Carcanet Oral History Interview [21 March 2019]
Respondent: Alison Boyle (AB)

Interviewer: Lise Jaillant (LJ) 
[Preamble, discussion of Loughborough University, AB studied English and Creative Design]

LJ:         
[AB’s background and career] Did you work in publishing before working for the Arts Council?

AB:        
Yes, I did, I did a degree in English and Creative Design, and then I did postgraduate study in publishing at Oxford Brookes. In fact, I heard about the postgrad while I was at Loughborough, there was somebody two years ahead of me had been to it and recommended it. That was good, it was very practical, and it got me into my first job in publishing, which was in London as a copywriter on a German magazine, a book club magazine, so that was very broad. I then moved on, working different roles, working as an editor and publisher.

LJ:          Mostly in the South East, Oxford, London?

AB:
Yes, and Bath as well. 

LJ:
Your experience must be useful for the role you have at the Arts Council?

AB:
Yes, since I came in 2010, there’s been a big upsurge in support for creative industries, and publishers fall within that. So, although they’re doing the art and culture and producing books and showcasing them, there’s a very strong business element to it. Rather than it being – I know centres always have to be viable, but they’re very orientated towards the sector, but we have supported publishing, increasingly, in the North, since then.

LJ:
And your position, do you deal with publishers only, or other sectors as well?

AB:
Yes, literature in all its guises. So, festivals, writing development agencies, of which we have quite a lot of for talent development, libraries for reader development, libraries as cultural hubs. A lot of work connecting people together, because often they’re quite small organisations and if they’re working together they’re usually stronger. So very recently Carcanet joined the Northern Publisher’s Network, which came out of the Northern Fiction Alliance. So, we’ve given extra money and support to that network to help the individuals within it to work together, to be mentored, to learn skills.

LJ:
[Checks name of Network] Carcanet is part of this, Bloodaxe, you mentioned?

AB:
Yes. There’s a website – Northern Fiction Alliance. That was given an uplift in our National Portfolio decisions, for four-year programmes. And that included a small amount of publishers who were just doing fiction. And then in order to involve the poetry publishers who are very important in the North, the Northern Publisher’s Network encompassed them, so they’re now working very closely together on certain initiatives. 

LJ:
So, they have additional funding and networking opportunities?

AB:
Yes. That network got some funding through one of our strategic funds which was called International Showcasing. That’s where we focus on selling rights at international book fairs, bringing in revenue and promoting the diversity of readerships of text produced in the North
. Many of them are prize-winning, getting them out into different languages, into different markets, and within that, mentoring as well as support to go to the book fairs and to learn about rights. And we hope to be able to expand that because that particular fund finished, but we are talking now about how we can continue that success story. Because they’ve brought in a lot of extra revenue, they’ve made lots of additional international contacts, and the thing that really benefitted was this sewing together of these individual elements under this banner of the network in the north It’s really helped the south, the Bookseller and national agencies to really notice them under this bigger banner. 

LJ:
When did it start?

AB:
That was 2016. The Northern Fiction Alliance. 

LJ:
And you said funding is running out, but you are planning for other sources of funding?

AB:
Yes, so the Northern Fiction Alliance was given an extra £11,000 odd per year for four years, and that runs until 2022. They were also given additional strategic funding which has run out, but we are now talking about – they’re planning a project which they could combine and bring those elements together, into a longer-running project which has got that international focus. Which will have a poetry element to it, because of the members now. 

LJ:
[General objective of supporting northern publisher’s vs traditional centres in the South East] Why is it so important to support publishing enterprises in the North? 

AB:
That’s a good question, and the reason is, because there’s a big saturation of support in London. What was happening was that both potential staff, workforce, wanting to work in publishing would have to go to London - obviously they still do quite often to have a bigger range of opportunities. But also the writers in the North, and how they are – they’re not necessarily writing about the North, but they’re writing in the North, and there’s a certain social character to some of that, they’re all individual writers, but what we have noticed is, with our increased investment, we now fund more publishers in the North than anywhere else, including London through our regular funding, which is a huge shift we disinvested from some London organisations last time, in order to be able to rebalance. It was important to do that. We still fund a lot of publishers in London, but more through project grants, etc. So that’s really something to celebrate, and there are some news stories that I can send you if you’re interested. About how national or London-based organisations have been noticing this, and how they are – actually, we’ve had new publishers come to the North because of the network. 

LJ:
[History of Carcanet, anniversary] It has been supported by the Arts Council since its creation, basically – could you say a few words about this relationship with Carcanet?

AB:
Yes. Well, I’ve been here, obviously not for the whole of that time, but bringing that view about the importance of publishers and what they do for talent development, diversity. I mean, they’re hugely diverse, the publishers. As you’ll be aware, Carcanet have been shortlisted or won the Alison Morrison Diversity Award several times in the past. Peepal Tree, who are the Leeds-based organisation, they’ve won several awards including [the award received by the Managing Director Jeremy Poynting for his contribution to Caribbean literature over many years (supporting ACE's Creative Case for Diversity)]. [redacted], 
LJ:
[redacted]
AB:
[redacted] Interestingly, we don’t have NPOs – National Portfolio Organisations – that are dealing with children and young people in the North
, they’re all for adult audiences. Although Comma Press do verge on young adult sometimes, with the work that they’re doing. 

LJ:
[Diversity, Carcanet] Do you have any criticisms about the tension between quality and diversity? You have older male writers who might be excellent poets, who might feel excluded because they are not part of a minority group. Do you have anything to say about that?

AB:
Yes, it’s obviously quite controversial, the dialogue about it. I would just say that, the way we fund organisations is that we trust them to make those choices. And what Carcanet have always stood by, is that they’ll choose the best people. And the best people for them actually, have always been very diverse. And I don’t think they’ve - in the output that they have, there’s huge diversity. And we would only intervene if there was a problem. If an organisation’s not addressing that. And it’s a bit of a tension for us, because obviously we want to give the organisations freedom to make those informed choices, because they’re the ones running the businesses. But on the other hand, we do have to deliver on the things that we are funded to do. We have our strategy. So, we’ll be looking, observing, we might have conversations occasionally – is this an opportunity? Have you thought about this? We’ll attend some Board meetings, where we might just stimulate that kind of conversation, so you have it moving beyond management discussion to the board. Generally, the National Portfolio Organisations are really doing great work. And they do get scored on the Creative Case for Diversity. Carcanet generally do really well. 

LJ:
When you say there is a score, like a mark? Out of ten? How does it work?

AB:
At the moment it’s graded into three. So, you’re not quite achieving, you’re average, and you’re good, and then we’re going to split it, this year, into four markers, so you’ll have outstanding. We do a review of the organisations every year, and we will give – for Carcanet, I will be giving a mark for their Creative Case for Diversity, and I’ll also be commenting on the other aspects we talked about, which is the quality of the work and the way that they’re reaching people, the management, the structures. 

LJ:
And how do you measure quality? Is it the number of readers, the number of reviews? What’s your criteria?

AB:
It’s a good question, and again, we try to be a bit hands-off, because we’ve got certain indicators. We want them, increasingly, to be self-reviewing, so we want them to be critiquing through their evaluation methods, we want them to be asking people if they have an event, we want them to be talking to people through surveys, and we want them to tell us what their surveys are telling them. And we want them to be self-reflective and self-critical. We also judge it on external things like amount of awards, amount of reviews in high-quality press, respected within their area, so poetry press, the T. S. Eliot Award, winning international awards - there are various markers, it does depend on the sector that they’re working in, but those are the things that are relevant to publishing. 

LJ:
You attend some of the Carcanet Board meetings – would you intervene in an active way, or is it more observing the discussion?

AB:
Yes, we’re supposed to observe. But I think it depends on the Board and what they need. 

LJ:
It’s quite a large Board, Carcanet. 

AB:
It is big, and it’s good, they do have some - I would say, the essential thing is that they’re critical friends. That they’re not too kow-towing, that they do challenge, and the Carcanet Board is very good. And it also does give time for discussions. Rather than just going through papers that could have been gone through before, so it’s got a dynamic to it. But going back – I would just say something, if there’s something that seems pertinent, and they do always ask me for an Arts Council perspective on things. So if there’s something coming up, or what are your thoughts. So I can inform them about some of those things that might not be on their radar yet. 

LJ:
Do they ask you questions about selection, or about [quantities? Grant opportunities? 00.16.12].

AB:
As they’re National Portfolio funded, they can’t generally apply for additional funds from us, but there are project grants which are available for national projects, over £100,000. So that’s a potential conversation. But we do have some strategic funds which are open to National Portfolios, so definitely, if there are funds available, I will tell them about that, have they thought about it. And also, they will be aware of, sometimes, of something that – is it, does it feel relevant, what might we gain from it. So, they’ll ask views. 

LJ:
[Relationship with ACE] Carcanet has been supported by the Arts Council for many years, do you think there is a risk of dependency?

AB:
There is a risk of that, but I would say, it’s very competitive, and the process we have for assessing the applications is an equal playing field. Every organisation has to reapply and they have to put their best case forward, and it’s judged by several different people, there are panels that ratify the decisions, it’s never one person that’s deciding on it. So, that’s from the Arts Council point of view, so we would always really try our hardest to choose the best organisations – 

LJ:
But are you part of this committee that chooses who gets the funding?

AB:
We would generally take different roles, so we would write the assessment. For the National Portfolio we would generally be separating those stages out. I would say, it’s a good system of not having one person who is advocating all the way through. As far as the dependency of Carcanet, absolutely true that some of our organisations have depended over time, but that’s because there is a need for public funding to go into certain sectors in order to keep them going, and it’s important that they’re kept going. We have our priorities, and the way that they will need to make their argument to us is to talk about how they are meeting our priorities as well as how they are running their businesses. It’s obviously a mixed funding model because they’re running businesses, they get income from their books, and income sometimes from events, but it’s no different from theatres selling tickets, exhibitions of the visual arts that are charging for entry. So, it’s a mixed income model, and obviously some organisations depend on us more than others. So, we do a ratio of, what sort of dependence, is there a way of slightly reducing that sometimes, because we need to try and spread our funding out. 

LJ:
How would you try to decrease dependence?

AB:
Some of the things we’ve introduced are philanthropy advice and workshops, how you get money in from non-public sector – because we’ve only got a certain amount of money. Sometimes they… innovations in the programme, other ways of using what you’re producing in book form to do other things, which will make money for you in ways you haven’t thought of. So, they’re expanding – they’ve got their ebooks but they’ve also launched audiobooks, and that’s a really good initiative to do exactly that, bring it into a different format. Perhaps bring new readers and new income. 

LJ:
You mentioned digital as a priority, can you give an example of an initiative that you’re funding at the moment relating to the digital?

AB:
Across our funds – so we have project grants, which is our running programme, you can apply for that any time, and we fund a lot of initiatives which, for instance, podcasts are very good as a way of sharing the art. It could be more of a marketing, you know, this is what we’re doing and the podcast is bringing you to it, but actually it can be really innovative ways of using podcasts – say, in the collaborative creation of that material. It could be collaborative writing, or it could be set in a particular place that has a certain auditory quality, so it could be working with other art forms. Apps can sometimes be funded, film can be if it’s artistic film, and focused on the imaginative. Which obviously brings in all media. I do encourage people to think outside their format, it’s not to say that they need to shift everything, because of course they know what they’re doing and we want them to carry on, but are there things that are opportunities which are nudging on the edge of that. That would perhaps excite them, bringing new people to it, but also help for us, help the public to be able to experience these great works in different ways. Because some people will be put off by a printed book, they just don’t think it’s for them. So, Carcanet may benefit, you introduce them to an element of it, and they already do this in Poem of the Day, some free things on social media – so are there stepping stones that you can take to make people feel more familiar, and then they may end up buying the book. 
LJ:
[redacted] 

AB:
[redacted]
LJ:
[redacted]
AB:
[redacted] 

LJ:
[Link to Michael Schmidt, potential retirement] How do you see the future of Carcanet?

AB:
Yes, we do talk about what happens next, but I think it’s, again, we don’t want to force people to change, and really it’s up to them. And we would talk about, we do talk about succession, but we don’t talk about, ‘By this time…’ because we’re not interventionist in that way, we’d only intervene if we think there’s a problem. And he is bringing lots of young people up through the team, and it is part of the conversation. And that’s our role, to ensure it is and it already was, anyway. But not to push something that isn’t appropriate. He’s got a new Managing Editor, Andrew Latimer, have you met him? Doing what we said right at the beginning, providing opportunities for workforce in the north, practitioners and publishers of the future, and we do encourage that in all our publishers - where are the opportunities, if you offer an internship are you paying people, how long is that internship. We observe how many times an intern might then get a full-time job, and often they do which is great, across our publishers. There’s a really good example actually, in Yorkshire, where two founding directors, who are getting on a bit but very active still, they brought in a very young, straight from university, digitally-savvy chap, and it’s been a great combination for them, because they have really turned around the way they were doing things And as long as people are doing that, we kind of leave them to choose, and have a hands-off role: we’ll intervene if we see that there’s a problem, and try and have a conversation really early on as well. 

[Thanks, pleasantries, ENDS]

� See diversity report for Feb 2020: https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/areas-work/diversity





� Alison Boyle, revisions 23 Aug. 2019: “We do have NPOs in the North focusing on children and young people, but no publishers at the moment.”
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