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Continuing our conversations with business leaders across
Merseyside, we speak with Tate Liverpool Director Helen Legg, about
addressing the practical, social, cultural, and political issues posed by
lockdown – and beyond.

How are you acclimatising as a
building and team since
reopening post-lockdown?
Tate really went into overdrive during lockdown.
From an operational perspective, there was a
massive piece of work done over all four
sites, coordinated centrally, which focussed on
health and safety, on understanding the latest
intelligence on Covid-19 – how its spread could
be prevented, how to make buildings safe, both
for visitors and for staff.
There had to be an enormous amount of
planning. We now have cleaners working extra
shifts to sanitise the building continuously; we’ve
got a one-way route; staff who usually share a
radio now have their own equipment. Staff have
bottles of hand sanitiser attached to their
lanyards, people are wearing masks in the
gallery, we have security screens at reception
and at the shop and café counters – the list goes
on.
There’s really been a massive amount of thinking
behind the scenes. And the Front of House team
was positive.
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When it came to reopen the gallery again – obviously, that was a big day –
nobody was quite sure if everything we put in place was going to work
seamlessly, but it did, and it was an amazing feeling to see the first few
people walk through the door. We had a queue outside the building; some of
our most loyal visitors were there and it was so nice to see them again, to
have a chat and see that they were okay. So that day felt really fantastic,
actually.

Nobody was quite sure if everything we
put in place was going to work
seamlessly, but it did.
I visited the gallery quite a few times when the building was closed, and
galleries aren’t meant to be closed; they’re meant to be public spaces, and it
was a bit forlorn seeing the spaces empty of people. We’re still encouraging
people to work from home where they can, senior management are
doing regular days now, and other staff are in as and when is necessary.

Part of the whole lockdown effort was to try and provide a bit of structure for
staff who were at home, so all of the managers were having regular team
meetings and we were trying to communicate with staff really regularly.
There was a lot of attention paid to keeping people’s spirits up and we were
realistic about workload – everyone was under new pressure and many people
had children at home. I think it’s going to be necessary for the rest of the
year, and beyond, because I don’t think we’re going to solve this problem for
a while yet.
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How was preparing for an
exhibition on the scale of Don
McCullin in those circumstances?
It’s been fine. We were well organised before
lockdown – we knew what we were doing, we
were in contact with the artist, and work was
ready. There was some last minute framing to do;
we’d spent a lot of time on the interpretation,
and several of us were in for a walk round to
make sure the show was as we wanted and
needed it to be [before opening].
The installation crew [had] twice as long to
install – and that’s mainly due to social
distancing and the fact that we can’t have as
many people working together in the space as we
normally would. They actually found that a very
stress-free way of working, to have more time
and fewer people in the space, and to do jobs
systematically one by one. That lends itself to
giving the curators more breathing space in terms
of making decisions too. Installation is typically
quite intensive and so everyone benefitted from
an enforced slowing down.

How else have plans been
impacted?
We’ve had to rethink our exhibitions programme.
We’ve postponed exhibitions, for example, with
audio-visual installations that require people to
share headphones.
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We can’t really see a way to manage that at
the moment. And we’ve also had to cut back on
programming; we’ve had to budget to a much
lower figure than we would normally operate
with. So, there has been a lot of work in terms of
rethinking how we’re working, and a lot of that
has been a greater focus on local audiences,
because we know we’re not going to see
international visitors. We’re missing the normal
pace and scale of operations, but it does provide
for other things, for a recalibration and a
refocusing. I’ve found that really positive.

The last few months have been a
real time of wrestling
with big, really important social,
cultural and political issues –
Black Lives Matter, for instance.
How can visual arts institutions
best respond?
This moment is a time of massive upheaval. Black
Lives Matter as a campaign had been running for
a long time but it’s come to a head during this
moment. the murder of George Floyd, obviously,
was a lightning rod, and I think the fact that
many people were furloughed, were at home,
were watching the news, many people didn’t have
to go out to work, so they had time to think
about injustice and to take action which means
that it has come to the forefront of people’s
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minds and I think, well I know, that people have
really done a huge amount of thinking about it. And
thinking about how to deliver change.
There are other things as well that mean this
moment is changing us; we’ve become really aware
of the fragility of our systems, so we’re all suddenly
alive to the fact that our lowest paid workers are
the ones who kept the show on the road during
lockdown. The supermarket shelf stackers, the
cleaners, the delivery drivers, the nurses. We
couldn’t have done this without them and they
had to put themselves at risk, for low
compensation, and I don’t just mean money here, I
also mean the respect we accord as a society to
many of these roles. We have spent time with
families and communities, we spent money locally.
I think people became much more aware of the
things they most valued, because very often those
things were restricted, in this period.
So it feels like a real turning point, and I hope it
proves to be. I think questions like this are difficult
to answer, because there is no single answer,
there’s is no quick answer, no easy answer. I think
what institutions are probably best doing right now
is some really hard thinking – talking to their
communities, asking questions about the way in
which they operate and who they represent and
how.
I don’t think rushing to find solutions is going help
us particularly. I think it’s got to be a period of
reflection and understanding that things are
changing.
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See more than 200 photographs of
Liverpool, the north and
international conflict, captured over
the last 60 years. Find out more by
visiting:
https://www.tate.org.uk/whatson/tate-liverpool/exhibition/donmccullin
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How do you envisage Tate
Liverpool responding?
At Tate Liverpool we were already working on
some of these issues, so we will have displays
that are much more representative filtering in
over the next couple of years. Since I’ve been at
Tate Liverpool we’ve had two significant
exhibitions that looked at histories of racism,
Arthur Jafa’s Love is the Message, the Message is
Death and Theaster Gates’ exhibition Amalgam
and this will continue to be a strand going
forward, explored in many different ways and
from a range of perspectives.

We will have displays that are much more
representative filtering in over the next
couple of years.
Tate has a responsibility to the artists who have
made and are making work that relates to these
issues as well as to our audiences, and needs to find
ways to be alive to all of this as the situation
develops.
What we’ve tried to do with McCullin’s exhibition, for
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example, which is a slight shift from the show as
it was presented in London [at Tate Britain], is
that in the interpretation that accompanies the
work we’ve given more weight to Britain’s
colonial past, where that impacted on the
conflicts McCullin was documenting. These are
histories that many of us are still largely unaware
of. Tate-wide, there’s much more work going on
that we in Liverpool are a part of – so there’ll be
a task force made up of staff drawn from right
across the organisation, and they will be making
recommendations about ways in which we might
enhance racial equality both within the
organisation and in terms of some of our external
relationships. As a whole organisation we
recognise this as a moment of change and
understand that culture has an important part to
play.

Will the recent announcement
of job losses on the Tate
Enterprises side of the business
impact Tate Liverpool?
In terms of Tate Liverpool, we’ve seen five
redundancies from the café, one of which was
voluntary. No one wants to say goodbye to
colleagues that they’ve worked alongside but we
couldn’t see any other option. The loss to Tate
Gallery in this financial year from Covid-19 is
going to be £50m. It’s an enormous amount of
money.
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Tate Enterprises is a separate, commercial arm and
it would have been insolvent, I think, seven weeks
after lockdown if Tate Gallery hadn’t used its
reserves to prop it up. We’ve put £5m in, as a loan,
which is all we can do as charities aren’t legally
allowed to bail out a commercial entity.
Most of the job losses are in London; some were
temporary contracts running until the end of the
Warhol show at Tate Modern, which in a normal
year would have been an incredibly busy time. The
hard truth is, that with far fewer visitors to the
galleries, especially in London, there’s a lot less
work to do in our shops and cafés, and there isn’t
anywhere near enough money coming in to
support so many jobs. It’s been a very difficult
thing for everyone to have gone through.

The loss is an enormous
amount of money
Culture is incredibly important to
the make-up and mood
of Liverpool as a city. How has the
sector here been coping?
One of the good things about this period is that,
although we’ve all been isolated at home, we’ve
all been connecting via Zoom.
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We’ve found that we’re working much more closely with some people. One
of the strengths of the cultural sector is that it is very mutually supportive.
As part of LARC [the Liverpool Arts Regeneration Consortium], we’ve been
talking on a weekly basis with representatives from the other major
cultural organisations and we have been helping each other get through,
really.
Helping each other work out what the furlough rules were, what kind of
health and safety measures were going to be necessary within our
buildings, what kind of lobbying we might be able to support each other in.

They’ve been really invaluable discussions, both on a personal basis –
because everyone’s been going through quite a difficult time – and
organisationally to help each other cut through the enormous amount of
new thinking and new work that has had to be done through this period.
It’s much easier if you can do some of that together. It’s hard, too, to see
our peers in the live art arena not be able to open back up fully, and to
know they are itching to get back to work but they can’t. It’s a real loss.
It’s felt as though we needed each other personally, to acknowledge the
fact that we’re all working through something that is immensely
difficult on many levels and also to see the opportunity in this moment.
People are talking about a reboot, but I think what we need is a new o
perating model. That’s long and slow thinking – we’re not all going to have
brand new ways of working, but I think the impact of this moment is going
to have a long tail, and we’re going to see things changing over the next
decade in response to this moment. There have been some exploratory
conversations about what that might look like for cultural organisations,
but they’re at fledgling stages.
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I think one of the ways in which culture can be of
benefit to the city is to start to explore that area
– to ask artists to speak about what our future
might look like, or to commission work that
might imaginatively project different futures, and
I think that’s a role we can play going forwards.

Looking beyond this moment,
what show are you really
looking forward to bringing to
Tate Liverpool?
One of our curators is working on a really
exciting group exhibition that I can’t say too
much about at this stage but is something I’m
finding rich and fascinating; I’m really excited
about the research. There’s always something to
look forward to.

As told to Mike Pinnington prior to the opening of
Tate Liverpool’s Don McCullin exhibition.
See Don McCullin at Tate Liverpool now.
https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tateliverpool/exhibition/don-mccullin
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