Commissioning of the Angel of the North
We went to see Gateshead Council.  We told them it was their year and asked what they would like to do to celebrate it?  They always had a big tradition of public art and they said they would like to celebrate the tradition of public art by doing a really exceptional piece.  They went through a selection process which in some ways was quite traditional but ended up being quite bazaar because there was a very inspired chairman of the Arts Committee called Sid at Gateshead Council and it was very much his vision that this should happen.  The officers all went away and they did a long listing process.  They advertised and put a long list together, they got a short-list together, they took it to the Arts Committee who looked at the short-list and so on and so forth and one of the people on the short-list was Antony Gormley.  He had just done a piece which was an angle, but on a small scale for the ITN building.  When the officers were showing the Committee images of the work of short-listed artists, they came to the end and Sid said that it was all very interesting but that he wanted the artist of the angel to make a 40m high version and put it on top of a particular hill.  The officers were horrified saying that this is absolutely not how art works and that he would have to think again but he said that he believed it would work.  

The Committee short-listed three artists who were going to come up.  Sid was still convinced that this was what he was going to do and Michael White, who was the Arts Officer who absolutely drove the engine and made it happen, went and picked Antony up from the station to take him to the final interview.  He thought he had better warn him of the plan so he drove him to the location that Sid had in mind under the pretext of just showing him a bit of Gateshead and the views from up there.  Antony thought it was an interesting place and Michael explained that this may be the place where they would put the artwork up.  Antony thought it was a great place Michael said, “You’re going to laugh Antony but I think I ought to warn you that Sid the Chairman thought that what would be a really good idea would be to have that little angel you did for ITN, if we had one 40m high here.”  Antony said that Sid was absolutely right.  It was the only shape that would work in that space.   Therefore, it was very much a shared vision that that is what should happen.  

Now it was about 1994 that that happened and the idea was that it was going to cost about £50,000 and be build by 1996 but the engineering of it was fantastically complicated and it took a long time to get the engineering right and that meant that it delayed, we couldn’t get the price and it actually turned out to be considerably more that £50,000.  We then had to do the fundraising.  During all that time, it became the focus of every discussion in the North East and beyond.  I could go into any pub in the North East and say, “What do you think about the Angel?”, and everybody know what I was talking about.  They were absolutely sure that they understood and they would argue about.  It divided families and it divided communities.  The arguments were passionate and generally speaking as the ferocious arguments began to develop, the national press began to talk about it too.  

When the Angel was ready, it was built in a shipyard in Hartleypool.  It was in three huge units, the body and the two wings.  They were loaded on a February night in the North East, which is very cold, on to huge low loaders and the roads from Gateshead to Hartleypool were closed in the middle of the night so that it could be transported.  Thousands and thousands of people came out and stood by the side of the road and cheered.  It wasn’t so much saying that we have succeeded in building an artwork.  It was about saying we believed in change and change is possible and this is the evidence.  That sense of transformation of a whole community was brought about by that.  

Now I was saying earlier that the Evening Chronicle which is the big evening tabloid in the North East campaigned strongly against the Angel but now above the leader column is the Angel every single day. I said to them, “Look at that.”, and laughed bitterly for what they put me through.  The truth is, however, that the Angel is at the heart of what made that community believe that change was possible and I don’t think that anything other than art has the capacity to do that for people.  That is why we have to invest in the arts and keep doing it because our sense of being able to develop and change and achieve more things needs to be expressed in some form and unless we do it, we actually can’t do the changing and can’t do the achievement so that is really important.  

