Steve Nelson Interviewed by Alison Marchant

Note to transcribers: I have transcribed my questions to be cut and pasted into this interview transcription because by voice on the audio recording is too low and in parts inaudible. Please cut and paste my questions and statements into the recorded sequence of the Steve Nelson interview.

I also list some of the artists Steve mentions: Joss Clark, Jeff Dennis, Gary Stevens, Robin Wheelerham, Mark Thomas, Georgina Carless, Travis Perkins, Angela Rice.

Questions:

1. Could you say your name and spell it?

2. What’s your date of birth?

3. Can you tell me where you lived in the Leyton/Leytonstone area? We are looking at the period 1984-1994

4. When did you move there?

5. Can you describe your first impressions of that house? You obviously looked at the place before you moved in

6. But you still accepted it then?

7. How long did it take to you to renovate?

8. How many rooms in the Dyers Hall Road houses?

9. Can you give more details about at what point did you accept the living conditions, and how much did you do it up (for example did you paint your house white) what were your decisions?

10. You did hell of a lot of work, and you mentioned plastering. Had you trained as a plasterer?

11. So they were all Acme people?

12. You mentioned the ceilings, like some you put back and some you didn’t?

13. So it was 9 months ‘full-on’?

14. So you moved into your house in 1987, can you remember what year you moved out?

15. And you have spoken about all the extensive work you did on your house. Can you describe a little bit about the street – Dyers Hall Road and the rest of the community, and roughly how many artists lived there?

16. What about the people you associated with, did you know many artists living there?

17. That takes us quite nicely to your work, and you mentioned the Whitechapel, so perhaps we should start with the Whitechapel and what you did there and how you got involved?

18. I suppose everything, but it would be good to start with your workshops because you had a lot of workshop involvement with Jenni Lomax at Whitechapel Art Gallery. I think it would be good to start from that point then move onto your own work. I just wondered how that came about?

19. The Whitechapel Art Gallery was a key lynch pin for drawing artists in and I don’t know how easy it is to get work there now because that was a quite amazing story that you just popped in and quite easily progressed?

20. The work you did at the Tate, what year was that?

21. So that was when you had left Leytonstone?

22. Going back to the Whitechapel again, because that was pretty amazing that artists submitted their actual work – I remember the scene of all these artists coming down Brick Lane carrying their work.

23. Because actually I remember Jenni there [at Whitechapel] and she was pretty amazing and the out reach was phenomenal, and then straight after Jenni curates at Camden [Arts Centre] international shows and just the professional level of thinking [in education at Whitechapel] was very high.

24. Because I remember even if you were ‘strapped for cash’ you could get work at the Whitechapel doing the mail out – there was work for artists at every single level.

25. You probably didn’t bribe them, I just think you thought you did?

26. Where did work end up?

27. So describe that piece?

28. Was that piece placed next to Cathy de Monchaux’s work?

29. Was Cathy’s piece a long tube with red velvet [‘Hide’ 1988], give me more of a description of your piece of work?

30. Was that piece exhibited in 1990? [1988]

31. So were your other works exhibited before 1990?

32. I suppose in a sense if they know your work they have a sense of the context?

33. That’s quite a common reaction (in a sense) because that idea of structure and socialising, whereas if you get up and go to your studio it has a whole different feeling about it. You said that you would stop work in the studio, hover up, you’d do the same thing but somehow going to a separate space feels different. Can you say a bit more about your work at the time…you said that you would find things in the locale…can you talk about your working process?

34. What artists come to mind?

35. Is this something to do with domesticity because Jeff Dennis’s work is on that scale and maybe you needed more of an industrial space? What you were explaining about - doing up your house is that it became like preparing a blank canvas – was that a sculptural approach?

36. But I think it did work for you, I think you are being a bit self-evasive about your practice because I am sure other people would not have thought those things because in many ways you are very successful, by getting all those pieces in the Whitechapel and also your practice there, because you were working at a very particular level which I think is really unusual now. With the workshops you had such incredible skill with children, and I was really blown away by that because I hadn’t seen it before. There was no separation between (like now) where you go to do workshops in a school and the school teacher is the one who does the crowd control, and all the rest of it. And there was this artist  - you doing the whole lot. You did crowd control, had a natural skill with the kids, you made them laugh, you got the work done and integrated the guest artist into that process which was very unique.

37. So we were talking about context of the time and its influence on your work, we were talking about your collecting debris from skips.

38. It was a show about an East London practice and what was it that connected the work?

39. Did she take the photographs because of the people she knew there?

40. Going back to your own house and you talked about the stripping down of your own house and doing it all up and when you was talking about that I was thinking is there any connection between this and sculpture? And maybe not being afraid of doing that stripping down, because some people would worry about doing a house up in that way – the extent of the work you had to do.

41. You mentioned Terry Smiths work in the derelict houses [‘Site Unseen’ 1992-4]. And other artists…Pete Owen lived in Dyers Hall Road did you know him?

42. When I got the Acme list of artists I thought ‘I didn’t know that artist lived there’. There were pockets of groups of artists, and you said when you went to the Northcote you said you’d see other groups of artists?

43. Do you remember anything about Arteast on Leytonstone High Road?

44. So you weren’t involved in Leyton Artists Open Studios?

45. But you was involved with open studios elsewhere?

46. Can you remember some of those artists’ surnames?

47. It seems like artists run spaces had a quick turn around. They only seemed to last for a certain period of time because Arteast…

48. They were on Leytonstone High Road in a showroom…

49. …with two big windows in the front and I remember seeing a show there when I arrived, then it closed down.

50. I think it was 1985

51. Because you could also talk of those things not just in terms of the artwork but also in terms of the renovation of spaces because artists are very good at that because they have to do that. It just seems that artists got these house and make them good, and then a development comes along, and in that area it was the M11. Artists did invest so much time on the cheap in actually doing a lot to those houses

52. You talked about when you saw your house at the time, and said your house was in the worst condition.

53. I mean, it sounds like it.

54. There has been a whole history of artists in the East End and you were actually in East London, and do you feel spatially there was a difference?

55. Did you do any work on your garden?

56. That was 1990…I’m thinking about other things going on around the time like poll tax…did you pay?

57. I think it came in, in 1989

58. That takes me onto the Public Inquiry?

59. So you did go to the Public Inquiry…that’s more than I got to do.

60. When you went to the Public Inquiry can you remember where it was held?

61. In Leyton?

62. Fillebrooke Road?

63. Where the houses are quite big?

64. I think that’s Fillebrooke Road.

65. Did it seems like it was full up or was there a few people there?

66. Do you think things had changed in the four years that you were there?

67. People who are not artists would probably think it strange that one could invest so much time in getting a house together and at the same time not put down routes?

68. Renovating the Acme houses was investing in your practice?

69. Can you remember anything about Acmes selection procedure?

70. How did you find out about Acme?

71. Did you submit any slides of your work?

72. Tell me a bit about the circumstances in which you left…did Acme approach you?

73. Was your partner an artist?

74. I suppose when you look back now, at that time, and that place where all these artists lived in such a big scale, and the circumstances and the work you produced. (You also spoke about the DIY attitude). Do you think it could happen again?

75. Do you think that the generational experience of the live/work space artists had a certain significance? Do you think today’s younger artists would do things differently if they had this chance today?

76. Maybe that’s because our generation has taught them. Do you know what I mean?

77. Well yes, because when you talked about the Whitechapel Open submissions as a really ‘hands on’ process, and also Jenni Lomax’s awareness of diversity and community, perhaps it was happening then anyway because you had a mix of classes going to art school, which you don’t get so much now, and perhaps people were much more…’Well lets try this out!’ Without preconceiving what might be the end result. So in a sense, much more process based. Whereas the emphasis is much more on product, so maybe young people might be thinking ‘Well maybe I’ll set up a gallery in the front room and have a studio in the back room’, and be much more strategic.

78. When we were in Leytonstone there was no Internet, and some artists didn’t have telephones.

79. It was also a time before Brit Art, and the televises Turner Prize.

80. Also around that time there wasn’t so many artists catalogues produced alongside shows as there is now. Leyton Artist Group managed to produce a small catalogue on a ‘shoe string’, but there were far fewer catalogues.

81. When you lived in Dyers Hall Road did you have a studio visits from curators?

82. You spoke a bit about when you were in Leyton/Leytonstone and collecting objects. Is there any trace of that time or philosophy in your current work?

83. Are you talking about your forth-coming show at Space Station 65, an artists run space? And I’m making a connection with that ‘hands on’ approach which never seems to have left you and your desire to see the actual work rather than the slide or digital representation.

84. So I hope the renovations happening across the street haven’t wiped out our conversation. 

PAGE  
1

