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When Tony Blair came into
power in 1997, I had just
started university. My tutor had
given us strict instructions that
we were to communicate
regularly with him using a
sinister and new-fangled device
“ ee-male”. I was none too sure
about this “ee-male” thing and
was convinced it would never
take off. 

Four years later, I was
conducting most of my

personal and work correspondence by email. Friends who had
previously been on the other side of the world were instantly
contactable, MSNable, SMSable. By the time Tony Blair left
office earlier this year, MPs were putting themselves up for 24
hour scrutiny on television programmes like ‘Big Brother’ and
(in a manner of speaking) entering teenagers’ bedrooms
through Face-book. 

Tony Blair anticipated and rode a revolution in the way we
communicate; the way we think of others, the way we think of
ourselves. In 1957, when Crossbow started, politicians would
make brief and crackling forays into the public’s life on the
wireless and occasionally a shaky television image. 

Fifty years later, thanks to media advancements, can almost
smell their MP’s aftershave. The result? The editor suggests
that as a result we have moved from a world of thinking about
politics to a world of feeling about politics. A world of advanced
party branding, designed to tug heart strings, not spark
debates. And that in turn has bred a different brand of politician,
and a different brand of politics. 

This special pull-out supplement to the 50th Anniversary of
Crossbow looks at how this media revolution has changed
politics and its politicians. John Lloyd sets out what he sees as
the tectonic change in balance between media and
Government, and we trace the debate back through the pages
of half a centaury of Crossbow. 

One accusation levelled at today’s politicians, echoed by
Geoffrey Howe here in the main magazine, is that they have
become more narrowly politically focused. Has the all-rounder
politician of artistic flair become a thing of the past?  Michael
Ancram MP and David Blunkett show off some of their artistic
efforts and we look back at the literary writings of Winston
Churchill. We discuss why the Left have managed to gain a
monopoly hold on art and media and whether that is justified.
When I worked at the BBC, I was told to keep my party
allegiance quiet if I ever wanted promotion. But in response,
Peter Whittle, from the New Culture Forum sets out the Right’s
claim on art and culture. 

I understand that for the next General Election, whenever it may
be, Saatchi and Saatchi won Labour’s marketing bid with the
phrase “Not Flash, Just Gordon.” They’ve realised that
‘unbranded’ is the lastest brand to be seen with. Tories take
note: Labour are still on the money and well into the post-
branding era. They’ll be wheeling out their flashiest marketing
men to make the public think that Tony’s media revolution never
happened. 

Charlotte Leslie - Editor, Crossbow
PPC Bristol North West
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The great British institutions to

which people gave their faith and

trust have, in the last four or five

decades, mostly declined from the

positions they held. These would

include organised religion; political

movements and parties; the

monarchy; trade unions; patriotic

associations; even institutions like

the family. All of these have declined

in power, and above all in esteem.

They are seen now, mainly, not as revered repositories of trust

but as, at best, instruments for serving a particular interest – and

often pretty rusty ones, at that. In every case, these institutions

have their problems, contradictions and divisions put in the

foreground – the problem of homosexuality for the Church of

England; the problem of the succession for the Monarchy; the

problem of representation for the trade unions; the problem of

authority and separation for the family. We have lost, or mostly

lost, any kind of naïve faith in these things: lost an innocent way

of seeing them. Opinions divide on whether that is a bad, or

good, thing.

Second, within that overall loss, there has been and remains a

specific loss and a decline: that is, in the field of politics. There

has been, more or less everywhere in the democratic world, a

continuous drop in party membership and party activism; there

has been, more or less everywhere in the democratic world, a

general decline in the numbers voting; there has been, more or

less everywhere in the democratic world, a diminution of trust in

politicians and politics, as measured in polls. Parties, which are

the basis of democratic life, are slowly – if trends continue –

dying. Politicians are voted in by fewer and fewer people; and are

less and less trusted, even by those who vote for them. 

Third, these declines have been accompanied by a great rise in

the power of one great engine: that is the engine, or engines, of

the media. The late Anthony Sampson, who a little before he

died, re-issued his “Anatomy of Britain”, 40 years after the first

one, two years ago, calling the new book “Who Runs this

Place?”, said in it that “no sector increased its power in Britain

more than the media…the masters of the media are the new

aristocracy, demanding and receiving homage from politicians, big

businessmen and the old aristocracy”. Onora O’Neill. The

chairwoman of the British Academy, said in her Reith Lectures of

2002 that “the press has acquired unaccountable power that

others cannot match”.  The old associations and movements

were ways of understanding the world – through the prisms of

religion, or ideology, or group morality. These things have not

gone, of course; but they are mostly weaker. What is much

stronger are the media: and they, often, are the only carriers of

the messages from the older institutions. Our understanding of

the worlds outside of our own acquaintance comes through the

media: and so, too, do many of our functioning ideas of right and

wrong.

In the past half century, the media have changed hugely. They

have not only become much more present everywhere and at all

times, they have also become much more aggressive.

Broadcasters like to compare the polite, even deferential,

interviews of the early television years with the confrontational

interviews of today – always to make the point that

confrontation is much better than deference. It is essentially a

celebration of power: the power the media have to command

politics. The media compete, inevitably, with politicians and other

public figures – for the attention and trust of the same people,

whom politicians call the electorate and the media, viewers,

listeners and readers. The media substitute their own rythms and

demands for those of parliament: declaring that they are the real

opposition, they make the studio into the national debating

chamber. The demand to make instant replies and give instant

answers then replaces the much slower deliberations,

compromises, deals and revisions of parliamentary and

government politics.

We don’t know what the effect of this is and will be. It might be

very good: certainly, we in the media mostly believe it is, and

constantly say it is. It might be all to the good that we are cynical,

about the motives and actions of those in power; for all power

corrupts, as Lord Acton said, and absolute power corrupts

absolutely. Yet in that case, what about the power of the media?

Has that corrupted us? If we are the watchers and the guardians

of public morality, who’s looking over us? Is politics better done

on and through the media than in parliament and in cabinets and

in councils? What we do know is that politics is now done very

largely through the media; that the present government thought

about nothing so hard as the media when they were preparing

for power and think mightily about it in power; and that David

Cameron and the new Conservatives have followed the lead, in

reshaping their party to the demands of…the media.

We now have, it seems, a turning away not just from politics and

political life but also from its representations on the media.

Newspapers are less read; news and current affairs are less

watched. Entertainment becomes the more constant demand

and is more efficiently delivered. People increasingly turn to a

new medium – the Internet – for information, debate and also for

entertainment. Even television is now an old technology. Many

believe that the world of the internet, and that of bloggers,

heralds a new age – a new age with some features of the past age.

Glen Reynolds, himself a blogger and author of a recent book on

the Net, believes that “we are perhaps going full circle; before

the Hearst era (late 19th-early 20thC) – and even to a degree

before WWII, when big media was countervailed by other

institutions. – political parties, churches, labour unions even

widespread political discussion groups. The blog phenomenon

may be viewed as the return of such influences – a broadening of

the community of discourse to include…the community”.

We don’t know what will become of this. It might be very good

for us. If Reynolds and others are right, it will mean a broadening

of the political discourse. It will mean, though, a different kind of

discourse and a different kind of politics. It may be – it seems

more likely than not, given the trends I’ve only sketched – that

politics as we know it will be destroyed – and in part, by the

media. And we don’t yet know what will take their place.

John Lloyd

The Great British institutions
by John Lloyd 

Cross Bow INSERT:Cross Bow April 07 FINAL  24/9/07  09:18  Page 4



5

Happiness & public policy
by Richard Layard

Happiness is now on the agenda, and about time

too. But is this just a trendy fad, or should there be

a permanent change in the way we think about the

purposes of politics?

I think there has to be a permanent change. It is

not of course new to say that the aim of

government is to enable people to lead happier

lives.  In the eighteenth century enlightenment it

was standard to believe that the best society is

where the people are happiest, and the best

policy is what produces the greatest happiness.

These admirable views did much to inspire the

social reforms of the century that followed. But in

many cases it was difficult to apply the principle

because so little was known about what makes

people happy. However the last thirty years have

seen a major scientific revolution, and we now

know much more about what causes happiness –

using the results of psychology and neuroscience.

The first thing we know is that in the last fifty years

average happiness has not increased at all in

Britain nor in the USA – despite massive

increases in living standards. This is because

above an average income of about £10,000 per

head richer societies are no happier than poorer

societies.  Richer people are of course on average

happier than poorer people in the same society,

but this is largely because people compare their

incomes with other people. If everyone gets

richer, they feel no better off.

In rich societies like ours what really affects happiness is the quality of personal relationships.  Always top

comes the quality of family life, or other close personal relationships.  Then comes work – having it (if you want

it) and enjoying the meaning and comradeship it can bring.  And then comes relationships with friends and

strangers in the street.

Some societies are much happier than others – and Scandinavian countries always come out near the top.

This is largely because people trust each other more there than in other countries.  In Britain and the US the

number of people who believe that “most other people can be trusted” has halved in the last fifty years, and this

reflects the growth of an individualism which makes personal success more important than almost anything

else.

These facts call for a revolution in how we think about ourselves and about how the government can help us

to flourish.  It becomes clear that faster economic growth is not the most important objective for a society.  We

should not sacrifice human relationships nor peace of mind for the sake of higher living standards, which will

be growing anyway.

Quality of life was on Crossbow’s agenda back in 1990!
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We need a fundamental rethink of our policy priorities, which (as David Cameron has argued) would give higher

priority to family life and the way people support each other in communities and at work.  This debate is only

just beginning.

In my book Happiness: Lessons from a New Science I make a few illustrative proposals.

1. The most important thing we can affect is the values which our children acquire. 

Schools should teach them systematically that the secret of a happy life is in giving to

other people. Evidence-based programmes exist for doing this, and should become a part

of our core curriculum. Topics covered should also include the responsibilities of

parenthood and the art of effective parenting.

2. The least happy people in our society are people with a record of mental illness. Three-quarters

of people with depression or hyper-anxiety receive no treatment, although psychological therapies

exist which can cure over half of these terrible cases.  Such therapies should be available free on

the NHS.

3. Advertising makes people feel they need more and thus makes them less happy with what they

have. As in Sweden, we should ban advertising aimed at children under 12.

4. We should stop apologising about taxes: they discourage us from working even harder and

sacrificing further our relationships with family and friends. We should also persist with income

redistribution, since an extra £1 gives more happiness to poor people than to rich.  That argument

also implies redistribution to the Third World.

And so on...

Our living standards are not threatened by China or India.  In fact we are in a new situation for mankind where

further wealth-creation is now unnecessary for survival.  If we want to become still happier, we need a new

strategy from the one pursued over the last fifty years – we need to put human relationships first.  

This is not a dangerous form of utopianism which will lead to an over-active nanny state.  One thing happiness

research shows is that regulation as such causes irritation and unhappiness. So we should stop regulating

things which have minimal effects on human happiness, while in other areas the state should be more pro-

active (including the support of creative leisure, sport and exercise.)

Unless we find new priorities, our happiness will remain where it has been for the last fifty years. But we can

do better than this. We have conquered absolute poverty and the issue now is  how to improve our human

relationships.  Let the debate go forward. 

Richard Layard was founder-director of the LSE Centre for Economic Performance. He has written
widely on unemployment, inflation, education, inequality and post communist reform. In recent years
he has been actively involved in the new science of happiness, and in 2005 published Happiness:
Lessons from a New Science. Richard Layard is currently leading a campaign to provide within the NHS
evidence-based psychological therapy for people with clinical depression and chronic anxiety disorder.
The Depression Report, published in July 2006, is the manifesto for this campaign. He is also a member
of the House of Lords.

Read Ryan Shorthouse on ‘The Quality of Life’ agenda, on page 25
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There are two main schools of thought when it comes to the

relationship between literature and politics. There is the old

fashioned, romantic view, summed up in the quote on the back

cover of Kenneth O’Morgan’s biography of Michael Foot,

published this year: ‘Men of power have no time to read; yet the

men who do not read are unfit for power’. Then there is the

egalitarian, vocational view, trenchantly put by Charles Clarke in

his 2003 comments that there is something ‘not quite right’

about just sitting in your study reading books. Reading must have

some kind of outward relationship with the world, or it is

nothing. 

Neither view is quite right in my view. Charles Clarke snubs his

nose at what many people enjoy as a vital component of their

lives – quiet moments settling down with a good book, taking in

the broad sweep of what is written on the page, but also

nurturing the small details – a minor character that reminds them

of someone they know, an exquisitely described emotional state

that prickles the hairs on the neck. Most serious readers are very

keen on enjoying books for their own sake, otherwise what are

they good for? They certainly don’t make you money, and it is

highly questionable that they make you a better person. 

But the other extreme, the political man of letters, is dangerous

too. Michael Foot was indeed a deeply learned politician. He

drew his heroes from the canon – Byron, Swift, Hazlitt and

Montaigne – which infused his creed of romantic socialism, and

he published a series of acclaimed essays and pamphlets, most

notably his co-authored 1940 polemic ‘Guilty Men’ which

slammed those pre-war leaders who had appeased Nazi

Germany. When it came to his own leadership, however, what

did all of this count for? The most famous prose associated with

Foot’s long political career was his Labour Party’s ‘longest suicide

note in history’ 1983 manifesto, advocating unilateral nuclear

disarmament and five year plans for industry with uneasy echoes

of Stalinism. Not surprisingly, his vision for Britain was trounced

at the polls by Margaret Thatcher’s, whose reading for pleasure

extended little beyond Frederick Forsyth thrillers.  

Literature presents specific difficulties for politicians as it is a

necessarily solitary art form. When you read a book, you are not

doing anything of obvious societal virtue, unlike the other arts

which can be enjoyed in large groups, fostering opportunities for

community bonding and cultural diversity. Literature and politics

even seem to be antagonistic in their fundamental purposes. The

same slums of London and Dublin that Dickens and Joyce

observed, and drew much inspiration from, were the same areas

that progressive politicians sought to reform, aiming to eliminate

the orphanages, the poorhouses, the brothels – the sensory

squalor, the human tragedy and black comedy, that fired the

creative juices of the great writers and led to such remarkable

books.  

Perhaps a growing awareness of this polarity partially explains

why politicians have become less literary since the days of

Gladstone, a cultural polymath, and Disraeli, a prolific novelist

whose books are still read today. Modern leaders’ reading time

is usually filled with frantically digesting a ministerial brief, and

when they do absorb something extra, it is usually to reinforce

their populist credentials, which means ripping through Harry

Potter even if it’s the last thing they feel like doing on a Friday

night just in case they are caught out by some vox pop

interviewer.

For any concerned politicians who really want to contribute

something valuable to the literary arts that is more lasting than

writing platitudinous books on mawkish virtues or knocking off

thrillers that end up in Private Eye’s ‘Remainders of the Day’

column three months after publication, I humbly submit a three

point plan:

1: Make it a principal aim of your education manifesto to

include great literature as a core part of the English syllabus,

enjoyed very much for its own sake, rather than for any

comparative textual analysis or Freudian Oedipal study. Then

there is at least a chance that future generations might

develop some sort of reading habit, and it might be possible

for benighted publishers like myself to publish and sell decent

books to future generations instead of having to make ends

meet by foisting yet more ghostwritten bilge by

superannuated glamour models on the reading public.  

2: Fervently uphold writers’ freedom to write what they want

without fear of persecution and publicly rally to the cause of

any writer or book when this is threatened. This is an

especially big thing to do if the book in question is a thinly

veiled satire of yourself, or your government. 

3: Draw on literature that inspires you to give weight and

gravitas to your speeches, and an awareness of your own part

in the great historic political tradition. But don’t do it in a way

that makes you look pretentious, or messianic, or completely

out of touch with the electorate.

That’s it. Anything more, and you’re on very fine eggshells. 

Fred Bosanquet is a publisher 

Literature and Politics
as Bedfellows

by Fred Bosanquet
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Peace 
Peace,

Enticing bright elusive butterfly,

Flitting through the tangled briar

Of mindless conflict,

Passing by but never landing.

Ephemeral plasma forming, glowing dimly

Amid the gloom of mistrust’s dark despair,

Near but never warming.

Peace, allegoric white dove prayed for,

Wanted, hunted,

Slipping away, 

Leaving only tattered feathers

In an outstretched hand.

Peace, wild fish on river bed,

Cast for over and again,

With different lengths of line

And varied flies

Seeking that rise;

Riding the rushing stream,

The current’s constant strain,

Not simple to be tempted to the net.

Peace, the eerie still before the storm,

Gulling the Big Easy before Katrina raised her skirts

And broke the Levees.

Peace, offering normality before Merapi blows her top

And sears the lives of all who trust her.

Peace, the Christmas football game in No-Man's-Land,

Among the mutual carols,

Prelude to a human slaughter on a scale unknown;

False-comforter, false flatterer, false weather-vane, false Peace.

Peace, the gentle anaesthetic lack of oxygen

Collapsing lungs in the collapsing mine,

Death’s lullabying silhouette which yet feeds hope of life,

And still gives reason to go on.

Peace, who stalks byzantine roadmaps of negotiation,

Often abused to warp conciliation’s progress,

But cannot be containerised by Process;

And still drives modern saints to martyrdom.

Peace, that graceful gentle falling snow

Hushing the world around,

Purifying the ground of every trace

Of frantic human ministry.

Peace, that great free elemental force 

Who sails the skies on seagulls’ wings,

Drifting, swooping, soaring on the breeze;

Peace, that stillness born of calm,

The surface of the mountain lake,

Untouched by wind,

Contrasting in perfection of reflection the yin to nature's yang.

Peace, who wears so many masks,

You are sought in art and history,

In crevices of violence and under hatred’s arches,

Caught in the language

Of conflict resolution’s prose,

A pure white bloodstained rose,

The grail-like dirge-like theme of songs and marches.

Yet, Peace, you do not hide in dusty books,

Nor lines of poetry,

Nor politicians’ tele-friendly looks

Nor words of rich rhetoric declamation.

You do not live, nor have you ever lived,

In human mind, or writing, or polemic;

But only and ever and immutably

In Man's heart;

And in men’s hearts alone will you be found.

by Michael Ancram

The Gallery
A Glimpse at Politicians’ and policy wonks’ ‘artistic side’
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Briefing-Note Blues 
(or: Another late night at the office)

No amount of crisps and beer

Can justify my staying here.

But there's no way I will get to eat

Until my briefing note's complete.

Regulation by the state

Simply means I'll go home late. 

School capital and VAT 

Will prove to be the death of me. 

And as I rant about D1 * 

At home Eastenders just began

And happy families settle down,

Eat dinners in their dressing gowns.

But I know that all depends

On my analysis of the trends

Of diverse state school provision

And so I re-adjust my vision

And concentrate on my warm beer

And justify my staying here

By re-affirming that what smote

Failed Governments were briefing notes. 

* D1 is a category of planning permission. 

C. Leslie 

‘on political life’
“Too much I read of that which I have written

And if not written , wished that I had.
Too oft I hear the echo reflected

From the wall that I myself have built 
And fail to recognise the words
Which bounce back in my face”

By David Blunkett MP

‘Wimbledon 1989’
“Centre Court, cocooned
Warm and comfortable
Untouched by accents

Alien to our own.
People who think

They own all about them.
Enjoying the sunshine
Melting in the heat.

Togetherness
Borne of easy friendship
And shared experience.

The ancient grounds
Green and spacious

The scent of strawberries and hay
Grass roasting in midday sun.

Centre Court, tension,
Click of ball on racquet

The echo, the call of umpire
‘Quiet please’

We’re thinking”

By David Blunkett MP 

To an Education White Paper, 2006, after 
another delay of another report. 

White Paper, White Paper
You really do make a 
Mess of procedure
And who really needs ya? 

If you said something new
Like you pretend that you do
I'd not get irate
At staying on late

In the office at night.
If you're so centre-right

Then show us some muscle
And go in for the tussle 

With stodgy old lefties.
But what would be best is
If you just called a stop
And said "it's a fair cop'

'"I may wear the Right clothes
But you lot all know
That my Rhetoric make-up
Won't cause the shake-up 

That Tony is craving.
So shuddup with the raving
And peer a bit closer
At a Paper that knows a 

Thing or two 'bout cross dressing.
And although it's depressing
Know this old Transvestite
Is not straight and ain't Right."

C.L 
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Autumn is a schizophrenic season.

Spring is full of freshness and hope and youth and
anticipation. Summer is fulfilled and warm and
sultry and content. Winter is hard and bitter and
unforgiving. But Autumn wears two faces.

Autumn is crumbling disintegration. Autumn is the
onset of mortality. Autumn is the draining of the
sap, the drawing back into the centre. Autumn is
the descent into death.

Yet Autumn is gay and wears its colours boldly.
Autumn is not satisfied by green, but seeks the
fires of orange, red and gold to warm its face.
Autumn celebrates the distancing of the rival sun.

As the autumn slips seamlessly from September
into October, so our century moves inexorably
towards the millennium.

And the turning of this century reminds of
autumn. The gaiety is there alongside the promise
of revival. Yet behind the appearance there is a
tiredness, the ending of an era which has run its
course.  

For those of us who knew and loved the texture
and shape of the passing seasons, the coming
turning of the year is both sad and nervous. None
of us likes to see our certainties begin to wither
and decay.  None of us feels comfortable when
the foundations upon which we stand begin to
tremble and to move. We can fight it, but we can
never completely halt it.

For that is the motion of the seasons and of
history alike; and it has ever been so.

And so has the inexorable return of spring, a new
spring for a new age and a new generation.
What we of our generation see as the fading light
of the passing day is for our children the prelude
to a new dawn.

In the schizophrenia of autumn we can see both
the comfort of the past and the challenge of the
future. To survive, we must embrace both.

Micheal Ancram MP
1995

Autumn
With the approach of the new Millennium, Michael Ancrum MP described nostalgia, new beginnings
and the pain of change.  
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FROM THE ARCHIVES: A look at the media, art and politics debate through the years

Autumn Crossbow ‘90
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Summer Crossbow ‘85
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Summer Crossbow ‘85
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Summer Crossbow ‘85
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Broadcaster- balanced or Biased?

by Gerald Howarth MP

Winter Crossbow ‘89
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They lurk by night:
Parliment’s Dracula Syndrone

by Elizabeth Taylor

From Winter Crossbow ‘89
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Hungry for Political Pin-Ups
Jilly Cooper describes her visit to the House of Commons back in 1972 – 

before Parliament was televised. 

I’ve never admired politicians. I dislike their blandness, their
ringing voices, their all embracing smiles that pass over one like
a lighthouse beam. It was therefore with no great enthusiasm that
I visited the House of Commons, particularly as it was due to
debate a subject completely beyond me: the floating of the pound.

I arrived in the middle of question time. Reggie Maudling and
Mark Carlisle were answering queries about pole-traps, violence
and animals on television. 

‘How would the minister like to be one of the Brooke Bond
television monkeys?’ asked a backbencher.

‘He is’ said another.

I looked at my Order Paper. Consideration of Bill ordered to lie
on the table, said the fisrt item. Who was Bill? I wondered.

The House was slowly filling up. Members strolled in with the
conscious swagger of the Eleven at school. I sat directly facing
the Tory benches. It was alarming how few of them I recognised.
Enoch Powell, as pale as death watching everything with the
concentration of a Wimbledon linesman. Mr Paisley , fountain
pens gleaming in his breast pocket, like the foreman of a slaughter
house. 

Ted Heath breezed in to answer questions, looking brisk,
burnished and showing a lot of white cuff. He is more relaxed
than he is on telly, but his voice is less posh. Some nice bitchy
repartee flashed back and forth between him and the
backbenchers. It is amazing how many people can pack onto the
front bench. I’m sure one must be given Cabinet status because of
the smallness of one’s bottom.

The debate on the Floating of the Pound began. The Speaker said
feelingly he hoped the Hon. Members would keep their speeches
short. He hoped in vain. Mr. Healey, florid and blue suited, his
bushy all-in-one eyebrow rising and falling, his fluff-on-the-
needle voice rolling out endless quotations from the papers, went
on for over an hour.  

There is no getting away from the
fact, Conservatives are better looking

I moved over to the other side of the gallery and had a more
interesting time watching Harold Wilson’s face running the gamut
of emotions from incredulity to scorn to a James Bond smoulder
through his Mary Whitehouse spectacles. There is no getting
away from the fact, Conservatives are better looking, sleeker,
more peachy, with their well cut suits, and incredibly well brushed
patent leather hair. The Socialists in sports jackets or khaki green
suits look altogether more untidy and untamed. 

The House itself gives off a fantastically theatrical atmosphere,

with the table with the great gold mace and the great bell of big
Ben tolling the quartets. Then there are the green leather benches,
not the violent acid green of spring, but the mature willow green
of high summer. And one is constantly aware of this green. If
anything exciting happens in the House, one can hardly see it for
a sea of dark suits, but as soon as the proceedings become boring,
the house empties and it unrolls like a great billiard table. 

I leave convinced that if MPs are to
regain the respect of the nation, the

Commons must be televised

Then it was Roy Jenkins’ turn, and everyone came rushing in form
the bars and the smoking rooms like cats when they hear the tin-
opener biting into their Kattomeat. Enoch followed Roy but how
different the delivery, almost rabble rousing- the burning eyes, the
unctuous Uriah Heep manner, the bent shoulders, the whining yet
hypnotic voice. A gentle temperate Liberal followed Enoch, rather
like a ladies’ singles, after a tremendously exciting men’s’
doubles. The sky in the windows turned from pearly grey to deep
indigo. I fought sleep. As far as I was concerned the pound could
turn over and do the breast-stroke.

Dinner over, flushed with insolence and wine, the Labour benches
began to fill up. The theatrical atmosphere returned. Finally
Harold rose to wind up for the Opposition. He was magnificent.
Evidently it is the first time he has really caught fire since the
Election, and every minute one could feel Labour spirits rising.
The Tory front bench turned to stone. Ted, most boot-faced of all,
sank into himself, trebling and quadrupling his chins, until Wilson
sat down in a storm of applause. The Opposition, smelling blood,
roared for Ted. But Ted wasn’t budging and they got Robert Carr
instead, looking elegant but seasick. As ten o’ clock approached,
they worked themselves into a frenzy as exciting as the best
Centre Court match. 

Ten struck. The noise subsided. The House divided. 
Eyes to the left, Nose to the right. Despite the clamour, the Tories
won by 28 votes.

As I left, the yellow stone of the House was softened by
floodlight, Big Ben shone like a great sugar sifter against an ink-
blue sky , and I felt a strange elation in having witnessed such a
ritual, in seeing men I’d despised as cardboard characters
suddenly emerging as intensely real, and human, and strangely
grown in stature. I leave convinced that if MPs are to regain the
respect of the nation, the Commons must be televised. I don’t
think they need be frightened of over-exposure. Some of the
backbenchers are so electrifyingly dishy they would make Callan
and Jason King look to their laurels. And we might even get a full
frontal bench across the gatefold of Cosmopolitan. 

The full version of this article first appeared in The Sunday
Times, 1972
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Campbell Reviewed
Rachel Wolf reviews Alistair Campbell’s ‘The Blair Years’ and is unimpressed

All right, I’ll admit it. I just can’t do it. After three weeks of
struggle, toil and general mental effort, I have thrown the
Blair Years aside. Finally, on page 600, I have given up. 

This book is, quite simply, boring. The prose is less “vivid
[and] direct”, as Matthew Parris put it, than rambling and
lifeless. The pages are saturated with a self-satisfied sheen
which starve the sentences of impact or humour. The
‘revelations’ are few, far between and not terribly shocking.
Clare Short a pain in the neck? Gosh. Robin Cook a bit smug
at times? Surely not. Peter Mandelson a drama queen with
limited self control? Who’d have guessed it.

And frankly, I don’t think I’m alone. Although the press have
nodded solemnly, gasped in unison, and generally told us
that this is a Very Important book, I cannot help but notice
that they always quote from the first 200 or the last 50
pages. As someone who is proud of getting well beyond the
half way mark, I’m a bit miffed they couldn’t be bothered to
do the same.

Maybe I’m being unfair. There is a good reason why most
reviewers enjoyed The Blair Years. They could get indignant
about Campbell’s hot contempt of journalists – journalists
he manipulated, but also depended on. They could revise
their understanding of events, and the spin they were given.
They could consult with their younger selves. In other
words, they were there.

I was not. I was nine years old when this book started, and
my own personal dramas – was Katie still my best friend?
Should Joanna be invited to my birthday party? – were
much more immediate and absorbing than an election. For
me, The Blair Years is a history book, a window on what
happened as I was growing up. 

As far as I can see, not much did. Other than Northern
Ireland and Iraq, Campbell is absorbed in minutiae. People
muff their lines, or have affairs, or go off message (stop
“being serious”), but they don’t do very much.

Of course, action will always be limited in opposition –
Labour realised “messages” (and let us be clear, repeal of
Clause 4 was a message, not a policy) were more
important than detail. But I did expect, as I finally, wearily,
turned page 187 on the crest of the “new dawn”, for
something to change.

It did not. The opposition remained the opposition – they’d
just swapped addresses. Message was still key, the style

and pattern of days were indistinguishable, and people –
shadow ministers, ministers, civil servants and journalists -
were approached (and, I assume, managed, although the
details of that management remain a mystery) in the same
way.

And not only did nothing happen, nothing happened with no
purpose. I never really understood what the point was – did
Campbell really swear, storm and under-sleep his way
through eight years just to keep the Tories out? How dull.

There should have been a point to it all. That there wasn’t,
which is the message I took away from The Blair Years, tells
you why inexperience matters.

After 18 years in opposition, it is difficult to stop behaving
as if you are running an electoral campaign. Blair’s style in
government was no different from his style out of
government: a tiny team, no minutes for civil servants to
follow, little trust of those outside the magic circle, utter
disregard for process. The result? A headless, poorly
coordinated mess, albeit a mess with a good message.

In comparison, the impact of spin is meaningless. Of course
journalists and politicians are obsessed by Campbell; they
are convinced of the media’s importance. Actually, we don’t
know how much difference the silly games Campbell played
to perfection really made. I suspect less than the
Westminster village believes.

The absence of the government machine, however, is
terrifying. Dozens of ministers and thousands of public
servants, many of whom have real jobs and real expertise,
must have been making up their job as they went along –
controlled in what they could say, in the way they could
present their figures, but not properly briefed on what they
should do.

Because Blair had many good ideas (I know, mostly stolen
from the Conservatives), a strong economy, a shambolic
opposition and, yes, a great spin doctor, this didn’t show.
Much. Of course, vast quantities of money were poorly
spent, reform was more limited than it should have been,
and Britain generally squandered its golden years in ways it
is likely to regret for decades. But, then, elections kept
being won, so it didn’t matter. I take it back, the Blair Years
is not boring. It is one of the most depressing books I have
ever (almost) read.

Rachel Wolf is a sub-editor of Crossbow 
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The relationship between politics and our
national literature has always been an oddly
close one. It is perhaps easy to see why.
Literature gives us a sense of who we are and
where we come from. Like our shared history,
we can trace a common sense of identity and
understanding through our past into the
present, following a thread through classic
works of literature that leads us from Beowulf
to Brick Lane. Like great art, our literary
heritage in part reflects upon ourselves: the
books we choose to read define how we choose
to define ourselves. For the politicians, they are
simply too important to be left alone. 

In recent years, however, the notion that there
should be a body or canon of literature that
should be studied in schools has, in the words of
our own Qualifications and Curriculum
Authority, become ‘an unpopular idea’.
Recently, fifty schools even returned their free

copies of classic works sent to them by the
Millennium Library Trust, claiming that the
works were boring and would not be read. In
this climate, the Qualifications and Curriculum
Authority launched a ‘national conversation’
two years ago about the future direction of how
English should be taught in schools. Their
English 21 project has also begun to reconsider
whether there should be a canon of literature in
our changing society. One of its purposes in
doing so is ‘to consider what ‘heritage’ means in
our multi-ethnic, multicultural society’. As a
result, the QCA’s prescribed set text list for
GCSE is currently being updated in what seems
like a relegation battle in the football league —
Yeats, Byron and Joyce are out, to be replaced
by more fashionable and modern writers such
as the comedian Meera Syal (of Goodness
Gracious Me fame). 

The reasons for these shifts are alarming.
Arguing for her inclusion on the list, the QCA
state that Syal represents an ‘authentic voice’
about other cultures. But the ring of
authenticity sounds hollow when we consider
the end result is that the literary canon taught
in schools has been replaced by the need to
press equal opportunities with such fervour
that there is not one English or Welsh poet in a
prescribed list of poetry ‘from different
cultures’ in an English GCSE exam. Perversely,
poets such as Derek Walcott, who justifiably it
might be claimed should be read simply on his
own merit, can only be studied in the context of
their ethnic background. 

But the changes strike far deeper than this. A
shift towards modernity and the need to make
literature more reflective of today’s society has
ensured that in English literature GCSE, the
canon of poetry is represented by 32
contemporary poems and only 16 pre-1914 from
which candidates must choose two - which must
be one of each gender. In favour of women

Political Canon,
Literary Time-bomb

by Chris Skidmore
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writers such as Carol Ann Duffy, our literary
greats are being shunned. A pupil can now go
through the school system and get top marks in
English without knowing that Spenser, Milton
or Pope ever existed. 

The need to make literature ‘more relevant’ is of
course symptomatic of a wider desire in our
society: the desire of change. Eschewing
knowledge for supposed understanding, it
becomes an alluring prospect to believe that we
can redefine our own heritage, ignore our
traditions, scorn the past for the present. 

No writer understood the fallacy of doing this
better than T. S. Eliot. Incidentally excluded
from the QCA’s list, his work demonstrates how
we should be determined to maintain our
traditions. From his youth, Eliot took up the
defence of ‘the permanent things’ against the
restlessness of change that later became a
crucial theme of his poetry: ‘The endless cycle
of idea and action, / Endless invention, endless
experiment, / Brings knowledge of motion, but
not of stillness’. In his book Notes towards the
Definition of Culture, Eliot relented that we are
‘destroying our ancient edifices to make ready
the ground upon which the barbarian nomads of
the future will encamp in their mechanised
caravans.’ Above all, he warned against the
pace of progress simply destroying what had
come before: 

Then you must start painfully again, and you
cannot put on a new culture ready made. You
must wait for the grass to grow to feed the sheep
to give the wool out of which your new coat will
be made. You must pass through many
centuries of barbarism. We should not live to see
the new culture, nor would our great-great-
great-grandchildren; and if we did, not one of us
would be happy in it.

Written during the Second World War, the
book’s pessimism is understandable, but Eliot’s
argument against creating a ‘new culture ready
made’ hits out equally at those concerned with
making literature or politics ‘relevant’. Change
for change’s sake may appear seductive, but it is
essentially a hollow exercise. In a separate
essay on the literature of politics, Eliot’s words
might perhaps be closely studied by the QCA: he
urged his readers not to concern themselves
with temporary writers of alleged influence, ‘or
with those publicists who have impressed their

names upon the public by catching the morning
tide, and rowing very fast in the direction in
which the current was flowing.’ Rather, what is
important is that ‘there should always be a few
writers preoccupied in penetrating to the core
of the matter, in trying to arrive at the truth
and to set it forth, without too much hope,
without ambition to alter the immediate course
of affairs and without being downcast or
defeated when nothing appears to ensue.’ 

Eliot did not expect to turn back the clock; nor
did he expect that we would be pleased by the
result, even were it possible: after all, we all are
creatures of the age into which we have been
born: ‘We cannot restore old policies / or follow
an antique drum’. But we should not forget the
contribution of the past at the expense of the
present. For Eliot, they are inseparable: a poet
exists only through the experiences of his
forebears: ‘he is not likely to know what is to be
done unless he lives in what is not merely the
present, but the present moment of the past’.
The lesson to be learnt is how do we return from
merely living in the present, with its obsession
for all things relevant? We might do little better
than start with Eliot. Just as his poetry tells us
about the human condition, in its splendor and
its misery, his prose makes us acutely aware of
the importance of maintaining our traditions, of
the permanent things. As Eliot himself wrote in
Little Gidding: ‘And what the dead had no
speech for, when living, / They can tell you,
being dead: the communication / Of the dead is
tongued with the fire beyond the language of the
living.’

T.S. Eliot
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Rupert Murdoch – the greatest-ever press baron – has
predicted that the last newspaper reader will recycle his final
paper copy in April 2040.  The Economist has also predicted
the end of newspapers although it quotes media pundits who
give the newspaper until 2043.

It is, of course, the internet and the dawn of 24 hour
television news that is driving this slow death of the
newspaper.  People can get the news for ‘free’ on a whole
range of platforms from BBC Online to very specialist niche
websites.  Online sources of news are faster.  But that’s not
their only advantage.  They can shrink or expand to fit the
importance of a news story.  They can give a story tens or
thousands of words.   Newspapers are much less flexible.
Every newspaper journalist has often had an otherwise good
story spiked because the editor couldn’t or wouldn’t find it
space.  

Online news platforms can also be interactive.  If journalists
are frustrated by the lack of space, the people who are the
subject of stories can be furious at the way they are treated.
Quotations they provide to journalists are often truncated or
reported out of context.  Journalists often write on subjects
that they know little about.  People wronged by newspapers
have little opportunity to fight back.  They can write a letter
that might get published a day or two later but the damage is
probably done by then.   With new, online media there are
opportunities for immediate responses.  People can leave a
comment on a blog or even set up their own blog to highlight
a major media organisation’s errors and biases. Critics of new
media complain that most blogs and citizen-created
journalism is of low quality.  And they’d be right.  Most is.
But the best citizen journalism is, in my opinion, better than
the best of old media and you find the cream through
increasingly influential gateway sites.  For example: I go to
the Burning Our Money blog for the best rolling guide to the
extent of government waste.

No newspaper or old media organisation provides anything
as good as the service provided by the former Treasury
employee who is the blog’s volunteer author.
PoliticalBetting.com and UK Polling Report give me better
and faster understandings of opinion polling than any
newspaper.  And at a time when newspapers like The Times
and The Telegraph are providing less and less political
coverage (and more and more coverage of personal health
and other lighter subjects) it is websites like my own –
ConservativeHome.com – that are providing political
enthusiasts with their fix of news, insight and debate.

Is there anything newspapers can do about this media
revolution?

Lots of strategies are being tried.  The most likely-to-
succeed strategy will, I believe, be an investment in quality.
In a world of information overload there will be a demand for
trustworthy sources of news and comment.  Downmarket
newspapers like The Daily Express may not survive but
superbrands like the New York Times and the BBC have
every opportunity of benefiting from a flight-to-quality
amongst those consumers who demand it. That is why the
recent scandals that have engulfed both the NYT and the
BBC are so serious.   They strike at their man chance of
survival. 

‘Old media’ will survive if it combines excellent online
content with adoption of ‘electronic paper’.  In the not-too-
distant future we won’t be reading The Telegraph on a thick
newspaper but we’ll download it on to an electronic device
that will resemble paper.  We’ll be able to fold it up and put
it in our bag with our laptops and it will link to the internet –
downloading news stories as the day goes by.  There won’t be
turnings of pages – always difficult on a crowded tube (I
don’t predict that ending any time soon!) – but we’ll press
some kind of button at the bottom of the electronic paper and
a new page will appear.  The page will be designed especially
for us.  My newspaper will have lots of politics, foreign news
and sport.  Your electronic newspaper will reflect your own
preferences. 

This is the world we are entering.  Newspapers will be
electronic.  Television stations will have blogs.  Bloggers will
be making videos. Campaigning organisations will be
covering events. Political parties will be publishing
commentayr.  They will all merge into each other and the
consumer will get nearly all of it for free.  Bow Group
members – so used to the broadcast media being left-leaning
– should welcome this new era with enthusiasm.

Tim Montgomerie is Editor of ConservativeHome.com.

Print Media R.I.P. ?
by Tim Montgomerie
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‘We were anti-industry, anti-capitalism, anti-advertising, anti-

selling, anti-profit, anti-patriotism, anti-monarchy, anti-empire,

anti-police, anti-armed forces, anti-bomb, anti-authority.

Almost anything that made the world a freer, safer and more

prosperous place – you name it, we were anti it.’

So wrote Antony Jay, the writer of Yes Minister, in an article

in the Times this year. He was describing the culture which

existed at the BBC’s Tonight programme when he worked

there at the very time that Crossbow was founded in 1957.

Now, fast-forward fifty years. In his book, Can We Trust the

BBC?, published earlier this year, the former BBC reporter

Robin Aitken listed the current core beliefs of the BBC, as

described to him in an interview with an anonymous

employee. Again, these were, it seems, readily identifiable, and

included ‘anti-Americanism, pro-multiculturalism, pro-

government spending, anti-big business, pro-UN, pro EU, and

pro-foreigner and foreign governments - especially if they’re

left-wing.’

So far, so BBC, you might say. But this would be to

underestimate the way in which the general world view of

which these beliefs are a part has permeated all corners of the

cultural and media landscape - a landscape which has

expanded hugely in the past five decades, and certainly beyond

the confines of Broadcasting House. 

During this time, it was the Right which was decisively winning

the important economic arguments. However large parts of it

– including, unfortunately, much of the Conservative Party -

never really understood the so-called Culture War which had

been taking place under its nose throughout the post-war

period. What started off as a ‘counter-culture’ became the

ruling orthodoxy, and, to a remarkable degree, it is still in

place. And the triumph of relativism and political correctness

has enabled it to become even more deeply entrenched. 

The contemporary heirs to Orwell’s British intellectuals –

that group he famously described as being unique in the world

in its distaste for its own nationality – can be found amongst

today’s media commentators, TV producers, critics,

playwrights, publishers and academics. Their access to

opinion-forming is unrivalled, their influence in setting the

tone and temperature of our times hugely disproportionate

to their numbers. 

These cultural elites are firmly in control of what marketing

men call ‘the narrative.’ So for example, the Thatcher years

are now routinely portrayed in the popular media – and not

just by the BBC - as representing an appalling lowpoint in the

country’s history, with Baroness Thatcher herself the object

of nothing less than a systematic demonisation. Similarly, you

will search in vain for a single play, piece of visual art, film or

novel which seriously questions, say, the basic tenets of

multiculturalism, or which depicts capitalism as anything more

than at the very best a necessary evil.  

When confronted with such an analysis, the liberal

establishment tends to scoff, pointing out that the UK’s most

popular mass-circulation newspapers are conservative-

supporting to a greater or lesser degree. This is of course

true, but it remains the case that the views expressed in the

Sun or the Daily Mail are not broadly culturally sanctioned,

while the readers of these papers exist far from the levers of

power. All they are essentially doing is reacting to an agenda

which has already been set.      

As indeed, it might appear, is the Conservative Party. It

remains to be seen whether the strategy of the current

leadership derives from a canny recognition that, in order to

connect with the country at large, it will have to tread

carefully through the broad minefield which has been laid

down by the cultural and media establishment, or from the

fact that they have, indeed, already accepted defeat in the

culture wars.   

I hope it is the former, for the battle is far from over. ‘I will

bring an end to the repentance that is a kind of self-loathing

competing with the memories that nourish the hatred of

others,’ declared the newly elected President Sarkozy this

year. It was hugely encouraging to hear such words from the

leader of a European country. It would be truly inspiring to

hear them here, too.

Peter Whittle is the Director 
of The New Culture Forum.

www.newcultureforum.org.uk    

Our Media’s not Right
by Peter Whittle 
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Opera for All
by Tony Hall, Chief Executive, Covent Garden Royal Opera House

It was a strange meeting for an opera house.  Supported by

corporate lawyers, clutching the work of two merchant

banks and a strategic analysis from McKinsey’s, we were

meeting a group of venture capitalists in a country house

outside Amsterdam.  All the preparatory work had been

provided for us at no or nominal cost.  We were negotiating

to buy Opus Arte – an independent DVD label known in the

classical music world for producing recordings of the

highest quality.  Opus Arte not only own a back catalogue

of many recordings of opera and ballet from Covent Garden

but also recordings from Glyndebourne, the Liceu in

Barcelona, the Teatro Royale in Madrid, Nederlands Opera

and many other great opera houses in Europe.  We had to

be careful to get the price right – the bank advised on what

value we should put on the company, and after a difficult

and hard day the deal was done.  We wanted our

recordings back under our control.  But we also wanted

much more.  And, in my view, our thinking tells you a lot

about some of the challenges the arts and culture in this

country are facing.

Opus Arte gives us a way to reach lots more people with our

productions – important if 30% of your income comes from

a Government grant.  Already, we have developed special

low-cost performances for school-children, and also for

people who have never been to an opera or ballet before.

Our big screen relays and live performances have

developed over the last five years so we reach over 40,000

people in 17 different locations.  Our partnership with the

BBC ensures that millions see and hear us, really important

when you have a theatre that can seat only 2,200 people a

night.

But the great thing about what is happening in the digital

world is that it allows you to go global and reach out to

people in new and fresh ways. Our first aim will be to sell

DVDs of many more of the productions that we put on at

Covent Garden, not just in standard definition but also in

high definition.  A couple of years ago with Sony we built a

high definition production suite in our basement.  Since then

all our recordings with the BBC have been in high definition.

The results are outstanding -the picture and quality of the

sound are breathtakingly good.  Opus Arte will also act as a

vehicle for preparing us for a world where video recordings

are downloaded directly to the consumer in their home.  The

fact that the Metropolitan Opera is now relaying some

performances to cinemas in Britain, and Glyndebourne has

followed suit with the Odeon chain, shows you another

possibility.  We aim to do the same.  All of this is moving

inexorably towards a future in three to five years time

whereby you will have the possibility of seeing what is

happening that night live on the stage of the Royal Opera

House, broadcast direct to your living room.

The acquisition of Opus Arte also says something about the

business-like way in which arts organisations run

themselves.  None of us are “grant junkies”, all of us to a

greater or lesser extent rely on earned income.  In our case,

for every pound we take in Government grant we have to

make nearly three more.  And the percentage of our total

turnover provided by the grant is decreasing year on year.

For me this is what makes arts organisations so interesting;

they have to put the art and creativity first; every single time.

But they have also got to balance the books.  The

commercial exploitation of what we do is going to become

even more important and as we do so, we need new skills

– commercial skills, marketing skills, expertise in rights.  We

also need to know how to partner with other organisations

some in the cultural sphere, some not.  Opus Arte will be

run as a commercial enterprise – returning profit to the

Opera House for investment in our core activities.

Finally, I hope Opus Arte acts as a magnet for talent.  We

would be shortsighted if we simply saw this company as a

vehicle for the Royal Opera House.  I hope we use it as a

vehicle for partnering with other opera houses in this

country and around Europe to promote the art forms we feel

passionate about – ballet and opera.  Opera and ballet

companies are fiercely independent, and long may that be

so.  But perhaps with Opus Arte we can come together to

help promote what we, together, are good at and win new

audiences for what we care about.  Equally, I hope, our

recordings can help nurture new talent, singers on our

Young Artists Programme, for example, or the new

choreography being led by the likes of Will Tuckett and

Wayne McGregor.  And I hope too that we can use the work

of Opus Arte to act as a tool for educating people in opera

and ballet, for fulfilling people’s need for basic knowledge,

but also taking them onto a journey into creative depths of

understanding.  It is my belief that the arts and culture in this

country are unrivalled anywhere else in the world.  The job

for all of us, whether in running arts organisations or in

politics, is to understand why this is the case and ensure

that conditions for that success continue.  
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The politics of the skyscraper
by Nick Cuff , Commercial Secretary, The Bow Group

London Mayor Ken Livingstone’s vision of the Capital includes
a scattering of almost twenty skyscrapers emerging over the
next decade.  From Renzo Piano’s thousand feet “Shard of
Glass”, to the bulky thirty-two storey “Walkie-talkie” tower the
skyline of London looks set to be changed forever.

To date, London has constrained its appetite thanks to the
efforts of cautious planners and a vociferous heritage lobby.
But with the 21st century upon us Livingstone believes it’s
time for this generation to leave its mark.  

The onset of high-rise living has united and divided Londoners
in equal measure.  The city’s famous skyline will be irreparably
altered.  So is Livingstone a man with a vision of a new London
embracing the post-modern era?  Or is he an irresponsible
politician determined to leave a personal footprint on the UK
capital?

The central problem with the current debate is not
Livingstone’s aspiration for a better London; rather
Livingstone’s love affair with the skyscraper seems to be
unconditional.  His rhetoric implies battle lines have been
drawn.  You are either pro-heritage and oppose skyscrapers
out of hand.  Or you are pro-development and comfortable with
a wave of glass obelisks alongside London’s most cherished
landmarks.  

A middle way seems to be lacking.  History shows you can be
both pro-heritage and pro-development.  Both Canary Wharf
and the NatWest Tower prove that with good planning you can
deliver impressive skyscrapers without endangering London’s
many heritage sites. 

Livingstone has brushed this argument aside arguing that it’s
economically imperative that we build, build and build.  He is
backed by the Corporation of London - the City’s custodians.
The City feels the only way to match the explosive demand for
office space in the Square Mile is to build upwards.  London
already has the most expensive office rents in the world and in
the last two years alone, the West End experienced a
staggering 40% rental growth.  There is concern that
continued rises are unsustainable.  A recent London
Chambers of Commerce survey revealed a startling 38% of
businesses would consider pulling out of London if rents got
any higher.  

However, whilst there is undoubted pressure on office space,
it is less clear whether the solution lies in the blanket building
of skyscrapers.  A recent select committee report concluded
that no company had been put off locating in London because
of lack of office space, and that there were plenty of suitable
brownfield sites for development of commercial and
residential buildings without the need to build a vast array of
tall buildings.  

But rental rises are not the only reason for the City’s backing.
Both the Mayor and London’s business representative believe
a leading commercial centre needs world famous commercial
landmarks. More developments such as Swiss Re’s Gerkin are
wanted.  The popularity of the skyscraper is as much about
branding London plc as it is about economics.

But what Livingstone and the City seem to ignore is that
London is surrounded by famous landmarks.  And tall buildings
jutting abruptly out of the street scene could have a
devastating impact on some of these most cherished sites.

UNESCO, the cultural agency of the United Nations, has fired
the first shot.  It met to discuss whether to put two of
London’s World Heritage sites on their “endangered” list -
Westminster and the Tower of London.  Views from London
Bridge are threatened by the “Shard of Glass”.  Meanwhile,
Parliament will have to contend with the 52 storey St Georges
Wharf Tower at Vauxhall.  The latter having been muscled
through by John Prescott.

UNESCO’s intervention prompted the Government to publish a
White Paper in March which would effectively ban developers
seeking to build skyscrapers on Britain’s heritage sites.
However, this could be too little too late as many skyscrapers
are already marching towards planning consent.

If poorly planned, tall buildings won’t just be bad news for
London’s heritage, they’ll be bad news for the environment.
Tall buildings are notoriously energy inefficient. They take on
average 30% more embodied energy to build and in the 50-
year life-cycle of a typical commercial skyscraper, the building’s
energy costs are at 34% and more of the total costs.  In an
era where politicians are constantly searching for best
practice approaches to the environment, are we at risk of
taking a step backwards with a wave of skyscrapers?

London’s success means that the limited land available will
need to maximised.  Both commercial and demographic
pressures are pushing London to expand its building stock.   In
the last 15 years, London increased its head count by
700,000 and it’s set to rise again by the same in the next
decade.  Londoners need more homes and offices.  However, a
wave of skyscrapers should not be the only answer as the
Mayor would have many believe.

Livingstone is a man with forthright views and you cannot fault
him for aspiration.  Skyscrapers capture the imagination and
many would argue they are the ultimate symbol of modernity.
New York, Kuala Lumpar, Singapore and Sao Paulo all boast
iconic, skyscraper dominated skylines.  However, London
already has an iconic skyline.  Skyscrapers will come at a cost
and with too many that cost maybe London’s rich heritage.

24
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The Quality of Life Agenda
by Ryan Shorthouse

Unhappiness is on the increase. For those in there

twenties, the rate of non-clinical depression has doubled

since the 1980s. 1 in 6 of the total population are now said

to be sufferers of depression or chronic anxiety disorder.

This is a problem that Lord Layard rightly identifies as an

important crisis that policy-makers need to address. Of

course, the root cause of this epoch of unhappiness is

contested. Economist Thomas Naylor blames ‘affluenza’.

Growing personal wealth triggers greater consumerism,

leading to a society where people have an incessant desire

to acquire what only the wealthy can afford, inevitably

leading to widespread disappointment. 

The growing influence of the media in people’s lives

has accentuated the differences between

having and not having certain material

possessions. TV ownership and choice

has risen and access to the Internet from

homes has rocketed, pulling us towards

the screen. Roughly 75% of all 9-13

year olds have televisions in their room.

Our social circle now consists of the

glamorous strangers behind the

screen. Real friends usually have

similar backgrounds and wealth; this is

why we befriend them in the first place.

The celebrities we have allowed to enter our

lives do not, making us more aware of our own

deficiencies.

However, to blame the obsession with materials is too

simple. Unhappiness is caused by a range of factors from

unemployment to poverty, and more crucially a lack of time

with those you care about. The British workforce works 8%

longer than the average French employee. 16% of us take

advantage of our opt-out from the EU working time

directive, working well above 48 hours per week.

Engrossed in work, the time available to socialise with

friends and family reduces. As the time when we leave the

office becomes later, our chance to fit in anything in before

dinner and bed rapidly diminishes. 

People would be happier if they felt there was more to life

than work. The first step in achieving this is surely to give

people a degree of choice in their weekly working hours to

undertake out-of-work experiences. In Europe, 90% of

firms offer flexitime. Here, less than half do. A recent

survey by the Institute of Psychiatry at King’s College

London found that depression and anxiety costs

companies a staggering £12 billion a year. Companies

should be embracing the potential benefit of flexible

working in boosting productivity. 

Second, people need to have the resources to undertake

experiences out of work. The arts and sports are powerful

instruments in making people happy.  Being a member of

a football team or a local theatre group is where you

develop friendship groups and gain another purpose

outside of your job. Work provides the foundations for a

successful life; but the arts and sports give it colour. 

The problem is that these experiences are often not

accessible, being too expensive. A worrying proportion of

society leads a monotonous routine of work then home,

unable to afford an additional dimension to their life. This is

where the voluntary sector provides a fundamental role. A

charity called Tennis for Free, for example, gives free

lessons to those who want to learn a new skill and socialise

with new people without the enormous financial

barrier of joining a tennis club.

It need not be organised activity that

people need out-of-work however.

Friends should be able to go for a kick

about in the local park. Those able to

afford it can pay for private space, in a

sports club for example, to enjoy such

activities. But those unable to pay, they

are left with public space, often overrun

by anti-social behaviour. Nearly half of

all gangs say they hang around in parks or

recreational areas. It is no wonder people

retreat indoors, missing out on free out-of-work

activity that would enhance their social network,

improve their physical fitness and quality of life. It is sad

that 75% of people say they do not know of any police

officers in their neighbourhood. More visible policing is

needed. These eyes on the street would get people

outdoors.

Sceptics say mental health and unhappiness is not on the

rise- people are just more aware of it, and thus more prone

to ungrounded self-diagnosis. It has even been suggested

that people say they are depressed because it is

fashionable, a symbol of the troubled artist, oozing with

creativity but nowhere to channel it. This criticism ignores

the growing dissatisfaction among an expanding number of

people. There is a longing for something more than just

work. Watching sportsmen and actors performing on the

TV do not match the thrill and social interaction you get

from doing it yourself. You just watch as others succeed,

and you make no friends along the way. Increasing the

accessibility of arts and sports may just be the start to

unlocking a more fulfilling lifestyle for a greater number of

people.

Ryan Shorthouse is a parliamentary researcher and
sub-editor of crossbow
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Sarah Butterfield is perhaps better known in less

artistically aware circles as the wife of David Willetts

MP. But to many, David Willetts is possibly known as

Sarah Butterfield’s husband. Sarah Butterfield is an

acclaimed best-selling artist. She recently

accompanied a Royal Tour to India, as the official tour

artist, and paintings were on sale from 25th September.

David and Sarah live in the kind of house that Iris

Murdoch used to write about, just west of Shepherds

Bush. 

As Sarah lets me in, Maisy, their sassy blond Golden

Retriever makes me very welcome and sniffs my jeans

with disconcerting relish. Sarah leads me through a

narrow hallway lined with her paintings through to a

light airy kitchen space (designed, I later learn, by

Sarah with her architect’s hat on) - also filled with

paintings. Maisy dances round in delight. “This is what

I call my Kitchen Kennel Studio” says Sarah, and it is

not hard to see why. I have come to ask this artist wife

of a politician how she sees politics. I have nice theories

about politics, branding, communication and emotion

manipulation, but suddenly suspect that a real artist

might quickly relegate them to the ‘nice theory’ bin. 

“if I was to paint The Left, I’d
paint people in a small room

arguing over a small amount of
money on the table.”

We sit at a large wooden kitchen table, opposite a

variety of tantalising canvasses stacked against the far

wall. Sarah is astonishingly productive, and, I am told,

produces her paintings quickly. “What drives your

work?” I ask, looking around. Sarah laughs. I’m

tempted to say that if I knew, I might stop painting! But

its a love of nature, of light, a love of the whole business

of putting down paint side by side –and seeing it turn

into light and space. I try to paint relationships, not

detail. I have to look at the world in an abstract way to

show the thing as it really appears, and not how we

think it appears. I see the world in an irridescent way- I

see beauty in the most normal objects like a jar of

marmite or a teaspoon.” 

I think of how hard to it must be to see beauty in some

of the political murk of Westminster. I ask if she’s ever

been tempted to enter politics. “Oh, it did go through my

mind as I was qualifying to be an architect.  At that

stage, you can’t help asking yourself what it will all lead

to. But the most involved I got was canvassing for the

local party in a General Election. I think two politicians

in one house might be too much!” 

Looking around, it strikes me that going ‘through the

keyhole’, you wouldn’t have Sarah down as the wife of

Conservative politician. The house is too free,

unorthodox, ‘bohemian’. I mention this.  “People often

assume the 'bohemian artist', who rides outside the

formal and functionary structures of every day office life

in the roaring city, is fundamentally left-wing.” I suggest.

“ Do you think that's true?”  

Sarah is very concise on this. “I think that’s a very

twentieth centaury view of artists.” She says. “Before

that, most artists were working to commission, doing

portraits and things so it wasn’t the case at all. But what

you say was certainly true in the twentieth century when

art was trying to separate itself from it’s history or from

any history. So left wing politics and art in the twentieth

century had a similar mindset. Now art is rediscovering

its roots and is more at ease with its own history.

“So if I gave you the titles 'Conservatism' and ' The

Left',” I say,  “and commissioned you to paint two

separate pictures, what do you think you'd come up

with?” Sarah is suddenly thoughtful. “I’ve not been

commissioned to paint abstracts,” She replies slowly. “

But as starters, for Conservatism , a new road going

through a beautiful landscape, a road that fits in with its

surroundings;  and if I was to paint The Left, I’d paint

people in a small room arguing over a small amount of

money on the table.”

Brilliant. I quietly wonder if Mr. Hilton’s job isn’t under

threat.  “So if you had one day to shape the way

someone felt and thought about something,” I ask,

“would you paint them a picture, compile some

statistics, or write them a speech?” Sarah is

contemplative. “Well, for me as an artist, an image

always comes to my mind. I see something, I want to

make it into a picture. But if, as you are asking, it’s the

other way around, I normally find some analogy or

metaphor to make the point. For example, the

environment: If you want a way to look at the finiteness

of the world around us, look at land. If you divide up all

the land we have in the U.K between all the people, we

get roughly 80m² each. And if you ask people how high

the sky is, they say, oh about twelve miles – but it’s not,

its only five. So looking at it like that, we don’t really

have that much sky each. I try to find a striking way of

looking at things. But to answer your question directly, I

Charlotte Leslie meets Sarah Butterfield: 
Official Royal Tour Artist (India 2006) 
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would paint, because it’s my natural way of doing it, but

with an angle. But I don’t usually begin with a message.

It’s usually an idea or a reaction.”

But people must assume your paintings have some sort

of ‘message’? I ask. Do they have a message?  Sarah

thinks. “ Well, because I’m a figurative painter, people

don’t tend to think they’ve got a message. I remember

my old art tutor used to say ‘ Aren’t we getting a bit

literary?’ when my paintings got too wordy. I try to be a

painterly-painter. But you will get internal harmonies in

a picture, so afterwards you realise why you wanted to

paint it – perhaps its got a squares within golden

sections or something. So if my paintings do have a

message it’s that the world is capable of analysis, it’s a

world of unity and order. And that it’s fundamentally

good. But if you had to paint a picture with a message?

Sarah replies with heart-felt sincerity. “That the world

matters. Our relationship with our natural world matters

– “ If we don’t know nature, we don’t know ourselves”. 

“So what do you think of David Cameron's

environmentalism and 'blue sky and green leaves'

branding?” I ask. “ Well it’s understandable that he

wanted to peg out a new set of issues and be

distinctive.” She replies. “And my passionate conviction

is about how to look after the world. In my current

exhibition from my tour in India, I paint a lot of figures

against water.  David, my husband, says that if there is

an abundance of water in a country, it is more likely to

be a relaxed democracy. Where water is short, the

system of government tends to be much more

hierarchical. Our blood stream is the same sodium

concentration as seawater. We are mostly made up of

water. Our evolution is in our blood. We can’t deny

evolutionary history. We are intimately connected with

our surroundings; if they go wrong, we go wrong. The

paintings in my exhibition of figures against water

where people are seen drinking from a pool tries to

convey some of this thinking.

But as regards delivering and presenting the

environmental policy, my own personal view is that I

think it is all a bit more humdrum. That environmental

policy fits in with your policy on the economy,

education, blue and green issues that exist along side.

If you start the issue afresh, it can get picked up and put

down. If you work with it within existing structures, it can

invigorate them. But if you separate it off too much, it

risks getting the compelling attention of novelty, but

which can wear off.

“It’s a theme that underlies a large part of this

interview,” I say, “so let’s finish on it. Change to win’:

What do you think the relationship should be between

the old and the new?” 

Sarah does not hesitate. “People ask what it is like to

paint.” She says. “Imagine you’re at the edge of a

frozen river, blind-fold, and you’ve got to get across.

You test with your foot to see if the ice is secure. You

test all the way. It may mean that as you step out, to

find the right path over those frozen torrents, you’ve got

to double back sometimes. You go from what you know

to the next move. T.S. Eliot’s essay ‘Tradition and the

individual talent’ tells us to imbue oneself with all that

went before, then to reflect your time. At age 16, I read

that and thought ‘ that will keep me busy for the rest of

my life” 

If Sarah’s canvasses are anything to go by, it has. In the

midst of our party’s muffled disquiet over old and new,

what better lesson can Conservatives learn, but re-read

Eliot, look to the artist and to follow suit?  

Sarah Butterfield’s Exhibition “ India – an unusual
journey accompanying a Royal Tour” Neru Centre,
8 South Audley Street, London W1 Tuesday 25th –
Friday 28th September 10-6pm All pictures can be
seen at www.sarahbutterfield.co.uk

‘Young Woman, Backlit’ by Sarah Butterfield.

Crossbow apologises unreservedly to the artist and
to readers for black-and-white on this page! 
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Back Cover: ‘Today in India’ by Sarah Butterfield. With kind permission of the artist.
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