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W ith  £112.5 m illion of Arts  Council England’s  Lotte ry s h are  

now  e arm ark e d to h e lp pay for th e  Olym pics  ove rs pe nd, it’s  

th e  arts  s e ctor, not jus t th e  ath le te s , w h o’ll be  fe e ling th e  

burn. Jam e s  H e artfie ld s urve ys  th e  re s ults  of Ne w  Labour’s  

te n ye ar arts  funding s pre e  and w onde rs , s h ould w e  care  if 

it’s  ove r? And w ill Jam e s  ge t paid if it is ?
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Graph : De partm e nt of Culture , M e dia and 

Sport Expe nditure  for th e  arts  in England 
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Ke y: 1 Sk ull = £50  m illion

Source : h ttp://w w w .s tatis tics .gov.u k /STATBASE/Expodata/Spre ads h e e ts /D 40 0 9 .xls
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I

t is art ve rsus sport according to 

M ark  R avenh ill: ‘w e ’re  not 

prepared to se e  such  a seve re  

curtailm ent of th e  arts to pay for 

th e  O lym pics.’ H e  w arned th at public 

subsidy for th e  arts w ould be  slash e d  

because  of th e  Culture  Secretary’s 

proposal to raid  th e  Lotte ry fund to pay 

for th e  sh ortfall in O lym pic funds. 

Already Arts Council England – th e  

d istributor of lotte ry arts funding – is 

budgeting for cuts. Provincial th eatre  

and oth e r pe rform ing arts com panie s 

are  crying foul.

O f course  it w ould be  a te rrible  

th ing if th e  arts w e re  to be  laid w aste  by 

ph ilistine  auth oritie s, but before  

jum ping to conclusions, w e  ough t to get 

som e  pe rspective  on w h at is h appening. 

First, th e  proposal is to cap arts 

spending, not cut it. ACE says th at 

once  inflation is tak en into account th at 

is a cut of £30 m illion. Even so a cut of 

£30 m illion sh ould be  se en in context. 

Since  19 9 7 th e  D epartm ent of Culture  

M edia and Sport (DCM S) subsidy h as 

m ore  th an doubled, from  unde r £200 

m illion to £412 m illion in 2006. A £30 

m illion cut w ould tak e  us back  to th e  

bad old days of 2005 – but ce rtainly not 

to th ose  of 19 85 w h en Tory party 

ch airm an Norm an Tebbit rounded on 

th e  subsid ise d  arts as so m any Trots and 

pe rve rts on th e  rate s, and Arts Council 

Ch air Pete r Palum bo w anted to sell off 

th e  national art collection to pay th e  

R oyal O pe ra H ouse ’s de bts. Back  th en 

m asse d  rank s of ge riatric art lovers 

rallied to h ear Sim on Crine  of th e  

National Cam paign for th e  Arts decry 

th e  Tory iconoclasts from  th e  stage  of 

th e  NFT.

In 2001 Cultural Trends editor Sara 

Selw ood estim ated th e annual cultural 

sector subsidy at £4.7 billion (‘Th e UK 

Cultural Sector’, p.39 , p.41). Since th e  

lottery started in 19 9 5, w ork ing class 

punters h ave m ade grants th rough  th e  Arts 

Councils to th e tune of £2,617,414,009 , 

plus a furth er £218,350,239  to th e UK 

Film  Council and £2,152,9 70,09 8 to th e 

M illennium  Com m ission.

53 m ajor new  arts centre s or 

e xtensions h ave  be en funded, including 

Luton’s £3 m illion National Centre  for 

th e  Carnival Arts and M anch e ste r’s 

£83.5 m illion Low ry Centre . Supply 

increase d  so fast th at it outstripped 

dem and, and m any h ad to close  for lack  

of inte re st, including Denaby’s £60 

m illion- lotte ry- funded Earth  centre , 

Sh effield’s National Centre  for Popular 

M usic, (w h ich  de spite  its £11 m illion 

grant is now  th e  student union bar), 

and Cardiff’s £9  m illion Centre  for th e  

Visual Arts. In 2004 public attendance  

at ‘h igh ’ cultural institutions h ad fallen 

by 20 pe rcent in 10 years (Th e 

Guard ian , 20 O ctobe r, 2004).

Th ough  subsidy to th e  arts is in th e  

long run ve ry h igh , th at is not because  

th e  arts are  unprofitable. Inde e d  it w as 

th e  Arts Council th at first dre w  

attention to th e  rem ark able  grow th  of 

th e  arts sector (Se e  Jane  O ’ Brien and 

Andy Fe ist, Em ploym ent in  th e Arts an d  

Cultural In dustries, 19 9 5). W h ile  

inve stm ent in industry in th e  UK is 

Jam e s H e artfie ld
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th e  s urplus  th at indus try 

ge ne rate s  w ould once  h ave  be e n 

re inve s te d in ne w  plants  and 

m ach ine ry not luxury s pe nding

Jam e s  H e artfie ld 

<H e artfie ld@ blue yonde r.co.uk >  is  at le ast 

in part to blam e  for th e  announce d cuts , 

h aving pole m icis e d against cultural 

s ubs idie s  in h is  pam ph le ts  Ne e d and 

D e s ire  in th e  Postm ate rial Econom y, 

Sh e ffie ld, 19 9 8; Gre at Expe ctations : th e  

cre ative  industrie s  in th e  Ne w  Econom y, 

20 0 0  and Th e  Cre ativity Gap, 20 0 5

h istorically low , private  arts spending 

h as continued to clim b. Inde e d  th e  

surplus th at industry gene rate s, th at 

once  w ould h ave  be en re inve sted in new  

plants and m ach ine ry, is stok ing luxury 

spending. Since  th e  late  19 80s th e  art 

m ark et in London and New  York  h as 

be en clim bing eve r h igh e r, m ak ing th e  

care e rs of Ke ith  H aring, Julian 

Sch nabel, and Jeff Koons and th en th e  

Saatch i beneficiarie s of Brit Art, H irst, 

Em in and Lucas. According to th e  

late st DCM S e stim ate s, m usic and th e  

pe rform ing arts, art and antiq ue s, 

fash ion and publish ing are  all boosting 

th e  nation’s w ealth  to th e  value  of 

£13.67 billion (w h ile  th e  m ore  busine ss-

oriented advertising and de sign sectors 

are  slipping back ). Certainly it is a 

picture  confirm ed by London’s leading 

art dealers, w h o record th at th is is still a 

boom  tim e  for fine  arts sale s.

A m oot point is w h eth e r public 

subsidy h as done  any good for th e  arts. 

W h ateve r one  th ink s of Brit Art, it w as 

prim arily privately funded, blossom ing 

in th e  parsim onious ’80s. H ow  good 

h as th e  art of th e  public sector funded 

19 9 0s and 2000s be en? Anth ony 

Gorm ley h as reason to be  please d. But 

for th e  m ost part officially funded art 

h as bent to official goals, lik e  ‘public 

acce ss’ and even building com m unity 

coh e sion. Th e  one  tim e  National 

Th eatre  D irector R ich ard Eyre  

prote sted th at th e  governm ent h ad 

punish e d  e xcellence  in th e  arts w ith  

‘Z h danovite  zeal’. Any self- re specting 

artists w ould surely prefe r to d isturb 

com m unitie s and provok e  th e  public.

No doubt th e re  are  m any unfair 

decisions m ade  w h en funds are  tigh te r. 

Th e  already fe ste ring conflict betw e en 

arts adm inistrators and practitione rs is 

bound to surface . But e xpe rience  of 

previous rounds of e xpenditure  cuts 

sugge sts th at a catfigh t w ith  th e  

O lym piads w ill only re inforce  th e  policy 

of d ivide  and rule. Certainly one  h ope s 

th at as august an institution as M ute 

w ill not be  axed. Still, it w ould be  h ard 

to m ak e  th e  case  th at th e  arts are  h ard 

done  by in th e  UK.




