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THE VIEW FROM THE CULTURAL SECTOR: CHALLENGES OF LEADERSHIP

Keynote speaker 6:

Nick Hytner – Artistic Director, Royal National Theatre

I became the director of the National Theatre in April 2003, and I had no previous experience whatsoever of leading any organisation. Lest this might appear to invalidate this entire exercise, I should point out that I couldn’t run anything other than the National Theatre. Without the people around me, who are highly experienced, the place would ground to a halt. They run it. I am a licensed dilettante.

What I would hope the Clore Leadership Programme will enable people like me to do is to be a great deal more expert and a great deal less hit and miss, and quite importantly, I hope it will be a way of articulating, almost codifying things that, in the theatre world, have been learned over generations, passed from artist to artist, and never been properly thought about and can be turned into an educational tool.

The best thing I could do, being ill-equipped to synthesise centuries of theatrical history on the hoof, is to say something of what I have learnt in the last year at the national theatre - at the risk of sounding like the essay “What I did on my holidays”. Theatre companies are now led by directors, directors of plays. My predecessor, Sir Laurence Olivier, did direct plays, but he was primarily an actor. Few actors these days lead theatres, it is now mainly directors. A truth generally acknowledged is that lessons learnt by the director of a play in the rehearsal room are applicable to the direction of a theatre itself. These lessons include:

· The necessity of articulating a central vision or mission, procuring general agreement of what the play is about. 

· Banishment of fear – in the rehearsal room we must create an environment were everyone feels able to express themselves and their ideas at no cost whatsoever. 

· The director must channel all individual creativity into the central mission. If there are 20 actors, there will be 20 different approaches to the play, 20 different sensibilities. They must all be allowed a place to flourish and then they must be gathered together into a central vision.

· There must be a balance created between the big central idea and the small individual ideas. The creative vision is the result of a collective free-for-all. The director of a play is less a visionary than a synthesiser. Sometimes the director can travel from play to play, being a visionary on one and a synthesiser the next time. Both work. 

· And finally the interpretation of that general vision to the public is a process of rehearsal and producing the play.

All this is arguable, but it is a start. Out of it an arguable clutch of recommendations from a total novice to cultural leadership. This is akin to the Ladybird book of cultural leadership.

First, know the mission and articulate it. And live it. There must be a genuine mission, communicable to your organisation and to its public. It must be possible to live up to it. And in articulating it, “artspeak” must be scrupulously avoided.

My advantage was that for a long time nobody asked, let alone answered the question, what is our National Theatre for? It seemed that to go back to the source and ask that question was flirting dangerously with artspeak. I answered that it was our job at the National Theatre to respond to the challenge of living up to our name. Forty years ago, when Laurence Olivier led the company for the first time into the Old Vic, the two elements that make up our title would have seemed less contentious than they do now. Most people would have agreed then what “national” meant, and what “theatre” meant. Now both words seem to be up for grabs.

The National Theatre therefore investigates what it means to be “national”. It asks what makes the nation’s heart beat. It explores its present in the context of its past, and looks at Britain in the context of the rest of the globe. At the same time it asks what “theatre” is, pushing constantly at its boundaries, and reinvigorating the form, as we already know it. Noticeable is the absence of the word “excellence”, which is past its sell-by date. I don’t think anybody aims for anything other than excellence. It should be taken for granted; it is achievable by the smallest organisation as well as the largest and best funded. We must know that is what we all aspire to.
Our mission has translated quite genuinely over the last year into programming, casting, marketing and ticket prices. The repertoire, I hope, reflects the vision, and is testament to another of my recommendations: paint yourself into a corner. If you believe in the risk you are taking enough, say it often enough and publicly enough for it to be a humiliation to withdraw from it, then you are turning the biggest risk into inevitability.

It is also not a bad idea to say it often enough internally to see how you feel about it, whether you feel stupid saying it. It has been reassuring in my time at the NT that the glazed looks I would get at my big ideas have been transformed into happily articulated dissent. The riskier the ideas that get through are, the more they need to be discussed because you can’t back away. This suggests the merits of extreme openness. Everyone has good ideas. The only price you pay is that you have to listen to lots of bad ideas, but the price is small. Most of the National Theatre’s repertoire has been suggested by others. One person can’t come up with it all. 75% is others.

Openness should go hand in glove with decisiveness – often a virtue in its own right. I learned on my first film set, where time is money, every minute costing quite literally thousands of pounds, that you need to save your emotional and intellectual energies for the important decisions. For example: where shall we put the camera? … And not to angst over the smaller ones such as which forks should we use in the dinner party scene. You must decide and  never say, “I don’t care”. Sometimes the fork will be as important as the camera. 

Which is not to say that sometimes, in the right circumstances “I don’t know” isn’t a good and productive thing to say. However, it can only be a good thing to say, “I don’t know” in the context of general decisiveness. It means that you develop a tolerance for others who don’t know. Tolerance is a major requirement for running a cultural organisation. It is important to recognise that in the creative community the difficulty of others is usually born of insecurity. Sometimes it’s born of genius, but mostly it is born of insecurity. In either event, cultural leaders need to grow a thick skin and shrug off the slings and arrows of outrageous ego. It’s worth it. The unmanageability of the creative temperament is something we are paid to manage, and it should be worth it. 

You need to relish the achievement of others, identify your ego entirely with your organisation. In the theatre, jealousy is often the root cause of much of what goes wrong. Subversive talents threaten the status quo. Directors more brilliant than the artistic director are shut out. It happened in the great days of the actor-manager as much as it does now. The boss played King Lear and cast a block of wood as Gloucester.

You must play to the strength of every individual in your team. Rejoice in the superiority of the institution over the individual, whilst recognising it is only through the subversive individual that the organisation flourishes.

If you can, spend real time on the coalface. This is easy if you direct plays as you have regular contact with the whole team, collaborating on every aspect of the theatre. There must be analogous versions for all cultural leaders. The team should know who you are.

Conversely you should develop an acceptable version of yourself for public consumption. There is this person call Nicholas Hytner. I am not sure if I like him, but he seems confident and convinced enough to run the National Theatre, but he isn’t the one who lives where I live.

Make friends with the press. It is through the press that you communicate, not just with your existing public, but also with a potentially limitless new one. How to make friends? I would say, tell them as much of the truth as it is possible to tell. Sometimes it is impolitic to do so; sometimes it is impolite to tell them the truth. But their business is information, and in my experience an excellent relationship is achievable by providing them with what it’s their business to know. There is nothing to fear as long as you expect no mercy, shrug off criticism and remember that nobody remembers criticism except its object.

Attract audiences for the right work. Don’t produce work for the right audience. It is important to reject the notion of the officially approved crowd. Diverse audiences are only good because they enable exciting and diverse work to happen. Nevertheless accept the responsibility of banging the drum for the stuff you believe in and in making it available to everyone who might enjoy it.

At the same time, waste no time in worrying about the people who are bored by the very idea of your art form. It is a morally defensible position to be bored rigid by theatre. Care only about those who aren’t bored and who wouldn’t be bored if they knew about it.

Above all, coming full circle, as leaders we should be unembarrassed by our own enthusiasm. We should know our mission, be confident in our vision and when we lose it, we should resign.
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Come to the edge 

We might fall

Come to the edge

It’s too high

Come to the edge

And they came

And we pushed, and they flew

1968, by the British poet Christopher Lowe

I’m going to tell you what I have learnt about leadership throughout my career and give a few examples of where I maybe have or haven’t got it right. 

To start with I couldn’t do the job I do today without having done everything else that I have done. I have learnt all the time. Actually I could have done with some of the learning I have now, 20 years ago. I could have done with the Clore Fellowship probably 20 years ago when I was first put into that first leadership position, and that was in 1984.  

I was 20 when I started my first job in the City, and that was as an assistant – opening the post, making cups of tea. I was 25 when I became an assistant director, which was my first management role in an insurance broking company; then I became the director and then managing director. And so in leadership terms, what have I learnt? In general I have learnt to ask others for help. I have learnt about listening and learning from other people and understanding other viewpoints. I’ve learnt that making mistakes is often the best way you learn. I have never forgotten the mistakes I make. To use what you have learnt, to make connections, should always help you.

It’s also about you. It’s about understanding yourself, understanding your own strengths and weaknesses. It’s like your own moral code. Be sure that you can stand up for it. Be open so that others feel that they can question your judgement and your decisions. I think openness is very important. If you are not open it can get to the stage where you can be closed off and are making decisions in isolation. Don’t be too defensive, but to back down when you have done something that you know isn’t right.

There are also some external things. Stay outwardly calm even when you’re in inner turmoil. I think as a leader if you are flapping around and everyone about is also flapping around, it doesn’t help hugely. You are there to provide an environment for others to flourish, for others to achieve more than they ever thought they could, an environment for other people to move forward. Charles Saumarez Smith talked recently about good leadership: rather than standing at the prow of a ship giving orders, it is more like being a cox at the back of a boat coaching others to move forward.

Test your own comfort zone - the edge can be further than you think, it can be quite elastic. Others can think you can go further, so this can spur you on. If you don’t go to the edge, sometimes you just have to face your own fear, take a deep breath and jump, and as I am sure you will know, thinking about things is almost always worse than doing them.  So a few examples …

I have a mysterious few years on my CV, which are rather euphemistically called ‘travelling’. This is before the City. I left school at 16 and did all sorts of things like darning socks in a prep school, then going to the States where I did everything there from selling orange juice to tourists, to teaching Scottish dancing in Baltimore and looking after children. I then came back and went to Norland and trained to be a nanny. I don’t know why, don’t ask. The reason I am saying this is because it was my first leadership role. All of us were learning how to be nannies, and quite soon we needed to choose a leader.  I was chosen and I was completely shocked. After the first year they had to check to see if that person was the right leader or not for the second year. I didn’t go to the meeting because I thought, ‘well of course I am the leader’, and I got voted out.  I was horrified. I couldn’t understand why I had been voted in, but to be voted out?  How can they do that? The lesson was I wasn’t ready for that mantle that they gave me. They saw that. It taught me a lesson: don’t take things for granted. Leadership might be thrust upon you, but then you have to work at it, you can’t be complacent, and I was. 

Let’s move forward, and I move into the City. I get a job delivering the post, making tea, delivering messages, photocopying. I look back now and I see that I was young, a woman in a male environment and quite unprepared really.  So I came up through this company from the bottom, and some people’s perception of you doesn’t really change. They still think you are making cups of tea when you are the managing director. 

There weren’t any management courses, there wasn’t any training. My chairman was the sort of man who said, “Just get on with it, go in and do it”. So I thought I need to learn something, so I found a one day course and I took myself off there. I was the only woman on the course, it was full of much older men, and I remember thinking I shouldn’t be here and they all looked at me thinking the same thing. As we got through the course I discovered that I was running an organisation much bigger than everyone else on the course. I don’t know who was more amazed – them or me. 

In leadership terms I look back over that 15 years and I realise I was very fearful of not getting it right. I was closed to learning from other people, quite defensive. I found it difficult to share issues with others. I saw it as a weakness. I think I had a thick body armour on, probably through circumstance. There were about 50 women at Lloyds at that time, and about 5000 men. And amongst those there were only a tiny handful who made it to leadership positions in those days. 

But I did learn from my mistakes, and there was one, which I remember very, very clearly. When you are talking to underwriters, you have to tell them a story, make it visually very attractive, get facts right, get your maths right, and then the underwriter will take a percentage of the risk. I went to an underwriter who was a very elderly man, a very grumpy man who did not like women in the industry. I knew this and I was probably nervous because of that, and I made a mistake. He took too much of a risk and I made a mistake. I knew I had done it, I went back to the office, fretted about it for three days, eventually told my boss, and I thought, he’ll go back and sort it out for me. But he didn’t, he sent me back to sort it out. So I went back with my heart in my mouth and I got torn off a major strip. If there had been a fire in the intervening period while I had been working up the guts to go back, he would have been up for a lot more than he expected because he had taken it on my trust. I’ll never do that again.

I had a defining moment when I was in the City. I was managing director, but I still wasn’t feeling fulfilled. So I went to see an educational psychologist who changed my life. He put me through some psychometric testing, and said to me three things: leadership, management and the arts. He said I don’t know what you are doing in the City; you are in the wrong box. You should use your brain and be one of the female leaders in the cultural sector. So I did. I went to Birkbeck and I started studying in the evening whilst I was still the MD. It opened my mind, I started using my brain, I started understanding the world better, in a different context; it gave me confidence. It has helped me in every single job I have had since, having done that degree. 

And so I left the City. At the time I thought it was because my ex Chairman had made a decision that I didn’t believe in. I thought I had stood up to be counted in what I thought I believed in. Looking back now, I think it was the lever to enable me to leave the City. And that was ten years ago.

I felt all my props had been taken away. Now I was just left with me. I’d gone to my bank manager and told him I’d taken a 90% cut in salary, and my income exceeded my outgoings by a considerable amount. I was now an assistant in a contemporary art gallery called Purdey Hicks.  I had gone to the edge; I had pushed myself off, and what now? Well, goodbye sports car, hello number 19 bus. Goodbye champagne for lunch, hello cheese sandwich in a café. I worked for 2 years in a gallery of my choice, and I did my degree, and I have never looked back. I then went to Arts & Business, which was my first management role in the arts. Then on to the Royal Academy, and in leadership terms it was much more about negotiation and understanding languages. You had curators with one view, artists with another, and administrators with another. I was the one who needed to see what was important amongst the ten different stories.

From the RA I went to the Almeida. It was there I had an elastic-pinging moment, and by that I mean I had stretched my luck a lot. We moved the Almeida to King’s Cross. There was a lease on a building – the lease was sort of agreed but not quite. I was getting nervous, because I couldn’t seem to get the agreement to the extension of the lease finalised; I had 36 people dependent on me, 36 people for whom I felt hugely responsible. I started panicking. I was closing myself off. I had to do this. There was no other possibility. I had to get this lease. I did two things. The person whom I was negotiating with didn’t care if we got the lease. It didn’t matter to them. I stopped. I thought “hang on a minute”. I went and found myself a mentor to get a sense of perspective back again. And second, I confided in someone within the organisation who didn’t really know what was going on. They gave me an idea, a completely different way through. We did it, put it together, put it to the Board, put it to the Arts Council, we got through it, we didn’t have to make any staff redundant. Job done.

That brings me on to Arts Council London. I wouldn’t have got here without the arts experience and the business experience. This job allows me to bring the value of both of them together, and I feel incredibly lucky to be doing it. When I sat for my series of interviews for the position, and I got asked, “How do we know you can do the job?” and I thought, you don’t. Neither did I. But I answered that looking at my CV they could see I had gone to the edge, I had jumped several times, and I hadn’t had a crash landing yet. 

So I hope to keep coming to the edge, facing that irrational fear, whether it is pushing myself off or being pushed, will enable me to be equipped to add to the leadership of the cultural sector in this country.

