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Radio 4 Front Row interview with Deborah Kermode and Adrian Lester  

Recorded on 13 April 2017 

Interviewed by Samira Ahmed 

 
SA - Introduction 

Hello, tonight Adrian Lester is here to talk about the challenge for regional arts centres as 

the one that trained him is facing massive funding cuts. ...It’s a dilemma all over the nation, 

local councils slashing funding on arts and libraries and leisure facilities as they struggle to 

cope with the pressures on their budgets – so how do you manage them and still stay 

open? The mac Birmingham is the most visited free admission arts centre in the West 

Midlands, which includes a theatre and a cinema and holds 120 art and music classes 

every week, overwhelmingly used by local people. This financial year Birmingham City 

Council has cut its grant by 70% to £120,000.  Many now acclaimed actors and directors 

gained early vital experience there including Mike Leigh, Lesley Joseph, and Imelda 

Staunton another who did is the Shakespearian stage actor and Hustle star Adrian Lester 

who joins me together with the mac Birmingham’s  Chief Executive and Artistic Director 

Deborah Kermode – thank you both for coming on. 

 

SA: Adrian what difference did the Midlands Art Centre make to you? 

AL: Every difference, I am a product of the Midland’s Art Centre’s ethos of keeping an open 

door, making sure that young people can access the arts, no matter what their place in 

society. I remember coming home from school grabbing my skateboard dropping my 

books, getting down the road in about 10 minutes, and going to the arts centre. And if a 

room wasn’t booked, they gave me the key, I’d go in I’d have my sound system I could do 

some dancing, I could listen to people sing, I could watch puppetry, I got  to stretch my 

muscles in an artistic vein, so many hours over my summer holidays. I got the confidence 

through the Midland’s Art Centre to audition to the Birmingham Youth Theatre, which I got 

into, we rehearsed there, we performed there. While we were there we could see touring 

companies for next to nothing. And without that building  I would honestly, and I’m not just 

saying it because we are on the radio, but without that building I would not be doing the 

job that I’m doing now.  
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SA: Deborah what does Adrian’s story tell you about the importance of mac and its 

location?  

DK:  I think it strongly resonates with so many young people, so many residents, 82% of the 

people who come through our doors of that million are local residents. And they use us 

every day. We are a safe haven, we’re warm, we’re open 364 days of the year. We’re open 

from 9 till 10, and we offer an opportunity for people to be creative and to challenge 

themselves, to think about themselves differently.  

SA: Because the arts education side of things is quite important given what’s happening in 

schools?  

DK:  Yeah that’s something we are very passionate about. I think with the challenges of the 

English baccalaureate and the idea that school head teachers can withdraw from 

compulsory art education, that’s really tricky. So where do young people like Adrian go to 

now, and I think art centres such as mac are absolutely vital. Because in the future where 

will that future talent pipeline come from? You know in 10 or 20 years it’s going to look quite 

different, if we can’t provide services and opportunities for our wonderful creative young 

people.  

SA: So what exactly is your understanding of the impact of the cuts are going to be Adrian?  

AL: Well, I mean some people try to compare giving to the arts with giving to a hospital, 

and that’s a really really unfair argument. But if you take that self-confidence and that self-

expression and that artistic exploration away from people who need to access those 

services 20 years later you’ll have no West End, you know then people will say if you made 

these cuts and certain theatres closed and you withdrew that funding from that place or 

from that place. Then the restaurants, the cab services, all the services, that make their 

money, the tourist industry and all of that. Our ability to show our culture to the rest of the 

world that starts to suffer. And it all comes, the route of this all comes from making sure 

young people can access the arts of the highest quality, without having to pay the full 

price.  

SA: Well we’ve talked a lot about why the cuts shouldn’t be happening, but they are 

Deborah and you’re faced with having to deal with it. Realistic what are you going to do, 

like a lot of art centres, you’re going to be making cuts, where are they going to come 

from?  

DK: We’ve seen this coming and like many art professionals across the country we’ve been 

planning ahead, and we’ve been looking at a whole range of different things. We will have 

to cut back on.  

SA: Such as what?  

DK: You know art centres like a lot of art venues are social spaces now, so the trading 

aspect of that, the catering, the way that we work with the public, we are social spaces for 

people to use and people have got to understand, if they don’t use us, they will lose us.  

SA: So you’ve got a campaign to try get people to use you more.  

DK: Yeah we’ve got a pledge campaign one more for mac, that really says we will stay 

viable if you come in and you use our cinema, you come and use classes and it’s really 

important that we continue to be viable.  
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SA: Buy one extra coffee.  

DK: Yeah absolutely.  

SA: But again, people will want to know where are, because you’ll have to make cuts in the 

meantime, so where are they going to come from?  

DK: Well sadly it’s the work that Adrian has described it’s the talent development, because 

that’s the experimental work, that’s the process based work, that’s the work that takes a lot 

of work, a lot of care, a lot of resource and attention and we don’t want to do that. But 

there is no doubt we will have to look at that more experimental work.  

SA: And some of that will be reduced hours for activity, the number of activities, and 

perhaps some of the free spaces you give out to artists, will you have to start charging for 

that?  

DK: Yeah, we will have to look at that. The other thing I think which is really important to say 

is we want to make work about Birmingham, in Birmingham for Birmingham and send it out. 

What we don’t want to do is buy it off the peg from London and bring it here. You know we 

have our own identity. And we want kids and young people to be able to make the work 

they want to make, and that’s really important. We don’t want a homogenous culture 

environment where things are just moving between different art centres.…  

SA: I just wanted to ask Adrian as well, because a lot of our actors and art professionals like 

yourself have been criticising the part of central government in cuts on local authority 

spending and being too focused on cost and not the value of culture in regional towns 

and cities. But it’s kept going on for the last few years, realistically is there anything you can 

do, that will change minds on this?  

AL: Keep telling people how we started, I think there’s a sort of black and white thinking here 

that people who access services always access services and people who don’t and help 

pay for them or always help pay for them. But you know I could walk out of my job 

tomorrow, I could go visit the doctor and for the next two years because of some condition 

or something that happens I have to access services for the next two years. They are 

services that I’ve spent my whole life paying into but we have a right to be able, especially 

towards the end of our life. You know old people are going to the mac and the coffee 

mornings and the tea, and the way you have this programme where the young teach the 

old how to use computing software and so on. You should be able to pay for a service for 

the whole of your life, and this unwritten agreement with the government.  

SA: Covenant 

AL: Covenant and when you get to towards the end of your life you start to slow down. You 

should be able to access those services. Those art centres should be open for you.  

 

SA: Briefly Deborah, many places have had to make cuts and I know that when you were at 

the Ikon gallery they had to make cuts. Have you learnt any lessons from what other arts 

places in Birmingham have done? 

DK: I think you have just got to be really entrepreneurial, I don’t want to cut, I want to grow 

and so for us it’s very much about working together across different sectors, health and well-
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being is so vital to the arts as a really good example and we’ve just got to work smarter with 

different organisations and different partnerships.  

A: Thank you both very much for coming on front row, Deborah Kermode and Adrian Lester.  


