Keynote address: Anthony Minghella CBE, Chairman of the British Film Institute

What do we want from days like these?  There are many different constituencies represented here today and perhaps none of us want exactly the same thing, but I'm pretty certain I don't want to spend the morning being told off.  If I'm from the UK Film Council or the Arts Council I might want to tell off a few broadcasters.  If I'm a maker of art in some form or other, perhaps I want to feel as if I could tell off the broadcasters and the Arts Council and perhaps the DCMS.  If I'm a citizen with aspirations to be an artist, perhaps I would want to know how to walk into this room to tell everybody off.  However, if I can contribute anything today it might be to suggest we call a moratorium on scolding each other.  

In many ways the cultural scene in the UK is an enviable one.  Certainly many of my friends and colleagues in other countries envy us, admire the breadth and range and daring of our culture, its licence, it subsidy, its egalitarianism.  But misanthropy is in our blood, isn’t it?  We like nothing better than a good moan and whenever I am interviewed about film in Britain, the only question I ever get asked is ‘What’s wrong with British film?” I remember once reading about an Ibsen play that there was always a faint odour of spiritual paraffin about him so let's ban spiritual paraffin from these discussions today  

I’m excited by many of the things which the people in this room make possible.

To be able to turn on my computer this weekend as I did and find via the BBC website, which is one of the wonders of the modern world, Mozart’s musical diary; one of the wonders of an older world, The Catalogue of All My Works from the British Library online, and to be able to examine the sketch, say of the clarinet concerto and hear it played as the stave lines were magnified – that's something. 

To be able to listen again, through BBC Radio Online, to the broadest range of musical offerings, not least Bach's musical offering – all of Bach, every note in its entirety just before Christmas – that's something.  

That we are able to watch public service broadcasting on the BBC, on Channel 4, which encourages us to contemplate what constitutes a good building, or what constitutes a bad one, to think about public space, to participate in debate through shows like Restoration  or Demolition  - that's something.  

To access our heritage in an extraordinary way through the archive collaborations with the BFI and the BBC with the [Mitchell and Kenyon] film shown last year, or experience world cinema and extended repertory at the National Film Theatre, or to be able to stand here in this incredible treasure chest and know that within the radius of a few miles we have a rosary of other internationally celebrated galleries and libraries, museums and archives – that's something.  

That we give funding for young filmmakers and dancers and jugglers; that we have individual artists mentored and encouraged by NESTA to travel, to explore their dreams or their ambitions; that we have a Government which has really worked hard with the UK Film Council to create some continuity and substantial tax incentives that film makers here and for those who might use our facilities from abroad; that we have a government which will invest £1.5 billion a year in the arts – that's something.  

These are good times and because they are good times we have a developed notion of public services, of Government funding of the arts and the associated expectations.  We find ourselves greedy, properly greedy for more and for better.  We are anxious to remind our broadcasters of the public service remit, to remind them that we are the concept providers, and that a public service remit should be just that – a remit to give the public value without compromise, a service to the public and not to the pockets of shareholders.  And the public service does not mean boring, that it’s like spinach – good for you but dull – or that you might as well say 'you like what you get' is the same as 'you get what you like'.  It isn't.

A lot of today’s paperwork talks about strategy, partnership and stakeholders. These are not artists’ words and artists, on the whole, are not very strategic, they are marginal. I would urge us here this morning as we try to strategise and develop and join up to remember that culture is often made by people who would like to set fire to rooms like these.  Art exists in some ways to goad the status quo, to irritate it, to subvert it, to challenge everything; every institution that without the provocations of imagination would otherwise stagnate.  It’s important when planning collaborations between our various groups to remember that we are looking to capture the hearts of those who might think we are better off hugging a tree or being a tree, or to remind ourselves that art is often silly, or offensive, or obscene, or just plain bewildering. 

I mention this because the kind of art is the work which needs subsidy, or nurturing, or debate or scrutiny, because this art which can disgust us is sometimes the art which might change us, individually or as communities.  A nice figurative painting we can put on the wall, it can match our colour scheme.  What we do with a shark, or with a head made of blood, or with a naked torso of a woman with disability, and where without the powerful reach of public service broadcasting would be to encourage to contemplate the meaning of these gestures.  We don't always understand our art as it happens, or recognise our artists, as they happen.  When Bach was appointed to be Kapellmeister at Leipzig, he was considered such a poor candidate that the local burghers of the local cultural capital group minuted that 'as only the mediocre had applied what could they do but appoint the mediocre'.  


One thing is certain, the imperatives of commercial broadcasting, like the imperatives of commercial filmmaking will not be looking to upset or provoke or challenge anybody, more of what worked before please – more of the mediocre, the prequel, the sequel, the plain old 'quel'.  So of course the opportunities for experiment, the crucial opportunities from the stakes, for the first flaming stakes of what might become important contributors to our deep culture, these land squarely in the lap of subsidy.  And if we are thinking about the aspirations of our citizens, those people looking to enter the worlds of the arts and not simply to collide with them is through the agencies gathered in this room and through public service broadcasting, they will often find their starts and their opportunities.


Culture is often built on unpopularity.  It's nearly always nurtured by opportunity. I'm the boy who first fell in love with classical music because rain stopped play on Test Match Special and I didn't get time to turn off the radio before a Janáček quartet started.  I found myself trying to write down that name, Janáček.  

I suspect we are talking to the converted when we talk to broadcasters here, otherwise they wouldn't be here, but without the opportunities, how will we create the appetite for the more opaque arts, for what Tessa Jowell called "the complex culture", for the slower pleasures of writing which doesn't deliver in monosyllables; of music which doesn't have a beat or doesn't have a melody, or isn't sung in English; or poetry, or films with sub-titles, of non-narrative cinema, of opera, of ballet, of the 'you name it, it doesn't get the ratings because it's not reality television'.  How do we get modern dance without it become 'Strictly Modern Dance'?  How do we get single drama on television, or British cinema on British television, or made by British television.  My first film was made by the BBC.  I don't know if that would happen again.  My first stage play was broadcast on ITV, that certainly wouldn't happen again. I think I'm telling off broadcasters now.  So I'll stop it. 

If the bad result of a morning like this is a kind of horse trade - 'Oh, alright, we'll give you one more slot on the Imagine series, or an extra South Bank Show on knitting, or we'll hold a raffle and the winner can stage a ballet on Channel 4'.  Another mistake would be in my mind, a kind of rationalising amongst the cultural organisations.  One of the fascinating occurrences which makes little funding sense, but lots of good sense, is that divisions between us are becoming blurred.  NESTA makes movies, art galleries show them.  Filmmakers might direct operas, operas might use film.  Museums might stage dance performances, dancers might make films for museums.  Hip-hop artists might take over the NFT – they do.  Let's not look for a new set of rules which talk about rationalising.  Do let's remember that broadcasting in its prosaic meaning, casting wide, is changing faster than we compete.  It's not necessary any longer for a boutique content to compete in the chain store, as it were, fighting over the hours of four channels.  Bandwidth is with us and just as there are new streams for content, so content will have to be provided, it's a virtuous circle, we all need each other; we all need to help each other.  Non-traditional broadcasting or its meanings is meaningful as long as it doesn't send us all [to ghettos].  I remember being in Liverpool a year or so ago and watching a group of older citizens making a community television show which was targeted at just one estate in Liverpool where they lived.  Significantly, content providers from moving image are not constrained any longer by.  There is one huge revolution going on, it's connected almost entirely to cost.

When I began to make films, they were made on film, edited on film and projected on film.  That's not very long ago.  Every part of that process was prohibitively expensive, the camera, the stock, the editing suites, the projectors and the prints – expensive and therefore exclusive and therefore elitist.  Now, as we all know, moving image documents can be created on almost every gadget we possess and edited and broadcast without significant costing incurred at any point.  Film and moving art will change because of this incredible democracy for good and bad.  It will just change in a way I don't understand and don't need to understand… the film bug, the blah blog, the blag blag, whatever we call it, it's happening now.  In a year or two, video on demand will challenge cinemas.  The first flush of Mozart on demand or the virtual gallery of Leonardo's sketches might eventually challenge museums.  The cinematheque that we are building in NFT may eventually bring down the NFT.  Streaming might eliminate BBC1, BBC2 and all who sail in her.

Ten years ago at the onset of America Online I was living in Berkeley in California and I got my first internet pack, it seemed a kind of magic then and still does, and I found out you could find out names and addresses and telephone numbers at the touch of a button.  It's hard to fathom now why, but I spent a very shaming hour randomly calling up Minghellas in America, none of whom welcomed my, "Hello, I a Minghella and you're a Minghella, isn't that strange?"  It was like an early Friends Reunited. It felt like science fiction to me and obviously invasion to them, but the point is that every day we inch another inch forward: as I speak to and look at my office in LA as we watch our film days online, and as the studio does too, as we inch another inch in terms of communicating without borders of any kind.  It's the job of people in this room to insist that we communicate something, and not nothing; that we keep experimenting with content as well as with the means of sharing content.  That we keep offering audiences a chance to experience the widest possible range of material, a chance to make material; that we keep trying to explain ourselves to ourselves; that we use our archives and our memories.

At a time when tribalism is killing us, the small knowledge of the other can lead to a small compassion for the other.  Our souls need feeding, because that's the point isn't it?  If we had to explain to a Martian why we sit in dark rooms watching flickering images of people pretending to die or make love or hurt each other, or why we look at emblems of ourselves or scratches resembling animals, or look at sheds and special rooms, or watch people leaping and arching and bending and lifting each other, or listening to people banging things or scraping things or contorting their voices to highs and lows, or find ourselves unaccountably moved by some scribbles on a page, or by a huge statue with wings that we glimpse through a train window going north.  It's not because there's money to be made, or ratings to be had, or reputations to be won, but because our souls need feeding.

