if you could give a flavour of what the impacts were of the pandemic on London’s
cultural sector. You make the shocking point that one-in-six jobs was in London’s creative sector
pre-pandemic, which clearly won’t be the case in coming years without an all sorts of recalibration.
Could you elaborate with some examples about what was lost or what has been impacted in the
past year?

DB: Absolutely. Oxford economics did some projections on the financial impact last summer,
suggesting there will be a UK wide GVA shortfall of up to £29 billion in the creative sector, and
that London’s creative industries were set to lose up to £16.5 billion by the end of 2020 and
over 150,000 jobs.14 So the impact on the sector has been extreme, because it is a ‘mass gathering’
sector with a business model that largely depends on people coming together; you know, if people
are not incoming, you don’t have any income. The business model was pretty much broken
immediately. No theatre is 100% reliant on ticket income, no organization is, but many, many
of them are largely reliant on that. And of course, the limited opening up in between lockdown,
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which was 50% of capacity, was an absolute non-starter because it just was not worth it, from a
financial perspective, for many organisations. And the response of Government, which was the
£1.57 billion, was incredibly welcome but it was very clearly in order to support organizations
in London that they call the ‘crown jewels’ to thrive once the pandemic was over. It didn’t
impact on the many people who have either lost jobs or are likely to lose jobs when furlough
finishes. And we know that there was a disproportionate impact on people from minority or mar-
ginalized communities, typically, because they were not in such senior positions, or they were in
fixed-term contracts, doing flexible and front-of-house roles.

What was interesting to me were those organizations that chose to do what Francois Matarasso
referred to as ‘putting their business plans on the shelf’,15 and pivoted to focus on what their com-
munities really needed. So, I had a sort of a riff that I would share if I spoke at any group sessions at
the beginning of the pandemic, which was around a sort of a hierarchy. My view was, we don’t
need to worry about the art, because actually, history tells us art will survive, people will make
art, and people will want to come and watch art in the future. It’s the people we need to worry
about. The buildings we probably need to worry about least of all. It set me to thinking about
the concept of institutionalization, and what happens when organizations pride themselves not
for what they do, but for what they are. And when that sense is so closely associated with a build-
ing or an institution – and I know some of these buildings are wonderful, and I don’t deny that –
but you know, actually, the buildings are not the art, the art is what happens in them, and it
involves real lives.

LD: It sounds encouraging that you can see a pivoting towards communities with a renewed sense
of mission and purpose, reflecting on values more carefully, and trying to connect into local con-
ditions and needs. Could you point to specific London examples of that?

DB: Yes, the Museum of Homelessness16 is a really interesting example of an organization that
effectively became the homeless ‘Task Force’ during the pandemic; it lobbied to get the homeless
off the streets and with some significant effect. The way in which parts of the building-based cul-
tural sector, if you like, spoke up for freelancers and the supply chain was also a really good
example of the understanding of the ecology within the sector. It’s not specifically a London
thing, but another element which has been very important is the ‘Seven Inclusive Principles for Dis-
abled People in Arts and Culture’,17 which raised awareness of issues for artists with disabilities,
who were shielding for much of the time, and there have been various advances made in the
profile, visibility and inclusion of artists with disabilities. It was a really powerful piece of work
from the ‘We shall not be removed’ campaign and others. It does feel as if through the pandemic,
the COVID legislation that’s come through has forgotten about people with disabilities, and cer-
tainly people with learning disabilities. Within arts and culture that’s been a concern for the sector;
that the advances that had been made, or were on the cusp of being made, were now sliding back-
wards.

LD: Since we’re nearing the end of our conversation today, it would be good to get a sense of what
you hope will come out of this present moment; what are you concerned about, or at least, what’s
now at stake?

DB: I guess what any of us hope would come out of this, is that we learn from it and retain those
elements of the response or the reactions to the pandemic which are helpful and useful. There is
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an opportunity around using digital tools in new ways. I am very conscious that there are still
people who are either digitally excluded or in digital poverty, but with the greater use of
digital tools, it is important to identify if we have pushed forward any innovations that would
allow more people to be involved and engaged in culture. I would also hope that we would
hang on to the closer relationships with our communities. I have a particular perspective on
this, related to ballet history in this country. If you think back to the Second World War,
when Sadler’s Wells Ballet couldn’t really perform in London because of the Blitz, it went on
the road, and it performed in all sorts of factories and camps and toured up and down the
country; just a piano and a bunch of dancers. And, actually, it formed an audience for ballet
that was not really there before and that became a groundswell of support that carried the
company for several decades. I think that it is essential that the close relationships that have
been formed with local communities now influence the way that organizations see themselves
in the future. If I can put my King’s College London hat on for half a second, we’re doing
some work around scaling up arts based health interventions, the SHAPER project which is
funded by Wellcome,18 and I would really hope that we can further explore and leverage the
potential of arts-led support in mental health and wellbeing as communities recover, because
we know there is an absolute pandemic of mental health ahead.

The other thing which we haven’t talked about, of course, is Brexit. And the impact of Brexit on
the sector and on business models, particularly for those companies that rely on European-based
talent in working here, but also those who rely on touring, has been immense. I stand firm in
believing, as I said, that people will always want to express themselves. We know that people
will always want to engage with creative activities collectively. So, I think we will bounce back
in that sense, but it is undeniable that the sector will be a different shape. We will have lost
talent, because people will not have been able to survive without income for a year. If one were
to be positive, the creative workforce is by definition creative and it is used to working in partner-
ship, it is used to working in straitened times, it is used to working with limited resources. So, there
are lots of positives on which to draw. But in saying that, I don’t mean in any way to diminish the
reality of where we are, which is incredibly challenging for the sector and incredibly challenging
for the people who work in the sector.

LD: Thank you, Deborah, that’s a thoughtful place to end.
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