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I was absolutely certain that I wanted to go into the theatre. I did a 
young people’s production with York Theatre Royal when I was about sixteen 
and absolutely hated it. I realised that I had far, far too many inhibitions and 
anxieties about myself and whatever I did in life I didn’t want to be the centre 
of attention. It was not a comfortable position, but so, so useful to have learnt 
that. 
 
Now, my job requires me to do quite a lot of public speaking. I 
always say I’m the warm up act. The difference is, the focus isn’t on me. My 
job is to turn people’s focus onto the stuff I’m really passionate about – the 
creativity of other people. Perhaps I really wanted to communicate after all; I 
just didn’t want to be the focus of it. 
 
Looking back, there were lots of signs in my childhood that I’d end 
up in film.  But I discounted them at the time because film was considered a 
trifle, ‘not for the likes of us’ as a Yorkshire girl. Television and film were 
trashy. Not a healthy occupation. 
 
I can remember the entire experience of going to the cinema for 
the first time. It was the Sound of Music, I was about five. My grandmother 
took me. I can remember the curtain going back and getting that 
overwhelming sense of awe and amazement. I still get that feeling now. 
 
I remember coming back to my grandmother’s home in Leeds 
afterwards, and I didn’t want to be downstairs with the others, I wanted to 
escape upstairs so that I could go on living in Von Trap land. I walked down 
the corridors, still living in the world of the film and then, I remember so 
clearly, having the terrible realisation that I couldn’t be a Von Trap child. The 
fantasy had to come to an end. There was that bitter sweetness of living 
someone else’s reality for a period but never being about to fully realise it. 
 
After school I went to Paris, alone, for a year. I didn’t know anybody. 
I’d been to London once, and Ibiza on holiday. I was eighteen, I was obviously 
very self-reliant. I knew nobody when I arrived and I walked Paris, walked and 
walked. When I look back, I realise it was really very lonely, but probably very 
important. 
 
For a woman, at that time, it was a rudderless and difficult world. 
The well trodden path, in the milieu in which I grew up, was to get married, 
have children, and never leave Yorkshire.  



 
I’ve never been a feminist, I’m just an individualist. But I’ve been very 
conscious, all my life, of the preciousness of life. I often examine my days, 
looking at them with a real truthfulness about how you want to spend your 
time. I know now that, aside from spending time with my children, I am 
completely happy on my own. I’ll go to the cinema, read books, do gardening… 
I love that quiet, contemplative thinking time, despite the fact that the norm 
dictates you should be out socialising and chatting all the time. As the oldest 
of five children, I never had any personal space growing up. 
 
I got divorced when my second child was six weeks old. It seemed 
fine at the time, though it was stressful at points. But I have girlfriends now 
who say, “You did what?! And you were working?! How did you manage?!” I 
think I must always have been quite self-sufficient. Thirty years later, though, 
my former husband’s friendship is one I still cherish. 
 
I’ve never liked compromise. That’s different to pragmatism. I’m 
very, very pragmatic. I just don’t ever want to compromise on the things that 
are truly important in life. 
 
But my self-confidence is constantly foundering. My insides are still 
jelly-like, to this day, seventy-five to eighty per cent of the time. Sometimes I 
sit down and say, “You’re fifty-six, girl!”  
 
Take, for example, my move from the Royal Photographic Society 
to running the National Museum in Bradford. I nearly applied, and 
then didn’t because I thought, Oh no, no, no. I couldn’t do that job. It took the 
then-director of the museum to call me up and say, “Why haven’t you 
applied?” I said, “Colin, I just don’t think I’m ready for this job, I don’t think I 
can do it.” And he said to me, “Amanda, that’s not your decision to make. It’s 
for the trustees to decide whether or not you’re able enough.” 
 
That’s the difference between a man’s world and a woman’s world, 
somehow. And I thought, oh, okay. I’m not going to worry about it 
anymore then; I’m just going to do it. So I did it, and walked it, and then 
loved it. And in a way, I owe him my life because going to that museum was 
the biggest turning point in my life. 
 
Still, I think it’s terribly important not to override that self-doubt 
too much. Because I think that what it does is to constantly ensure you don’t 
get too arrogant. Once you’re arrogant, you’re blind. The older you get, the 
easier it is to get arrogant. So I try to constantly quiz myself these days, 
probably more than I ever have done. 
 
We had a lecture at school about Vermeer. I can still remember every 
detail. I was sitting near the back, on an old school chair watching this rickety 
60mm film. I was utterly riveted by it and assumed everybody else was until 
the end when I realised they were bored stiff. I’d love to know, now, who gave 
that lecture and to thank him. 
 
 



My launch into grown-up life was in a very different atmosphere to 
that of my daughters. I remember my father being genuinely shocked and 
appalled when my husband didn’t carry my bag into the house for me.  
 
There was a very traditional division of labour – boy jobs and girl 
jobs. In a way, it was quite efficient, it worked. But I was desperate not to 
conform, it would have driven me mad, it would have felt like such a terrible 
restriction on my mind.  
 
I went to secretarial college but it was the most revolting blip in my life. 
 
Now, my daughters and I do both kinds of job – we are just as happy 
plugging a wall as we are making a Yorkshire pudding. And there’s a 
tremendous liberation in that. They have a choice about which path they want 
to travel down.  
 
People say you can’t have it all, well, it depends on your definition 
of ‘it.’ It’s true that there’s simply not enough time in one person’s life to be a 
fabulous mum and have a fabulous career and do everything perfectly all at 
the same time. One has to be absolutely sure that the ‘it’ you are aiming at is 
the ‘it’ you really want.  
 
My mother always said that life isn’t a rehearsal. So if you’re not 
happy with something, you have a responsibility to change it.  
 
I think individuals make their own destiny and I don’t buy into the idea 
that the world is stacked against women. So what would I change about the 
world for future generations of women in my family? Nothing, really. I would 
want them to inherit a can-do gene.  
 
Perhaps, though, I’d install a crèche in every work place. It would 
make it much easier for women to return to work and lessen the emotional 
impact of it.  
 
People often make the assumption that I’m too soft. In the film 
industry, there’s definitely a temptation to see women as lightweight. But that 
can be a kind of secret armour. People don’t expect you to be as effective as 
you are. I always get what needs to be done, done.  
 
Being a mother makes you more tolerant and pragmatic. The best 
leaders are the ones who listen and harvest the thoughts of the people around 
them.  
 
It’s not about telling people what to do, but knowing the right 
questions to ask people. And I do find that it’s more effective to get people 
believing in you and behind you. Then, when you do have to lay down the law, 
people sit up and take notice, they know it’s important.  
 
I think the lack of older women in film is a problem, but it’s one 
that’s going to diminish fast. Audiences are changing and the films that 



are coming out now are responding to that older audience of intelligent and 
interested people.  
 
No matter what a woman is saying, though, the thing people will 
talk about afterwards is what she was wearing.  That’s still a problem 
in many industries. 
 
Has my industry moved beyond seeing me as ‘the woman’?  Let’s 
hope so, but I suspect not. 
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