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Bill Thompson, Head of Partnership Development at BBC Archives 

Bill Thompson is Head of Partnership Development at BBC Archives at BBC 

Television and has been working in, on and around the Internet since 1984. During 

the 1990's he was Internet Ambassador for PIPEX, the UK's first commercial ISP 

where he developed websites for Comic Relief, the Edinburgh Fringe and Anne 

Campbell MP, before moving to Guardian Newspapers as head of new media. He 

established the paper's first website in 1994 and was responsible for many online 

projects. Bill appears each week on Click (formerly 'Digital Planet') on BBC World 

Service radio, writes a monthly column for Focus magazine, and is a Visiting Fellow 

in the Journalism department at City University and a member of the board of Writers' 

Centre Norwich. 

In this presentation, Bill talked about The Space, a BBC and Arts Council England 

partnership project, providing a digital platform to distribute art. Projects such as The 

Space have the potential to change the way that audiences engage with culture. As 

marketers we need to understand what this means for us, how best to prepare our 

organisations and how to move forward to meet the needs of future audiences. 

‘In the space everyone can watch you stream’ 

I’ve been working in this current role for the last three years, inadvertently, because 

normally I’m a freelance hack. It’s been an interesting time brokering partnerships 

with organisations like The British Library, British Film Institute, The National 

Archives and the Library of Wales to try and address the fundamental question of 

dealing with a world which is increasingly represented in binary. This is a once in a 

civilisation transition. It’s much more important than the printing press – it’s as 

significant as the development of writing and alphabets 5000 years ago. We have 

one chance to get it right. 

Many people have the mistaken impression that the BBC is there to make TV and 

radio programmes. The BBC is there to serve a set of public purposes such as 

education, taking the UK to the world, digital inclusion etc and in the past century it 

has chosen to do this by making programmes, but there could be other ways of 

delivering on its mission, hence The Space. 

The fundamental question is ‘how do you engage with digital culture?’ We’ve lived in 

the age of electronics since 1922 when radio started. The digital aspects of our world 

are becoming increasingly important. So working with Arts Council England and The 

Space we wanted to address digital engagement with culture and specifically for the 

BBC, what do you do with all the old stuff that you haven’t thrown away? The BBC’s 

archive is quite patchy. Up until the 1960s there was no way of keeping material 

unless it had been recorded. There are also excellent paper records going back 90 

years, but poor paper records for the last 5 months because documentation is on 
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email, in word documents etc and not printed out. The different formats, 

comprehensiveness and unevenness are all challenges. 

What do you do with the archive? The recorded material is just the start. This is a 

situation amongst many organisations which are filming, recording, writing, 

photographing etc. Very little is being done with forethought or attention. Often when 

someone has an idea, it’s unclear what technology and the rights will allow. The 

rights system is complex. 

Over the last three years we’ve thought about this and a model of a digital public 

space is emerging. Supposing you could use all the digitised material and you could 

index it appropriately, apply standards of storage and formats of the digital assets to 

make it available and share it seamlessly, what would that make possible? The 

digital public space is the online equivalent of a piazza. People bring their work into it 

– perform, show your paintings etc. There are rules attached, but you don’t have to 

ask permission for everything. 

There are some issues which have arisen in developing this… digitisation, 

architecture, technology, identity, usable meta-data, processes, compliance, funding, 

cataloguing and rights. The one that obsesses me is the meta-data. If we had usable 

meta-data we wouldn’t need Google to search for it any more because the asset 

would advertise itself when we went looking for it. Search engines solve the problem 

of not having adequate meta-data. 

If we did it effectively, anyone could be part of the digital public space. They would 

put their stuff out there; demonstrate they had the right to do so and then advertising 

it by making the meta-data consistent with everyone else’s. You create the catalogue 

and the catalogue becomes the thing that people navigate through. 

This is all very technical and of great interest to people like me who are geeks and 

wonks, have grown up with technology and are interested in the politics and legal 

sides and enjoy the art. However, there aren’t many people who are so deeply 

disturbed and so we built The Space (http://thespace.org/). 

The Space was developed by Arts 

Council England and the BBC. Arts 

Council England put in £4.5m mainly 

for commissioned artwork and the 

BBC put in an equivalent amount, 

though much of this was in-kind staff 

time. 

One of the things we did with The 

Space was to say that the BBC isn’t 

a broadcaster, it does technology so 
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what is the next thing it should be doing? As a result we built a platform, a platform 

which anything can be dropped on to – not just TV shaped things. We added 53 

commissions, some material from the BFI and it was turned on on 1st May from a 

moving train just south of Crewe. 

It’s an attempt not to do television. In fact, The Space is not anything; it’s not an 

answer, not a solution, it’s not finished or perfect and it doesn’t tell us what to do. At 

the best it’s a well-framed question. The question is how do we make screen based 

art available to as many people as possible in a way that encourages them to engage 

and explore and come back for more, and how do we do this in an affordable and 

sustainable way that allows institutions like Arts Council England and the BBC to 

assert their policies in a clean and accessible way? 

It’s an action research project. The Space has helped us to ask the question. 

Some of the things that have dropped out of this are further questions like ‘can arts 

organisations do digital’? And the answer is ‘no’ - but they have such enthusiasm and 

optimism for the future! We forget how hard and horrible some of the technical 

aspects are, when what arts organisations do is theatre with disadvantaged young 

people or comedy etc. There is no such thing as an intuitive interface; there are only 

interfaces that we learn how to use. 

Also, can Arts Council England fund digital propositions? Once again the answer is 

‘no’ because Arts Council England do fire and forget funding when we are asking for 

laser guided missile funding. We are asking them to see how the sausages are made 

and they’re still throwing up in the corner. 

Can the web support digital? Probably ‘no’ - because the things that artists intuitively 

want to do are not always supported by the web. Do we change artists or the web? I 

like to argue we should fix the web. We made it, we can unmake it. There are things 

that we could do to make the web more hospitable. The BBC can do some things but 

not everything and we underestimated how complex some of this would be. 

There is some really cool stuff there. The John Peel Archive for example. The Globe 

Theatre produced all Shakespeare’s plays in different languages and in HD. The 

Stockhausen Helicopter Quartet had four musicians in four helicopters flying above 

Birmingham playing in tune with the rotor blades and 10,000 people watched it live. 

We brought 10,000 people to live Stockhausen. 

We also did The Listening Machine which is a six month sonic representation of the 

samples from Twitter in conjunction with the Britten Sinfonia. It works on hand-held 

devices. 

There was a limited timeframe so we had to use shortcuts, already available online 

resources etc. For example, on the John Peel Archive we linked to Spotify rather 

than trying to clear all the rights. 
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We have been the victims of our own success in that it was supposed to finish at the 

end of October but there is demand for it to continue. 

ACE and BBC have decided to go on for another six months and probably longer. At 

the same time we will try and build The Space 2.0 as an ongoing service. 

One of the good things is that ACE is in editorial control which means that we can 

avoid BBC editorial policy. The BBC are involved in the decisions but the name on 

the box is ACE which enabled us to short circuit lots of rights, meta-data issues. 

The Space had a great influence on some of the people on the advisory panel! 

Roland Keating went on to run The British Library, Peter Bazalgette became Chair of 

the Arts Council and now Tony Hall has become Director General of the BBC. So join 

the advisory panel and your career is made. 

These were our original aims: 

§ To build digital capacity in the arts 

§ To support digital creativity and experimentation 

§ To connect arts organisations with a wider audience and with each other 

§ To realise a digital public space through open collaboration 

§ To deliver a lasting legacy through meeting these objectives 

There are some questions about projects. We could turn it off and see how it affected 

every one’s practice. But no-one wanted to do this (except me) but there is a danger 

that The Space could go on longer than it should. 

The platform: 

§ Is available across four digital media platforms: computers, smartphones, 

tablets and smart TVs 

§ Used different media: video, audio, images, text and documents  

§ Can also host / embed / link to other media, such as games, blogs, apps 

§ Is available as a Red Button VoD Service on Freeview HD and Freesat.  

§ Has capability to broadcast on linear TV 

§ Utilises social media tracking and promotion technologies and 

personalisation and recommendation features 

These were some of the issues we encountered: 

§ Arts organisations don’t understand the platform 

§ Rights issues around newly commissioned material 

§ Rights issues around archive material 

§ Rights issues around music and other assets used in The Space 

§ Rights issues around non-web use of material 

§ Technical issues around integrating 53  
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There were good numbers of people using The Space, not sky high but it wasn’t 

necessarily what we were looking for – a million people touched the space. The 

numbers were in the tens of thousands. 

The Space 2.0 would be expected to deliver the high numbers. 

There is more work to be done on the navigation. Our original aim was for it to 

change each time you visited using the user data but one of the corners we cut was 

this – and we followed the BBC guidelines on personal tracking for this first iteration. 

I like to think of it as being like when people moved to Venice - they had to hammer a 

lot of logs into the swamp before they could build the city. And I like to think we are 

hammering the logs into the swamp. Soon the palaces will be built. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


