Difficult Heritage – Lucy Smith
The BBC and the Television Centre, London.
The famous British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) Television Centre (TVC) is situated in White City, West London and served our nation and the world’s media since 1960 until it was contentiously sold off in 2007. Purpose built and specially designed for the BBC as studios and offices, the TVC was the largest television production space in the UK. The TVC is a Grade II listed building, meaning that it is a place of cultural significance. The TVC, no longer owned by the BBC, is now residential flats, a hotel and production studio complex; three of the original twelve studios are still in use. Difficult heritage refers to something that is contested; the BBC’s existence is often questioned, especially as a result of its funding. The BBC, who previously owned the TVC, is a contested institution, even more apparent in recent years mostly due to a possible agenda and view of world events and its programming. TVC as a building faces its own criticism, mostly from its means of funding but also from its location. As a building, the TVC should be used as a way to remember the broadcasting history of the BBC. Perhaps the TVC would have been put to better use as a museum showcasing the history of the BBC, as a way of preserving television history.
The TVC officially opened on the 29th June 1960, with its first broadcast that evening, a variety show suitably called First Night (BBC, 1960) broadcast live from TC3.[footnoteRef:1] TC means Television Centre, and the number refers to the studio, TVC used to have TC1-TC12 all varying in size and use. The TVC was built with the future in mind: the original promotional booklet from 1960 states that TVC ‘’will be an important link when television communication by satellite is established’’ demonstrating the BBC thought it would be opened and maintain operating in the same way for a very long time and remain suitable through changing technologies.[footnoteRef:2] The 1960s became a new era for the BBC. The 1st of January 1960 saw Sir Hugh Carleton Green become the Director General of the BBC, well known for his liberal attitudes and being the enemy of Mary Whitehouse.[footnoteRef:3] 1964 saw BBC2 launched, allowing for even more programmes to be created at the TVC. BBC2 was, at first, also broadcast live from TVC, but on its opening night there was a fire at Battersea Power Station, causing most of West London stuck with a power cut, so only the news was broadcast from BBC’s old headquarters at Alexandra Palace instead of the TVC.[footnoteRef:4] At the time of the fire there were rumours it was ITV that purposely caused it, but these rumours were quickly silenced and completely untrue.[footnoteRef:5] As modern as the TVC was, it only had a small generator to power some of the lights and had very little capability of transmitting any form of emergency broadcasts.[footnoteRef:6]  [1:  BBC, Opening of Television Centre (2021) <https://www.bbc.com/historyofthebbc/anniversaries/june/opening-of-television-centre> [accessed 5 February 2021].]  [2:  BBC, The Television Centre (1960) <http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/historyofthebbc/tvc_handbook.pdf> [accessed 1 February 2021].]  [3:  Tise Vahimagi, Greene, Sir Hugh (1910-1987) (2014) <http://www.screenonline.org.uk/people/id/1172363/index.html> [accessed 6 February 2021].]  [4:  BBC, First night of BBC Two (2021) <https://www.bbc.com/historyofthebbc/anniversaries/april/first-night-of-bbc-two> [accessed 5 February 2021].]  [5:  Mark Lewisohn, When the lights went out (2004) <http://www.bbc.co.uk/cult/classic/bbc2/article.shtml> [accessed 1 February 2021].]  [6:  Lewisohn, When the lights went out (2004] 

The BBC has always maintained its idea of being for the better of the public as ‘’BBC television is a public service’’, so the TVC always had the intention of serving the public.[footnoteRef:7] The BBC was set up with a Royal Charter, and still has one due to be extended until at least 2027.[footnoteRef:8] The Royal Charter protects most BBC television and radio stations primary purpose of being for the public’s benefit, the only BBC channel not considered as a public service is BBC 3.[footnoteRef:9] This is because of BBC 3’s switch from terrestrial viewing to online only in 2016 to reach more of its youth target audience, but as it is not for children it does not provide an educational service.[footnoteRef:10] Most of the factual programming broadcast by the BBC forms part of the public service quota, for example The Blue Planet (BBC, 2001) is a natural history programme considered to be education and informing the general public therefore fits the BBC’s quota for serving the public. However there has been criticism as to what benefit the public actually received from The Blue Planet, with critics claiming that the programme had very little educational purpose and it was just a way of demonstrating ‘’upper middle class taste codes” to the general public, something the BBC have received complaints for; being too “middle class”.[footnoteRef:11] Even high quality drama should come under serving the public, however the BBC faces criticism over the actual quality of its programming, especially in recent years amongst pay for satellite television and ITV’s output of serious drama. Historically, BBC and ITV were direct rivals for quality drama programmes that served a public interest. In 2000 the BFI created a list of the top 100 British television programmes, eight of the top ten were BBC programmes, only two of which would be considered serious drama, Cathy Come Home (BBC, 1966) and Boys from the Blackstuff (BBC, 1982), ITV also had two dramas in the top ten; Brideshead Revisited (Granada, 1981) and The Naked Civil Servant (Thames 1975).[footnoteRef:12] The fact that the only two ITV programmes to make the top ten were dramas suggests that ITV were better at dramas and BBC were better at factual and comedy programmes.  [7:  BBC, The Television Centre (1960)]  [8:  BBC, Charter and Agreement (2019) <https://www.bbc.com/aboutthebbc/governance/charter> [accessed 11 February 2021].]  [9: BBC, List of the UK Public Services (2019) <http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc/insidethebbc/managementstructure/structureandgovernance/list_of_uk_public_services_feb_2019.pdf> [accessed 5 February 2021].]  [10:  BBC, BBC Three is launched (2020) <https://www.bbc.com/historyofthebbc/anniversaries/february/bbc-three> [accessed 12 February 2021].]  [11:  Helen Wheatley, 'The Limits of Television?', European Journal of Cultural Studies, 7.3, (2004), 325-339.]  [12:  BFI, The BFI TV 100: 1-100 (2009) <https://web.archive.org/web/20110911083558/http://www.bfi.org.uk/features/tv/100/list/list.php> [accessed 13 February 2021].] 

Historic England listed parts of the TVC as Grade II in July 2009, two years after the initial plans to sell off the building.[footnoteRef:13] There were cultural significance and architectural reasons why parts became a scheduled monument. The foremost reason is “it has special historic interest as the country's first purpose-built studio complex devoted to television (in which Britain had a pioneering role), built for, and still used by, the nation's main television broadcaster” demonstrating the BBC’s importance to recent British history.[footnoteRef:14] But it is not just the social significance of the BBC TVC: the different art mediums within the building are protected, the mosaic behind the reception desk and the Helios statue in the middle are also listed separately. The Helios, located in the central doughnut (middle of the round building), was designed by South African sculptor Thomas Bayliss Huxley Jones, it was his last large statue before his death in 1968, after designing the Helios Jones only created a few small head statues.[footnoteRef:15] A large proportion of BBC owned (either currently or historically) buildings have received Grade II listings, however studios of other companies have rarely been awarded such status. [footnoteRef:16] For example the TVS Television Centre (now called The Maidstone Studios after the departure of regional ITV companies) was also created for the sole purpose of creating and broadcasting television, and has also produced flagship shows but the buildings were never designed as architectural masterpieces; they serve a functional purpose only.[footnoteRef:17] [13:  Historic England, BBC Television Centre (2009) <https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1393371> [accessed 5 February 2021].]  [14:  Historic England, BBC Television Centre (2009)]  [15:  Art UK, Thomas Bayliss Huxley-Jones (2020) <https://www.artuk.org/discover/artists/huxley-jones-thomas-bayliss-19081968> [accessed 5 February 2021].]  [16:  Historic England, Search Results for "BBC" (2021) <https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/results/?searchType=NHLE+Simple&search=bbc> [accessed 11 February 2021].]  [17:  Maidstone Studios, Our Heritge (2017) <https://www.maidstonestudios.com/our-heritage> [accessed 13 February 2021].] 

The architectural drawings and plans to build a new centre for the BBC were developed in 1949. The BBC wanted a new building that was “distinct from the pre-war authoritarianism of Broadcasting House”.[footnoteRef:18] During the war, the BBC ceased television production and broadcasting and wanted to resume with more television as they believed it would become more popular. The building was designed by architect Graham Dawbarn who was famous for designing terminals at British airports.[footnoteRef:19] Despite plans for the TVC, the BBC were struggling with finances in the aftermath of world war two, so the actual building did not start until 1956.[footnoteRef:20] Parts of the building were operational in the late 1950s, but it was not until 1960 that the TVC was fully opened. [18:  Jonathan Bell, Thinking Outside the Box: Television Centre Reimagined (London: Artifice Press, 2019). Pg. 59.]  [19:  Historic England, BBC Television Centre (2009)]  [20:  Bell, Thinking Outside the Box (2019). Pg. 46] 

Anyone living from 1960 onwards would not necessarily know what impact the TVC had on daily life, yet it was always present. Many long running televised events, from the daily evening news to Z Cars (BBC, 1962) and Later… With Jools Holland (BBC, 1992) have been broadcast from the TVC. Plenty of the television shows also had physical presence at the TVC, most noticeably Blue Peter (BBC, 1958). The infamous Blue Peter garden was very much a British icon, having been at TVC since the early 1970s. The garden also served as a memorial for the Blue Peter pets, with some buried there and others had statues created. Many people of a certain age will know Petra the dog, and she is often used in clips in present day compilation shows, who had a statue bust created, which would be perfect and fitting to be displayed in a BBC museum. Blue Peter produced their own time capsules, with the 1971, 1984 and 2000 ones being buried at the TVC. The fact that the time capsules were buried at the TVC demonstrates that the producers thought it would remain as the same usage for years to come; the 2000 capsule was due to be opened in 2029.
Filming technology changed during the early 1990s, especially with a move away from the conventional multi camera studio shoots for dramas and sitcoms, there had been some notable exceptions, The Sweeney (Thames, 1976) for example, was single camera on location filming which was considered to be ground breaking at the time. As a result, the TVC studios became less useful to main stream scripted entertainment. 1994 saw the last major studio bound drama series to be filmed at the TVC, the final series of The House of Eliott (BBC, 1991).[footnoteRef:21] The fact that filming was becoming less reliant on studios meant that the TVC studios became less useful and were no longer serving their original purpose. Indeed the only programmes requiring such studio space are light entertainment chat shows and panel shows, which currently occupy the TVC.[footnoteRef:22] [21:  BBC, Television Centre: The Television Factory (2013) <https://www.bbc.com/historyofthebbc/buildings/television-centre#:~:text=Notable%20TV%20programmes%20made%20here,Who%20and%20Strictly%20Come%20Dancing.> [accessed 11 February 2021].]  [22:  BBC Studioworks, BBC Studioworks: Studios (2021) <https://bbcstudioworks.com/studios/> [accessed 11 February 2021].] 

White City in West London is home to the TVC. The BBC (with the exception of local stations) was very much based in London, as were most large organisations. However, with the sale of TVC, the BBC moved the vast majority of offices to Manchester at Salford MediaCityUK, as did ITV as a decentralisation process. However, the BBC’s head office is still Broadcasting House in London. The BBC’s children’s department used to all be at TVC but moved entirely to MediaCityUK.[footnoteRef:23] The TVC was vacated completely by 2012, with most departments moving in 2011. The move to Salford was partly due to the need to move away from London and become more representative of England as a whole, not just the capital city.[footnoteRef:24]  [23:  MediaCityUK, Key Occupiers: BBC (2018) <https://mediacityuk.co.uk/whos-here/key-occupiers/bbc/> [accessed 10 February 2021].]  [24:  Caitrina Noonan, 'The BBC and Decentralisation: The Pilgrimage to Manchester', International Journal of Cultural Policy, 18.4, (2012), 363-377.
Geoffrey Wheatcroft, 'Who needs the BBC?', The Atlantic Monthly, 287.3, (2001), 53-58.] 

Television is an easy culture, it can have high-brow arts programmes as well as popular shows. But the most watched programme is the news which impacts our daily life. Some of the most significant news events have reached the highest viewing figures; Princess Diana’s funeral coverage on BBC had over 32 million viewers, making it the most watch news coverage in British history.[footnoteRef:25] Important events that directly affect British daily life and attitudes continually make the top broadcasts. Most recently the Coronavirus briefings have topped the viewing charts.[footnoteRef:26] Outside of the news, soaps often make the most watched programmes. [25:  BFI, Britain's Most Watched TV - the 1990s (2005) <https://web.archive.org/web/20051125215025/http://www.bfi.org.uk/features/mostwatched/1990s.html> [accessed 12 February 2021].]  [26:  Broadcasters' Audience Research Board (BARB), Viewing Data 04 May 2020 - 10 May 2020 (2020) <https://www.barb.co.uk/viewing-data/four-screen-dashboard/> [accessed 10 February 2021].] 

One of the most contended issues about the BBC as a whole is the way its funding works; it is funded by viewers paying the TV license. The TVC was sold off by the BBC to make more money, but then the BBC used public money to buy back studio space. A substantial percentage of the license fee goes towards collecting the fee. We pay the TV license to “allow the BBC's UK services to remain free of advertisements and independent of shareholder and political interest”, suggesting that we are paying for complete political neutrality, however, that is not necessarily the case.[footnoteRef:27]  The BBC is often contested for it neutrality and impartiality, it often gets complaints for being too biased. It is generally agreed that the BBC sits more on the Left for social issues (e.g. gender issues), and more on the Right for economic issues (e.g. strikes).[footnoteRef:28] All aspects of BBC television and radio programming, and its online news website have all been accused of holding biases. BBC’s television in particular came under fire in the 1960s with the changing, more liberal attitudes of the decades. Under Director General Hugh Carleton Greene social realism and kitchen sink dramas became popular including the highly influential Up the Junction (BBC, 1964) and Cathy Come Home (BBC, 1966), both of which were considered ‘’radical’’ for the BBC, consolidating the view that the BBC has a leftist agenda towards social attitudes. [footnoteRef:29] [27:  BBC, Licence fee and funding (2021) <https://www.bbc.com/aboutthebbc/governance/licencefee> [accessed 9 February 2021].]  [28:  John Mullen, 'Quelles questions se poser sur l’histoire de la BBC? (What Questions Need to Be Asked about the History of the BBC?)', Revue Française de Civilisation Britannique, 26.1, (2021).]  [29:  Lez Cooke, British Television Drama: A History, 2nd edn (London: Palgrave, 2015). Pg. 72.] 

The BBC World Service (radio only) “should provide high-quality news coverage to international audiences, firmly based on British values of accuracy, impartiality, and fairness”.[footnoteRef:30] But surely, if a service is created to serve the world, it should reflect where it is broadcasting and not just “British values”. The fact that our TV licences fund so much of the radio as well questions the name and why it is not just called a BBC license. The World Service started off broadcasting in 1932 as ‘The Empire Service’, with a target audience of British nationals stationed elsewhere within our empire.[footnoteRef:31] Under the current Royal Charter “The BBC must provide the World Service”, meaning that the BBC is the only official body allowed to provide such service.[footnoteRef:32] Some countries are no longer broadcasted to as they became fully independent, and in China some of the English language programmes are blocked. Although, the physical presence of the World Service is Broadcasting House in London, none of the live broadcasting has ever been from the TVC.  [30:  BBC, Mission, values and public purposes (2021) <https://www.bbc.com/aboutthebbc/governance/mission> [accessed 11 February 2021].]  [31:  BBC, Historic moments from the 1930s (2007) <http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/specials/1122_75_years/page2.shtml> [accessed 9 February 2021].]  [32:  UK Government, Broadcasting: An Agreement Between Her Majesty’s Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport and the British Broadcasting Corporation (2016) <http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/about/how_we_govern/2016/agreement.pdf> [accessed 5 February 2021].] 

The BBC itself has attempted to deal with difficult heritage, mostly in relation to world-wide tourist destinations. In 2016 the BBC World Service broadcast a series of documentaries called Culture and Heritage as part of their arts programme The Cultural Front Line (BBC, 2020). The programme was broadcast to all countries receiving the World Service and dealt primarily with buildings and events from the Empire days of Britain. Culture and Heritage also used historic news events to highlight different attitudes between the British and other nations. For example, Kate Middleton and Prince William visited the Taj Mahal in 2016, a visit contested because it was British royal presence in India long after its independence and because of the memories of Lady Diana’s awkward visit several years earlier.[footnoteRef:33] BBC news covered the story making several references as to how William and Kate’s presence will associate happier thoughts of the monarchy in India than those left behind by a solitary Lady Diana at the Taj Mahal after her breakdown of marriage.[footnoteRef:34] In a post-colonial context there is very little in the way of apologising for the empirical ruling of India, indeed the radio show discusses a positive view of modern day Britain’s relationship with India.[footnoteRef:35] [33:  Peter Hunt, William and Kate pose on Taj Mahal bench (2016) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-36060563> [accessed 11 February 2021].]  [34:  Hunt, William and Kate pose on Taj Mahal bench (2016)]  [35:  BBC, The Cultural Frontline: Culture and Heritage (2020) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p03r6g1s> [accessed 10 February 2021].] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Perhaps the TVC would have benefited from becoming a museum showcasing the history of the BBC. If a museum were to exist, it should showcase items how they were thought of at the time they were produced. Then there could be a display section explaining how attitudes may have changed whilst making sure it does not tell visitors what the curators believe visitors should think. However, some items and their contexts should definitely be omitted from display. For example Top of the Pops (BBC, 1964) was mostly filmed at the TVC in TC2, although early episodes where recorded at BBC Rusholme, Manchester before the series became popular and a national icon. [footnoteRef:36] The shows prominence to TVC means that there should be a display containing maybe some of the set and props or audience tickets and behind the scene pictures etc., but the series becomes difficult heritage due to its issues with disgraced presenter Jimmy Saville, who presented Top of the Pops for over 20 years. Indeed Saville presented the first ever episode from Manchester so he is clearly an integral part of the show’s history, but as a result of proven allegations there should only be limited references and nothing that would glorify him. For example, a mocked-up set with a life size cardboard cut-out of Jimmy Saville to take photographs against would be inappropriate, where as a picture taken from the shows first night at the TVC would be appropriate to display as long as there is some text accompanying it acknowledging what Saville did was wrong. Top of the Pops also had its share of contested artists such as Gary Glitter, so again by all means make reference to them, but explicitly say that they are in the wrong.  [36:  BBC, TV Greats: Our Favourites From The North on BBC Two (2011) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/mediacentre/latestnews/171111tv-greats> [accessed 8 February 2021].] 

The BBC have broadcast the news since its radio days. However the BBC is continually under Ofcom complaints for how it displays any form of contentious news. A considerable amount of BBC complaints between 2011 and 2019 were either the BBC were providing too much coverage, or not enough of a particular event. One recurring complaint was that BBC news devoted too much time to covering royal weddings, for example the wedding of Prince William and Kate Middleton in 2011 received enough complaints that the BBC had to publicly defend its decision to provide such coverage by claiming that it was “an event of national significance”, demonstrating that the BBC does have an agenda about prioritising British news and anything that will become history.[footnoteRef:37] However it is not just important British news that the BBC has come under fire for, also in 2011 BBC news received a multitude of complaints that it was spending too much time on the death of Osama Bin Laden.[footnoteRef:38] Once again the BBC felt it needed to justify its coverage: “the discovery and death of Osama Bin Laden was by any standards a major news story … his hiding place and the many political ramifications in the US, Pakistan and elsewhere fully justified the level of coverage BBC News devoted to the story” which recognises his effect on worldwide politics although does not explicitly say that the news directly affects Britain. The fact that any news can be contended means that if such a museum display were to exist about BBC’s biggest news stories there would have to be facts only, making sure to keep with BBCs neutrality promises. However a museum at the TVC should focus more on the drama and children’s productions that took place there, rather than news stories that were just broadcast from the TVC.  [37:  BBC, Archived: BBC public responses to complaints 2011 (2019) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/contact/sites/default/files/2019-05/BBC%20public%20complaints%20responses2011_0.pdf> [accessed 6 February 2021].]  [38:  BBC, Archived: BBC public responses to complaints 2011.] 

In recent years, the TVC has been used by ITV and other companies that were once rivals to the BBC. If a museum were to open in the future would the ITV TVC memorabilia warrant the same level of attention as the BBC items? Perhaps it should, because it would be part of the TVC as a building, not just the BBC’s presence. As television companies no longer have their own specific studios the different companies all make up a part of the TVC, indeed Channel 4 often use the ITV Studios, some of which are used on leases from BBC Studio Works who own the television studios but work as a different company to the BBC as a whole.[footnoteRef:39]  [39:  BBC Studioworks, BBC Studioworks: About (2021) <https://bbcstudioworks.com/about/> [accessed 13 February 2021].
] 

In conclusion the BBC TVC is an important part of British broadcasting and television history and British architecture, and has helped form part of the British identity. The changing use of the TVC, from entirely television production to a living space, is contested because it changed the purpose of such an important building. A way to change the use but still celebrate the building’s previous life would be to create a museum. However, with a museum there should be some delicacy to how contentious subjects are displayed, by keeping to facts only and letting the visitor determine their own conclusion from the items and the BBC’s attitude towards them.
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