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Um, could you say your name and spell your name for me?
Yep, Stephen Nelson S-T-E-P-H-E-N, N-E-L-S-O-N

And what’s your date of birth?

26th February, 1961. 

And, can you tell me a bit about um, where, first of all, where did you live in Leyton and Leytonstone, the area? In 19- we’re looking at the period between 1994 to ’95, when did you, can you remember-

’84-’95 was that right?

Yeah, sorry, can you remember what year you moved in?

Yes, I’d just left, I’d just finished being xxxxxxx and painting at Cheltenham, and I moved there, ’85, I think I moved in around about winter ’87. 

Right, so into the ACME-

Into the 127 Dyers Hall Road.

Can you just sort of describe your first impressions of that house, you obviously went down and had a look at it before you accepted it, what was it like?

We were pretty shocked, I was with a partner at the time, and we were, I think we were sort of second or third generation, it was, I think people were invited in waves, sort of hardcore, slightly older artists were invited in, I don’t know, ’84 and we were picking up, we’d made an application and we were picking up the kind of the less, conditioned houses, we were getting the dregs really, and um, our one was an absolute fucking nightmare. I just remember looking at it and thinking God, we’re deadbeats, this is the kind of place people squat, if people squatted in those days, I think they did, and um, it had, you went in through a pile of rubble and then there was no front door, and then there was no front door, and then there was some stairs, and there was, when you go into the kitchen there was a hole straight up to the roof, so there was no floor there, it was a disaster. Absolute disaster. And I just couldn’t, and all the windows were boarded up and I just couldn’t conceive- nowadays, it would be like a sort of fixer-upper opportunity, with all these Changing Room programmes you’d go “wow, I can do this, and make a profit” but those days, it was just beyond my ken, my belief that I could do anything with it, so it was a real shit hole. Really was, in a state. Just beyond what we could imagine, so- I mean, what we could imagine living in, and what we could imagine actually reconstructing and doing things, it was just, a horror when we got offered it. Well you know, it’s like hotel rooms, you had this idea that it would be like, a really well maintained or something like that, and we did really get the last of the last, but you know.

But you still accepted it?
Yes, needs must, yeah. No, it’s just, a great, I didn’t, I was having studios, I had a studio at Chisenhale, I had one at Cable Street, and they were all sublets and I was- and just the chance to have somewhere, and plus ACME at the time, because it was such a state, I think they gave us two year’s rent free, that’s how bad a state it was in, or a year rent free, in order to do it up. So um, yeah yeah, no, no, it was absolute needs must, and it was so reasonable.
And um, how long did it take you to kind of renovate it to your needs really?

Um, we did the living quarters in about 9-10 months with friends chipping in and family helping out here and there, and then the studios were the bare bones, they were absolutely the bare bones, they were just you know, down to the floorboards, so I think it took in total a year. 

Ok, and the houses in Dyers Hall Road, like, how many rooms did you have and stuff?

They were, the rooms in Dyers Hall Road were two up, two down, so classic Victorian houses, two up, two down, bathroom, kitchen, and bathroom above the kitchen and then, yeah, two lower rooms divided by a partition wall which some people took out, and then my partner Angela, and I had two studios at the back, sorry, upstairs in the house, so it’s two up, two down, Victorian terrace. 

And if you could give me a few more details about like, at what point did you sort of, accept the condition and how much you kind of did it up, um, like how, how did you paint it all white or what decisions-
I mean, the first decisions were basically very rudimentary, like get the door on. And of course we couldn’t live in it for about 3 or 4 months, so they had a plumber in whose name I’ve forgotten, because they did all the basic plumbing, we had no plumbing, that had all been ripped out as well, someone had taken all the copper, so he put in the basic plumbing, and that took about 2 or 3 months, and then we had to, yeah, put glass in the windows, out doors on, put a front door on, and a back door, build door frames, put doors in, and plaster the walls, I remember it in that order specifically, I remember very cold winters, sort of February, plastering walls-horrible. And all the really basic things took between them about 6 months before we could move in, and then I think we lined the walls with lining paper, my partner had, she had a very good sense of interior design. And we made the front room, the living room, and the bedroom pretty habitable. So that was stripping the doors, making that kind of nice- kitchen was quite rudimentary, because there was just nowhere to go. It had a Butler sink, oven, I don’t think we even had a washing machine, think so, can’t remember, and a work surface, it was very small, so I think between about 3 or 6 months we had moved in and then we had just got to this point where we had just had enough of doing stuff on it, so I think by about the 9th, 10th month we just stopped, we you know, I’d stopped making work so, and there were people that I know that exist now that invested an enormous amount of effort in their houses and it just stopped them practising. They just spent all their time doing that, and then the house got better and better, and I remember realising shit, we might only be here for two years, make art, make art- you know, make it comfortable, make art, and um, and so I think it was pretty basic and the walls were generally white, or off white, nothing too dramatic. Very simple. I remember getting very cheap carpets, £1.99 a square yard, dreadful things, um, and the stairs were, again they weren’t carpeted, they were still, but somehow we’d- I quite liked it actually, except for the bathroom. We differentiated two spaces, which was you know, artistically how you imagine things, you know, I have a live space, and I have a work space, and that’s what we did, and we had a dog, so that tended to destroy everything, so all our hard work went to, you know, our nice garden went to shit and the carpets went to shit and the door went to shit, because the dog ate everything, but that changed everything. And then you know, you think, we just got to the point where you know, we thought there’s no point making this- and Angela I think was a bit more um, more interested in making it a home, and I was half way between, yeah, turn it into a nice house- but I want a studio. And eventually I just thought, right that’s it, no more DIY, enough, I had to make some art, and it just, and people came and thought it was a reasonably nice house, thought that was relative to some of the less reasonably nice houses. 
You did a hell of a lot of work, because to um, actually to all the plastering and things, you trained as a plasterer?
No, no, it was all learning on the job. I was fortunate in that my next door but one neighbour, I guess it was like when my parents bought their first semi detached, it was everybody mucking in on a certain level, I think you know, I think people will look back on those days nostalgically when you talk to a neighbour, over the fence and say, “do you want a hand?” and he had done his own place up, I think two years prior to that, and I think Robin had been a printmaker at Chelsea MA and I think inadvertently met him through a friend, moved in, next door but one to him, bumped into him on the street and he’d done all his own buildings, so literally he’d come round and say “here’s what you do, mix the plaster like this, put the lath in, put the primer down, and you know, seal it” and all this kind of stuff and he just got on with it, bought a float, and I think Travis Perkins was about 300 metres away. 

So they were all ACME-
They were all ACME people, and he’d got his, I think he had one kid then, and um, and he’d done everything himself, and he’d strangely enough, he’d got into that world, the building world, he’d gone into some of that, as well as printmaking, so he’d just said “here’s what you need to do with the joists, take them out” and then you do find that most of it is pretty rudimentary, once that you know, it isn’t all that complex, so plastering, yeah, it wasn’t the best job in the world, but yeah, and we got better, I mean putting widows in that was kind of a pain in the bottom, you know, putty and all that stuff, but and enjoyable really- learning-
And also you mentioned about um, the ceilings, like some of the ceilings you put back and others-

Oh we just, you know, it was just one of those things where there were so many things to do and where the joists were in the ceiling, in the bathroom, they were bare for ages, and I’d just got to the point where like having a very very heavy meal, where, I’d just was satiated, completely full up with plasterboard and dust and, I remember cutting two bits of plasterboard and just whacking the bloody things up and just saying right, that’s it, as long as there is no dust falling on the food, and then several months later, I remember cooking and looking up, and thinking I must get round to that, as these galvanise, but I never did, I really was just full up-

So do you, with like, nine months of full on-
Sort of, yeah, it took over, yeah, but you know what it’s like, most people, if they have the builders in, as they call it now, having the builders in, you just, you can’t put your stereo on because there’s dust everywhere, you can’t- there’s just dust everywhere, it’s in your, you know, get up in the morning without central heating you know, before the gas was installed, sleeping in your clothes and all that kind of strange stuff, which you know, I don’t really want to do again, I probably will one more time, but yeah, it was, it was, quite you know, in hindsight it was a learning experience, but at times it was horrible. Yeah, it was horrible, I mean, as I say, it was maybe 3 to 6 months to make it habitable, and then when we got in, there was tonnes of work to do, I mean, pathetic bits of stuff, like lining the walls, putting the ceilings in, plastering bits and bobs, then it was like home décor after the serious bits, I think, yeah, I think the, some of the wiring and the plumbing was done by ACME, and the rest was us, and, you know, we’re like 25, great, rent free, lets get it done quicker, um, and I had a colleague/friend from down the street and he did every single, it was amazing, every single door with such precision, and his house was like a home, it really was a home, and in that period, they just, the couple who went there, they just started making work, but their house was beautiful, exquisite stripped floorboards, so I guess, you know, I’m sort of glad I called a halt to it. At some point. 
So you moved into ACME housing in 1987-
I think round about then, yeah-

Can you remember what year you moved out?

I moved out in 1990. 

Ok, and you’ve spoken about um, the, all the extensive work you’d done on your house, um, can you describe a little bit about the street, you know , Dyers Hall Road, and um, the rest of the community and like, roughly how many artists lived down there and so forth?

It was um, I think we were 127, we were number 127 Dyers Hall Road, so I suppose there- it had a strange configuration, L shaped, like a converted L, backwards L, curved at the bottom, we were on the cusp of the curve at the bottom of the road, sort of linked to Cann Hall Road. Can Hall Road? What was the road- what one did you live on?

I was on Colville Road so if-

Colville Road, so you were off-

Grove Green Road-

Grove Green Road, that’s it. So we were, on the edge of where it touched Grove Green Road, so an inverted L or  J, and it went up, and I think all of our row, all of our row, so we were , like 122-131 was the end of the row, there must have been, um, about 70 houses along there, semi detached between terraces, and all the 70 on my row, give or take one or two were occupied by artists, presumably ACME, a couple of squatters, we had squatters next to us, so posh bikers, the opposite side of the road was proper people and I think they were staying, I think they literally survived the link road, and they knew that, and then there was a school whose name I can’t remember, and the other side of the road had a block of maybe 12, 13 houses and they were ACME houses as well, and then the road came up and I guess about 70 or 80 houses, um, pretty standard Victorian street, um, I remember privet bushes being the sort of obstruction to the artists housing, I’m sure they liked that actually, I’m sure they did, and I remember the whole street, clever artists would put things like tissue paper, but a lot of people had their studios downstairs, so it was interesting that we chose upstairs, they’d put up those sort of like tissue paper that I’ve got on my studio now, that sort of transparent stuff, that lets light in, but obstructs people from seeing you, that and the privets, because I remember walking along the road and wanting to nose into everybody’s studio, but um, I think yeah, privets, and very low walls, very low Victorian walls with privet bushes there and of course unkempt, there was probably about 2 people interested in their front garden in the whole street, so every very unkempt, and not many cars. Yeah, not many cars actually when I think about it. It should have been, it would have been in Clapham or Wandsworth or something like that, it would have been full of cars, and of course economic, and nobody could afford cars so it was just this, you’d walk straight up the street with this sort of odd car, very different now, I mean how it would have been when I think of a street now, other than that, not very striking, a sort of footbridge that took you across the railway that took you from our house to the sort of old Leytonstone football club and Travis Perkins and the railway arches, I think it took you to Leytonstone High Road eventually. Yeah, not a very, not a particularly distinctive street, just very classic. 
And what about the people you socialised with in the area, and on your street, I mean did you know some of your artist neighbours?
Yeah, sort of, inadvertently, the way it all worked for me was that I’d met, strangely enough the people on my street prior to coming to the street as it were, for instance Robin, who was next door but one, I’d met him at Chelsea when I was doing my MA at Birmingham, and ended up bumping into him when I moved in, somebody, word of mouth, saying he’d lived there and down the street was another artist called Mark Thomas, who I had met when I had come to Birmingham to teach, when I was doing my MA and he lived there, and then Georgina who lived next door was again, we obviously met day to day, how are you- neighbours and all that, but she was another friend of a friend, so yeah, my next door neighbour, but after that- hardly anybody. I didn’t know hardly anybody, and it was very strange, I didn’t, I think it’s probably partly, a little bit of my failing but um, I kind of hate the social groups I belong to. I hate them. I hated being with students when I was a student, I hated myself for being a student, and I sort of hate myself for being an artist and I just, I don’t know, I felt I was terribly grown up, I think I did, maybe I was slightly, I just felt I was grown up. I wasn’t particularly- but I just didn’t, I still don’t like it that much, no artists, hanging out, with artists, it’s my idea of hell, moaning and talking about shows and I don’t mind it on a small level, but it just didn’t happen, socially I just, I went to the Northcoat a couple of times, but I just, no, I didn’t, I didn’t even like it round here when it all happened, kind of Hoxton, Hackney, even the YBA thing, I hate it, I hate it, you know, all this, there should have been more anthropologists down there or something, ACME should have mixed and matched, maybe a few dancers, that would have been interesting, pop stars, anything but um, anything but artists. You know, I didn’t really, I guess I knew about four or five people in the whole street. And then a couple of people round the corner on Grove Green Road. Like yourself, but only because of working through the Whitechapel Art Gallery did I come in contact with artists who lived in my community and then got to know them that way round, rather than bumping into them so I didn’t know many people actually, I think I was just snotty, that’s about it, just really snooty. 
So, that kind of takes us on quite nicely to your work at the time, because you mentioned the Whitechapel, I mean, perhaps we should start with the Whitechapel, and what you did there, and how you got involved?
Yeah, sure. I um, I, are you thinking of work, work, as in earning money, or work, work as in the creative process, both?

I guess everything but I suppose what would be a really good way to start would be like, because you had a lot of workshop involvements didn’t you? Whitechapel, and you worked a lot with Jenni Lomax who was a key person there, um, I think it would be really good to start from that point and then talk about your own practice, but I was just wondering how that came about initially?
Yep, I um, I remember having a- I don’t know how this worked- I remember having a pushbike, and going somewhere in the East End, I remember now. I went to Atlantis when it was in Wapping to buy some paper, from Leytonstone, on a pushbike, it seems like a long way, and on the way past I thought hey- it’s the famous Whitechapel Art Gallery, where I had been to see shows and stuff, I should probably pop in and see if there is any jobs, pretty naïve, and I got there and the gallery was closed, they were literally rebuilding it, I didn’t know this, it was like, 1987, and they were all in the library next door, and in the way that you do when you are quite young, I knocked on the door, and went in and all of these people were like, standing there and looking at me, very sophisticated, and I said “Is Jenni Lomax here?” of the education department, I’m interested in doing education work, and um, then people were ok, and I remember being greeted by this guy and he said “well, she’s not here at the moment, but what are you doing next week?” and I said “I’ll be in the studio, nothing really, you know, I’ll be in the studio” and he said “do you want some work? And I went “what?” and he said “well we’re just moving some stuff from one place to another, basically shifting” and he said “do you want to do it? Starting next week? A week’s work?” and I said “yeah, great” because I had no work, and I thought great, I can come off the dole and do a week’s work, went down there and I assure you, it was that, moving catalogues and rubbish around, one week turned into two, two turned into three, eventually I met Jenny Lomax on a kind of informal context, I just said- Mike the guy just said “this is Jenny” da-da-da and then a job came up, strange, a job came up in the education department, which I think was called part time schools co-ordinator and it was three days a week, and the proviser was that you had to be an artist, ideally, you had to understand the area, or live in the area, or know the area, and I was in Leytonstone of course, and um, I had no experience really in education, I taught when I was doing my MA at Birmingham Poly, I taught hairdressers, it was great fun, and the job came up, and I applied for it formally, and I got an interview, and I was down to the last three or four, and I remember working with Jocelyn Clark and Cathy McCarthy who already worked there, who were like really sophisticated, sexy ladies, and fabulous, and I did my interview with them and I remember I was absolutely rubbish, but they told me in hindsight when I got the job I remember, Nick Serota ringing me up and he just sounded really nervous, it was really funny, I realise now he does, that’s what he sounds like, and um, I got offered the job and they said it was primarily, I shan’t say who I was up against for the job, but they said it was primarily because I washed the paintbrushes, I did everything else like everybody else, but they said after the session I was one of the few people who stayed behind to clean up and chat, and they thought this was a good sign, and that I could because, you know, they said two people, especially the blokes, they just walked away and left everything, and so I got the job and I think it was three days a week and it was schools co-ordinator which was basically was liaison, as an artist with the artists who’d come to work at the Whitechapel with primary and secondary school groups so it was working with Jenni Lomax, and I was sort of responsible for all the co-ordination for everything that happened inside the gallery, I was dreadful at it. But I would meet with the artists, and I would collaborate and we would work on the workshops, and we’d devise programmes and we’d, I’d be the lynchpin basically, so when artists came I would be the one focal point for the schools, and artists would come in and add input and get involved. So I did that for about four years, which was brilliant, because that actually brought me into contact with people, like yourself, and people who worked in the community who I didn’t know, so like Jeff Dennis, and Joss Clark, and I think some other people I think maybe, a few others, and Gary Stevens, I think he lived there then. And a few other people, and Gary Stevens- did live there, yeah he did. And um, a few other people, it brought me into contact with the artist community, on mass. Like a lot of other young artists, plus the private views, and it was a great time, a really great time.
So can you remember like, what year you started at Whitechapel Art gallery?
I think I got the job, I think- again I would have to look into it, I think I got the job in 1987, so it was after about a year and a half of London, and I’d been on the dole, I’d been carrying boxes, I’d worked in a bacon factory, I’d done bits and bobs, I had this dream I wanted to be a postman, but that was just stupid, um, and so I’d done all these odd jobs, and that was my first proper job and it was perfect on one level because I had only three days, the rest I could work in the studio, so ’87 to I think, 1990, ’91 and I was offered a residency in Hanover, Germany and it was six weeks, and plus it coincides with Nicholas Serota leaving and a new director coming, and I wasn’t, she was great, but I didn’t like the shows that were forthcoming, just not my cup of tea I think, and I sort of resigned. The two went hand in hand, I needed to, I wanted to do this residency because I thought it would be good for me, and it was fun, and I thought it would be good for my career, and I just, you know, a change of everything and jenny left, yeah, to go to Camden, and I just, you know, and I worked with a new director, the new educational director, or whatever they call it, the new education person, and she was lovely too, but it was just the shift and emphasis had gone, and all the energy and the things I believed in, you know, I worked with Nick Serota on shows like Si Twombley and Bruce Nauman, and Richard Deacon, and Miron xxxxxx, all artists I am fond of, and the artists that were coming, like Yates, and Freud and just, didn’t rock my boat really. Um, and so the two went hand in hand, good time, and I was sort of you know, I was getting a bit stale as well. 
Because actually, Whitechapel Art Gallery was key kind of lynchpin for artists um, I don’t know how easy it is to get work now, because that was quite an amazing story really, that you just like popped in, and quite quickly kind of progressed-

Yeah, I think it’s feasible now, I mean this is the other thing as well, I just didn’t, I don’t and I didn’t like the new structures of how things are done, and that was a very formal process, Jenni had seen me and met me, and thought I was amenable and had seen my work, because I was in one of the Whitechapel Opens, that was a kind of proiviser as well, a lot of the artists were chosen from their work in the Whitechapel Open, so I remember that was a kind of talent scouting, and so when we had the Whitechapel Open, the, Jenny would ask certain artists would they be interested in coming to the workshops, because their work might have some relevance to the community, or an interest, or they sounded interesting, we did that, that was our um, that was our talent scouting, the Whitechapel Open, and that doesn’t exist anymore, and I think all those opportunities have almost gone, and now, generally, it’s, you have to send, the Whitechapel actually introduced this, even when I left, and I thought it’s so wrong, the wrong way to go about it, artists had to send slides in to be archived and a covering letter and they would go on their database, and I just thought, that’s fucking rubbish. It’s-how do you, I mean, it’s a waste of energy, just invite them in? Or communicate with them, or go to their studios? Or, see the work in a show and look at it, and meet them, and just say, would you be interested? It’s so much more amenable, and so much more sympathetic, easier to do, I mean nowadays, even at somewhere like, um, I ended up working some of the time for Tate Britain after the Whitechapel, because somebody had heard about me, a woman who was trying to start the education department at the Tate, with sort of younger people, and it had been a lot of volunteers, older people, often retired, running the Tate, which was then the Tate Gallery, education, and she wanted a more kind of funky, younger person, artist led, lots of workshops, more practical things, and she invited me, and two or three other artists there, and um, why am I telling you this? Because she literally, through word of mouth invited me to talk, and invited me to have a go, and I got into Tate Gallery that way, doing sort of lectures for kids, little workshops and stuff like that, but when Tate Modern opened, and this is a sign of the times, everybody who worked at Tate Modern through the new director of education there, was invited to apply for a job, and the job involved a contract of two days a week, so you had to be there for two days a week, and the duties that one could form in that time, were destined to be decided by the Tate and they wanted you to attend lectures, given by curators and education staff, ten lectures over three months, and the lectures were on things like Bruce Nauman, and I just though, fuck off, I’m not having somebody telling me, you know, somebody whose, I mean, it was just an extraordinary way to treat people, and I think that’s all changed, you’re right, I think in those, I mean, it sounds dreadful, doesn’t it? We were kind of naïve, but fun and sort of communicative, you know? And people met and socialised and talked, and on some level, Leytonstone had that, and I think that’s gone and you know, we all met at Whitechapel openings-

Because the work you did at the Tate, what time was that roughly?
That would have been about ’92, or ’91-’92-

So that was after you left-

After the Whitechapel, yeah, I came back from Germany and still, you know, I needed the work like everybody else, and luckily that coincided with that, and Jenny had gone to Camden and so, but I basically became a freelancer, as opposed to having a contract, which suited me for a while. 

Going back to the Whitechapel Open again, because that as pretty amazing, because you brought your actual work there-

Yeah, that’s right-

And I can remember this scene of all these artists coming down from Brick Lane, and just holding their work and-

Definitely, and Leytonstone, and the like, and sharing cars, and dropping stuff off and haphazardly, and but physically, I think it’s vitally important to do this thing, and I get the feeling now that nobody wants a fucking artist in a gallery, it’s just, you know, they want to happen- fuck you, put your slides in a box, and that was, I think in a way, although it sounds maybe a bit pretentious, but they were involving artists in the process of actually coming into a gallery, dropping your work off, communicating, signing a chitty of paper, handing your work over, handing to somebody from the gallery, they’d put it in a pile, you’d see where it goes, you’re actually involved in the process of the gallery, and there wasn’t, you know, people moaned about the Whitechapel, particularly if you didn’t get in, but it provided so many opportunities, they don’t need those opportunities now, but I think, the commitment, the Whitechapel’s commitment to that community and that whole generation of artists that exist, I mean, we’re in the East End now, it’s just appalling how we all met through that, we didn’t communicate through xxxxxx, it was a public space that you know, strangely, I got, people who worked on the gallery staff who worked at the Whitechapel lived in Leytonstone, Ian Edwards, I think Phil Medley lived there, um, we communicated through the Whitechapel as a conduit for all the artists somehow in the East End, whether they worked in education, whether they were gallery technicians, whether they came to openings, the openings were just full of artists, and “hey have you met such and such” and “oh you live in Leytonstone, wow, amazing” “Oh, you’re in the Open, oh brilliant!” and people would come to the opening, and several friends of mine, and myself, I sold my first piece of work from the Open, fantastic commitment to the community that has completely gone. They literally, they expunged it, they, it just went somehow. It was a fixture on our landscape, and it was a fixture for most people, most people, it was our Royal Academy. It was our Summer Show. You know, you had a one in eight chance of getting in, or one in ten or whatever it is, hard work, if you did get on, you know, it was quite a moment when you got in, I remember people being very proud, and you know, it was an international gallery. We weren’t showing in you know- and they didn’t treat you like a piece of shit which is what I think they do now-
Because actually, you, I remember Jenni was, you know, a really amazing actually, because the Outreach Programme was phenomenal, um……and straight after, Jenny curates at Camden and doing all those international shows, and just kind of I don’t know, this sort of professional level of thinking, I think was actually really high-
Yeah I think so-

Phenomenal actually.

Well I think it’s interesting at Camden because I think the only thing Jenni suffers from at Camden because what she’s doing is curating some of the best shows in London; at one of the few places you genuinely know you’ll see something interesting. Yeah, of course many of them were international artists, much the mix and match thing is um, good, younger artists, slightly older, the programmes, the educational space that’s ongoing, the only thing she suffers from is that she doesn’t have an artistic community. There isn’t one there; she’s just in the wrong place. But whereas the Whitechapel, they utilised that, and I think both the education department, and the exhibition department understood that was the community with which they were based, international archive just happened to be in the East End, or the remit of the gallery, education for the people, the poorer people of the East End, and I think Jenni always understood that, and when she went, that changed and I think not, entirely to do with her, the whole notion of grass roots education changed completely. And I think it suffered from that and I think really, I mean its not really from Nick Serota, but I think with Jenni leaving the Whitechapel was as big a blow to its role in the community as- I mean I went there, I think I mentioned it in that book, I went there last time about three years ago, and they had like a separate room for members and it was really strange, and there were very glamorous people there, and I hardly knew anybody. It was bizarre, I hardly recognised anybody, and everybody was behaving like “isn’t art the most fantastic thing?” and we didn’t have any of that, it was really making do and getting by, I think we were all involved in something, whether it was hanging paintings or, transporting art and making art and I think the Whitechapel had, you know, they absolutely knew where Grove Green Road was, and now they- I think you know, they couldn’t ignore the whole thing, you know, so many artists either went through the doors of the Whitechapel in one way or another-
Because even like, I remember if you were strapped for cash, you’d go down and ask if there were any jobs on the mail out, so it was like every single level-
That’s right, yeah-

And, tell me a bit about your work that you got into the Open exhibitions-

Yeah, I got um, my first, I got three pieces in, and I think, for some reason, I don’t know why, Jenni liked my work, I think, and um, that was the other thing which was sort of interesting, I think, which I think is very important as well, which they do less and less of now, Jenni and Nick Serota plus one other, were always the selectors, so they had a guest curator, but the idea that those two people, plus you know, Nick Serota, who has a great eye, would choose you for an exhibition seems so much better than franchising it out to three random people who didn’t understand, so I think the exhibition was chosen on so many different levels. I think contextually now, it would be so fascinating to look at how that exhibition was chosen, because it really did- I mean I know this sounds terribly now, it really did have a huge slice of the community in the exhibition, well you had to come from the East End, so you had to be in the post code, but that didn’t mean you couldn’t come from SE11 or conversely SE1, but he and Jenny were just a fantastic, involving artists like as different as Shafiq Uddin, and Anthony Gormley, and Zerina Bimjey  and people who represented the community on one level and plus, you know, Richard Deacon and all these people who passed through the Whitechapel Open and also you know, artistically representing what was going on, seriously representing. So you’d have your work next to, I think my first show I was next to Cathy Demoncheaux and Charles Saatchi bought her piece, and that was it for Cathy, she just went she just went pheewwwww and not me, could have been me (both laugh) and it was a fantastic piece she made, really good, and everybody focussed on it, but in that show there were like figurative pictures of painting like photo-realist paintings, people painting dogs, there was always something quirky in there. Like there was always something like humour in there, it was incredibly well curated show, it really did reflect what was going on. And inadvertently that became a kind of internationalism with people like deacon and Gormley. And Cathy. And I got into that, and then I started working there, I did bribe, there were bribes involved and I got into two others, and I think the third one-
What did you mean by bribes?
I bribed staff members like Jenni Lomax and Nicholas Serota, you can tell them, if it comes out he’ll lose that tenure at the Tate –

(laughs)

Cash for art, honours, questions and things. It’ll be brought up on Prime Minister’s Question Time, did you-

You probably did, you probably thought you bribed them (laughs)-

I think I bribed them, I made them coffee and things like that, that’s a bribe isn’t it? I grovelled. That’s what I did, I grovelled to be in the show. My third time I got in it, I can’t remember, maybe I was in it four times, I can’t remember, I’m so blasé- and uh, it was  a big deal, it was such a big deal, but I think it was a big deal because you wanted things to happen, things to be sold, and eventually, I think it was my third or fourth one, I had a piece of work bought, it was quite a good piece of work, I liked it, and the piece before had been called ‘pretentious, conceptual object-making’ that’s what I was in one show in a review, but it got reviewed as well, you know, everyone had to review, because it was the most happening show and then a very famous collector, or a very big collector, bought my piece of work in the fourth show, and I thought this is great and then he invited me for dinner, and I said no, because I was cooking for some other people-

(Laughs)

Which is like a big, sort of artistic faux-pas, and I don’t think he’s spoken to me since. Um, and I should have went and it would have been- yeah. But it sold to this really, because people came, serious collectors came to the Whitechapel. 

So where did that piece end up- what-
It ended up in with a gentleman called Peter Fliesigg who has a museum which is moveable, I think, I’ve been told this since, so his art collection is given out and moved and shifted and given and moved around the world, he lends them to people if they like them, if they want them, stuff like that, in kind of, big, could be in a skip by now, but I don’t know. But eh liked it, it was a rubber piece that was kind of sexy and threatening and he liked ours, I was shocked, you know I couldn’t believe that anyone would want to buy it, and I mean my work was you know, it wasn’t what I’d call immediately sellable-
So describe that piece again, that rubber piece-

It was two car shock absorbers that sat side by side on the wall, um, and one was, I’d split the top of them, and I put the sort of rubber flange in the top, that was vulva like, not really, but it was turned in on itself, so it was kind of like a butterfly, and there were about, I guess ten inches, eleven inches tall and the top had, I’d inserted this sort of flange, imagine a cup cake wrapper turned in on itself out and then slotted in, rubber, I don’t know where I’d found this, I think it was a motorbike, and the other piece was exactly the same shock absorber but the top had been opened and I’d carved a piece of rubber that was like a lip, and came out sort of like a flaccid penis, and so, and they were attached to the wall-

And was that next to the Cathy Demoncheaux-

No, this was a later piece and its all about positioning, it was in a really good site, they seemed to put all the smaller works on the top floor, it’s quite small, and that was sited in a good position, I remember someone telling me, it was bizarre, some veteran of the Open or something, “it’s about where they put you work”, where its going to be seen, where you are and stuff, and in the first one, I was next to Cathy and I didn’t have a chance of anything, I mean, you just couldn’t see my work, I mean Cathy’s work was so extraordinary, mine was this dodgy old box with a bit of leather next to it, and hers was this exquisitely, beautifully crafted sexy, violent, you know the thing that people came to know-

Was Cathy’s piece a long tube?
A long tube, with velvet, exactly. 

So give me a bit more of a description of your piece-

Oh it was hideous, it wasn’t hideous, it was a piece of leather from the corner, by which time I’d moved from Dyers Hall Road, it was literally on the cusp of- no I still lived at Dyers Hall Road- that was it, I decided I should get a studio, because my room at Dyers Hall Road was getting too small, and I should get a studio, and I got a studio at Angel, in there, they’d left these boxes and there was this leather corners to protect the basket work, and I’d taken these leather bits off, and it was almost like codpieces, and on there I’d painted a sort of shroud from the Montania painting, and that was it, just leather with a couple of holes in it and the size of a sort of big cricket box, like a, don’t know what you would call that, like a penis protector or something like that, about the size of just a bit bigger than the hand, and in black ink I’d painted this shroud which was Christ’s cloth, and I’d placed it in this found pink box like a- I should have just hung the leather, but I boxed it, I don’t know why I put it in a box, but it just, it was so much slower my piece, Cathy’s had everything. It was, it was, it had everything, it was one of those, real signature pieces, little, like the ugly kid you know, with the beautiful, you know, friend. 

So was that the 1990 show?

I would say that was about 1990 yeah-
So, if you was in four times, you-

I think three or four, yeah-

So you showed before 1990 as well?

I think it was ’89, I think ’89 or ’90 was my first one. I can’t remember, but that was my first one, I think that was my first one, and I’d just literally got the job there, or had I? ’87, no I must have been there about two years, yeah, I told you- I’d bribed somebody, no I was there two years. I think what happened was, in my case, is that, and I think what happened with a lot of these things is when people were judging things, if they know your work, you have a greater chance. It, I think it is, if they know your work, I don’t know whether that works on a conscious level, or a subliminal level, its just as it comes passing through, if they know you, or maybe know your work, it sometimes works against you, and sometimes it works blind, but on, not always, but you know, I do know of a story that was told to me, and I don't know how apocryphal or true this is, but in the Royal Academy several years ago, actually no, it was when I was, about this time, mid 80’s, a lot of the Royal Academy admissions were elder and getting on, and they’d go off for these lovely long lunches and come back, and paintings that- the guys who had taken the paintings through, they’d walk through the paintings and the gentleman- xxxxxxx- would say “that one! That one. No, that one” and as they were passing through it would be like a parade, and when they’d been out for lunch, this guy told me, because he was one of those people who told me, and they’d put the paintings round the back, and bring them back through again, and because they were a certain age and they’d had a few drinks, they wouldn’t remember, but what would happen is, by the second or third time they’d bring them through, they’d go “this seems familiar- that one!” so you, if you took them through, several hours later, or a couple of hours later, there was a kind of recognition there, it’s probably quite true really. 
I suppose in a sense, that if they know your work, they’d have an insight into the context in which you work in-
Yes, I mean, when they see the context, and they may think this is a good or a bad piece, and also, I don’t even know whether my work was in the show because I’d worked at the Whitechapel, I mean that’s almost an interesting enough reason to be in a Whitechapel Open, because I worked there, and I’m part of the staff, I mean, I don’t know if that can be, it can work the other way round of course. But I think, yeah, the first one would have been about- maybe that was the second one then, I can’t remember, three- no I was in three I think, I remember three pieces distinctly but maybe there was- I think I was in three, but it was on, the pieces I was making, the first piece was very Leytonstone, in hindsight. And the works I was making in Leytonstone, they weren’t fully formed, there was somewhere between, I was putting objects, one or two of them together, but I found that the live-work space doesn’t work for me, and I found that in Leytonstone. I would do really terrible things, like I’d be in the studio, and I’d work for a bit and then I’d go and hoover up, or I’d work for a bit and then I’d go and do something else, which now, looking back, I do that here, sort of. I’ll go and have a chat with somebody or I’ll, I’ll have a cigarette or something, I don’t know, do that here, but in a different way, I’m trapped here, forcibly made to come here, and I close the door whereas in the house, there is so many things- I’d take the dog for a walk, and I’d found that it didn’t work for me, that’s why I got another space at Angel. But I was basically taking found objects, found in the locale, and things I’d pick up on my travels, and putting them together and the only show I had in that period, probably about ’87 to ’90, no I had a couple of shows, but the main one was in France, in an exhibition called Mind the Gap, just prior to being in the Whitechapel Open, so really it took a while to get, both building the house and then finally getting back in the studio, and then finally, somewhere like here, where I am now, I’ve been in here nearly two years now, and I’m really just getting going, it’s now starting to fill up, and it feels like things are in place, so I think in the aftermath of building the bloody place, and then doing all that, and then going in the bloody studio, we’re talking about a year and a half to get going, by which time I’d felt, this wasn’t working for me, this live-work space thing. I still worked there, and I worked there in the evenings, and sat there with the work, but I needed more space and I also needed contact, and I’d already, I think I’d just about moved to Angel, or got a studio at Angel, prior to the Whitechapel thing, and the Whitechapel thing provided contact, which I didn’t have in the community because I was a miserable git. I just didn’t go out, you know, I just didn’t. I should have, I just didn’t have any, I didn’t have enough friends to go to the pub, that’s terrible- Robin, we did go you know, Angela and I would go sometimes, but Robin didn’t drink much and he had two kids, and so, I just didn’t have a clique, I didn’t have enough of a group of friends-
I think that’s quite a common reaction in a sense, because that kind of idea of structure, and socialising in a way, almost as if you kind of get up, leave your house, go to your studio, it has a whole different feeling about it, I mean, you said that you would you know stop in the studio and hoover up or go and chat to someone, you do the same thing but somehow going into a separate space…….can you say a bit more about your work at the time because you’ve said how it influenced by the environment and finding things from the locale, could you talk about that process?
Yeah, well I became, I think, when I’d done my degree I was a painter, and I finally moved to sculpture which didn’t go down very well, I started to make three dimensional objects, welding and things. When I came to London, well then I went to Cheltenham as a painting fellow, and made some more paintings, but often made doors and things like that, and when I got to Leytonstone, I just, it was really strange, it was almost like a arte provera idea, the texture of poverty was so resolent in that place, and I didn’t know it at the time, but obviously Leytonstone was much poorer on one level than it is now, and we were in the shit hole. We were in the blighted area, to some extent, where nobody wanted. And so, the area was full of you know, I mean I was doing things with yeah, I don’t know why, there just seemed to be more rubbish around, skips full of strange things, I would go down to the river and find things, and the canal, places like that, and I’d pick off- I still do it-inveterately still pick things up off the street, hubcaps and all that kind of stuff, and then, that mixed with the fact that I’d also been involved in DIY for so long, and building, I was bringing elements of building and stuff, things like putty and plaster and stuff like that, and I was combining one or two things together, which I’d always done, so I wonder if- and also the studio was really Spartan., it was you know, bare Victorian walls, wooden, and I wonder if that whole texture thing- in hindsight they weren’t very good works, I just wasn’t, it would have taken me a lot longer to be there, by which time I’d left, I think I’d have needed to be there 5 years, and focussed and the people for me who I thought were successful were the kind of people who just had little paintings, or who were just pottering away, you know, had that rectangle in front of them, and could focus. I was tied up in the-
What artists come to mind, when you think of that?
I was thinking of Jeff Dennis actually. Jeff’s- I remember going to Jeff’s studio and being really, really bowled over by, well the work on one level, but also how organised, how well it was, how cosy he’d made it, he had like his cassettes and he had radio 3 on, listen to music, the walls were covered in notations and he had these little canvasses, and I thought it was a kind of cosy practice, I don’t mean that in a derogatory sense, I think he’d got it sussed, and I need a bigger space, I just know I need a bigger space, I don’t know whether that’s- it’s not- I mean these works aren’t getting any bigger because the space is bigger, but I needed a bit more space and the works were getting- I wasn’t concentrating enough. I think-

Was this something to do with domesticity? Because like,, Jeff Dennis’s work, fits that- maybe you needed more industrial space, because what you’re explaining about, doing up the house, it’s almost preparing a blank canvas, in which to- is that kind of like do you think a sculpture, or?
In retrospect, yes, I think I spent so much energy on the thing itself, it did become, it became, I mean I stopped it, but it became a piece of work, and that’s slightly, um, lofty, but um, yeah I think… I think you’re right I would have, I just envisaged a- because remember, I’d just come from- I’d just gone through that and also I’d gone through the whole system, and I didn’t really have a good practice. I literally had gone from BA to MA, to a fellowship and all the while along being given these spaces which were you know, white, cubed, boxes, and when I was in Stroud I was in this fantastic library with- and then I got to London and I rented a little place in Cable Street, a little place in Chisenhale, and they were kind of half hearted shared things, not really mine, like rented accommodation, and when I got mine, it wasn’t quite I just wasn’t, it didn’t seem right, I didn’t have storage, all the things you do to make your practice better, I didn’t have a plan chest, I didn’t have storage, I didn’t realise you know, whereas Jeff, who had been there several years and was a little bit older than me, he’d got it all set up, you know, he’d got his chairs, paints out, and I’d sort of go up there in the morning and think ‘fuck, I’m still in the house’ and make some work, and go back and strangely enough I think, for the first time in my life, I worked late at night. I worked later, which was a good thing about working late in the house, you can wander into the studio, before you go to bed for an hour at night, or just sit there and think and look- but um, it sort of didn’t, no it didn’t work for me particularly.

I mean, I think, what kind of did work for you? I mean, I think maybe you were being a bit sort of self-evasive about your practice, because you know, I’m sure other people wouldn’t think all those things, because in many ways you were very successful, you know, by getting all those pieces in the Whitechapel, and also your practice, that your working on a very particular level which I think is really unusual now, because with the workshops, um, you have such incredibly skill with children, I was sort of really blown away by that, because I hadn’t seen it before, um, there was no separation between um, sort of now it’s um, you go and do workshops in schools, the school teacher is the one that does the crowd control and the rest of it, and like, here was this artists-you- doing the whole lot, you know, crowd control, had a natural skill with the kids, you made them laugh, you could get the work done, and you’d integrate the guest artists into working in that process which actually is very unique-

I found that- just going to get a cigarette- I found that, um –
So we just stopped at the point where you were thinking about the context of the time, and the influence on your work, and you was talking about collecting work from skips, and debris from skips-

Yeah, building work ethics, and I think the space had a slightly negative, looking back on all, you know, all these things how positive they all are, you being in- at the time they seem a bit strange to you, so I think that sort of arte provera aesthetic was something I’d always liked and worked with, but it was just slightly more heightened. But I didn’t have any, again, unless on a certain level of isolation, I didn’t have any contact with artists, which was sort of- the odd person would pass by and give me an informal crit, or I would show them what I was doing, but I didn’t have any contact until I got into the exhibition in France called Mind the Gap, and that was someone I knew who was curating a show about London, called Mind the Gap, and asked me to, somebody I’d met in France, could I suggest some artists to look at- and um, I suggested some people. 

Who did you suggest?

I suggested people who had I’d either had some contact with on different levels, and its strange, I suggested um, people who strangely enough I’d met through the Whitechapel, who weren’t all in the Leytonstone area. I suggested Dean Watmouth, David Austin, Mark Fermington, Terry Smith who I’d met through, he’d done an MA after me, at Birmingham, and he knew other people, and she curated those people- were in the show, and Lucia Nugera (? Very hard to hear lots of background noise has started). I think Dave or I suggested Lucia, um, and it was quite a good show, whatever the French term for zeitgeist is – um, quite a good bunch of artists really, Pete Smithson, who I think might have lived down there- did he?- So it was sort of um, the aesthetic was kind of a- her take on London at that time and it was called Mind the Gap, and it was the first show called that which I think is quite a good title, and it had a France photographer come over called Joe du Pon (?very hard to hear) who took photographs of the catalogue and Jan Readey took photographs- (?very hard to hear) quite a good show really. 
It was like a show about the London practice. What do you think was kind of connecting those works, or what came out?
I think most of the artists were working with that notion of the found object. David wasn’t, he was painting, and Mark was painting, but it was slightly kind of ……there was a sort of slight aesthetic about poverty there, but that’s the wrong word poverty, because poverty is sort of, I’ve seen poverty and it doesn’t look like that, it’s um, more of a texture, a fabric of the place, and I think that it was interesting with a French photographer, the catalogue photographs were all of Dyers Hall Road in Leytonstone. For the cover-

Was he from-

She was French, so her take on it was, she thought it was great, real low life, hard core, sort of, out in the- you know, artists striving in a community, it was like the commune. She saw it as a commune-

So did she take those photographs because of people she knew who were in the show? Or did she know about it already?
She did a portrait of every artist for the catalogue, and then she went around the area and took photographs, just pointed the camera, her photographs were in the show, so she literally just went on a sort of, photojournalistic rampage through the East End and photographed these places that were like Dyers Hall Road, sort of strange Combi vans outside houses, derelict houses, she was really into all that, so she took photographs of that, and that was the first big show I was in from that time, so my photograph was taken in the studio. In Leytonstone. Um, and then after that came the xxxxx and Hanover, so it was sort of starting to happen for me a little bit, on that level you know, and after that I ended up showing at two places which was Mariel Fletcher Gallery in Liverpool Road, and the Adam Gallery, in xxxxx Square, but again, I think the Whitechapel was a sort of conduit for the Adam Gallery show. Because Adam Reynolds was part of, well he was involved, I think he was one of the trustees, um, and he’d worked with, I’d worked with Adam on workshops, and he came to see my work, and that came through that I think, and I think for the first Adam Gallery show I was in Leytonstone. And then I’d moved to Angel for the Mariel Fkletcher Gallery thing. So yeah, it was a start, it was, it was, it achieved its aims, it did what it was meant to do. It was meant to give artists a chance to get footholds in. In economic terms, you know, low rent, housing and a studio and that enabled me to have quite good shows at galleries, and with good people, so it was quite yeah, it was a good time.

And going back to, when you talked about you know, this sort of, stripping down of your own house and doing it all up again and so forth, when you was talking about that I was thinking you know, is there a connection between this and sculpture and maybe not being afraid to actually do that, because some people would actually really worry about doing up the house and that, the kind of extent of the work you had to do-
Yeah, it was a challenge, it was a great challenge, I mean, I was up for the challenge, totally, And it was you know, as we were a couple it was our first home, and we were “wow, it’s a bloody house” and we’d been living in the most awful rented accommodation. Not the first place, the first place had a really nice house in Walthamstow that was rented to us by somebody who had gone to Australia for a year. That was great, but after that, it was a series of bedsits, and you know, just horrible places. Blackhorse Road and so it was, you know we had not a very nice landlord and we just thought, God, this is such an opportunity, it must be how people feel when they own their own home I guess, you know, wow, this will all be ours for some duration, plus the chance to make work. After- I mean, the two parallels, I was subletting studios, I was subletting a house, rented, it’s not a perfect place to make art, so the opportunity came you know, to have a house plus a living place, and I just thought, fuck it, lets do it, and the challenge was you know, this learning thing as well, learning about materials, building materials, learning how to do something, you know, and I had no fear of that now, which is good. It just, it just for several months- but sometimes you need to do that anyway, you need to not make art for a while, to sort of focus on, you know, what you will make, and what will become, and I think that’s, it didn’t seem, I mean, it was completely daunting when we saw it, but it just didn’t, it wasn’t even a question that we would say no, I think we went back to ACME and said, is there anywhere else? And they said no, and that was it, this will do then. And it wasn’t, I didn’t see it like sculpture, I literally divorced the two, I divided the two. I had this thing I needed to do, I guess, like people building a studio, and then I’ll be, you know, allowed to work in it, and I will have a studio, but I didn’t you know, looking back it hasn’t informed my work, but certainly things like process, and I’ve done it since with studios, and other houses, had to do them up a bit and stuff like that, so its given me those skills, but I didn’t- it’s funny, I was reading the book that we were in, the book launch we went to the other day, I was reading it, Terry Smith went to um……I think it was in Leytonstone, he went into some of the houses, he did his interventionist thing, he broke in and because he couldn’t find a space, and I didn’t do any of that, just didn’t concern me, just made objects and sculptures, but I think there were a few people who did things like that, and they were slightly political. You know, and I think, I know Terry Smith did that, it was part of his practice which started him off in a way, and he’s interested in the fabric of buildings and how you can do interventionist things in those buildings, he came from that sort of area, but I wasn’t you know, I just needed a space to make the things that I needed to make, objects and sculptures and the like. 
Yeah, so you was mentioning Terry Smith’s work in the derelict houses, um, I mean, Pete Owen lived in Dyers Hall Road, did you-
I sort of, didn’t know those guys, um, there was Pete- was Pete dark haired with sort of a beard, and who else? There was Pete and um, was Keith Coventry there? Because those guys knew each other didn’t they and there was somebody else as well, Matthew Hale? They were around there, but I knew them to sort of nod at, from the Northcoat, but I knew them to just sort of nod at, they were a different group of people, um, and I think I’d met them at a couple of openings, you know, “ this is Pete, this is Steve, he lives in Dyers Hall Road”, “Oh yeah, where do you live?” but I didn’t know what they were up to, but it wasn’t, I mean funnily enough, City Racing was um…..it was so new that they’d taken that, they’d taken whatever came out of Leytonstone onto another level, which didn’t really happen in Leytonstone strangely enough. And um, there wasn’t anything, strangely enough, that idea of artist led galleries, it was not really, I mean the Adam Gallery was one, but there was so few spaces like that, and what they did at City Racing was really kind of prophetic and a great idea, and really did hit the mark, and um, just on the, literally, I’m sure around the same time as Freeze, they- City Racing happening, which was a very sort of low key, artist led, slightly poposthetic, slightly, um, streets, I mean, on that level, and that was so sort of important in the genesis of that whole Goldsmiths energy, and it never crossed my mind that those sorts of things existed, when I was in Leytonstone. I just knew galleries. I mean you have to bear in mind that Cork Street, that was where it happened, it wasn’t, I mean I think Maureen Paley was doing things interim, but it was just you know, all those were happening at the same time, and she was slightly before, I mean City Racing was happening at the same time, and she was slightly before, and City Racing was amazing, and I wish I’d been slightly more involved in it, but I just didn’t know those guys, I just knew them to nod to as artists in the area. 
Because I suppose as well, like, when I got the ACME list of the number of artists that lived there, I’d seen names, I thought God, I didn’t know that person lived in the same- and there’s like pockets of groups of artists really, because you’d talk about going to the pub with some friends that you knew, and then see other kind of groups of artists-
Yeah, yeah, I think there wasn’t- a- the way things work as you know is that artists generally meet other artists at openings, and or in my case with the Whitechapel, that was not only a work relationship, it was sort of, you know, after the Opens we’d have a drink or if we were working on the education department we’d talk, or we would meet socially, we’d have lunch together, things like that, and I didn’t have that in Leytonstone. I mean, the Northcoat was where people went and sat in a little huddle and talked about art, or football, or whatever they talked about, and I wasn’t involved in that. We didn’t have that post opening thing which everybody gets along at, and meets people and makes contacts, it just didn’t really, it just didn’t exist and-

Do you remember anything about Art East, on Leytonstone High Road?

Yeah, I remember it, but it just passed me by, I mean, my focus was just elsewhere, you know, I was showing, I went on to show at the Adam Gallery which was South East London, I just didn’t, you know, I was so, I was just there, and also I was late, I mean the house we arrived at was one of the last in the street, and people had been there three or four years, and we were you know, we really were the new kids on the block and we didn’t stay there that long. 

So you wasn’t involved in the Leyton Artist’s Group open studios or anything?
Nope. 
But you were involved with open studios elsewhere, linked up with the Whitechapel wasn’t you?

Yeah, eventually, later on, but by which time I was either just about to leave, or I had left, but I wasn’t, I don’t think, no I didn’t get involved with the open studios with Dyers Hall Road. I think I was just late in the loop, I think I arrived late, and other people who you know, had been there at that sort of age and that generation, two or three years makes a difference. And we really were the last in, and I think we got four or five years, I mean some people had been there ten, twelve, and you know, there were blocks of people who had been there much longer than us, I mean I bumped into them and said “How was-you know ’84-94”  however long it was, but I- we didn’t have that, we were late, so, I mean our, it was a very small clique of friends that lived on our corner, I mean Georgina and Robin, Mark up the road a bit, and Mark lived next door to Grayson Perry, but I met him once, and it was really back to the rabbit hutch and get on with life. 

And can you remember any of those people’s surnames? Mark-

Mark Thomas. And I forget his partner’s name. Robin Wheelahan and he’s now in Edinburgh. I don’t know where Mark is. Actually. Um, Robin, and Georgina, I don’t remember Georgina’s name, I could get it for you, she’s still, I’ve seen her around, I don’t know if she’s still making art or, but I didn’t know any of the City Racing crew really. Wish I had, because it was a great space to be involved in., And also, City Racing happened right under my nose and I didn’t know anything, I just wasn’t groovy enough. I wasn’t, I was slightly older than them, not much, and somebody went “have you heard about this place City Racing?” and I went no, but by this time it had been open six months. Because again it started being word of mouth, and then by the time it became popular, it had been closed, which is the way things should be, so I just wasn’t groovy enough, I mean they were much groovier than I was. 
It seems like also, all the artist run spaces, had a quick turnaround in the sense that they only seemed to last for a period of time, because Art East

Where were they?

They were in Leytonstone High Road, um, in the-showroom.

Yeah, I remember it, yeah yeah

Two big windows in the front, and I remember seeing one show there and that was the last one when I arrived-

When did you arrive?

I think it was 1985, so they might have even been before your time.

They were round about my time I think. And I’d heard of them, and it fell apart. I think the reason they fall apart is because the reason the studios fall apart, and I think um, the developers basically, and economic growth. And I think that time was, Thatcher came to power in ’77, is that right? ’77? Then we had all those years, and then the boom, the economic growth was the ‘80’s, you know, and as soon as that happened you know, not just the M11 link road, but all those spaces, they just went, because of economics, a massive growth, but there were at that time, tonnes of these little empty places and um, it seemed to be much more, it seemed to be easier to get hold of them and do stuff, people seemed much more conducive, and all that seems a lot more problematic now, plus the fact that people are doing that now, but on a commercial level, which we never thought of, never crossed our minds, never crossed my mind that I could make money out of art, whereas the next generation saw there was a market, and um, I mean, again with the rise of Charles Saatchi, as a collector, and a few other collectors as well, but it never crossed my mind that you could be involved like that, and there’s tonnes of it round here now, what would have been City Racing or the Adam Gallery, or for that matter the Mariel Fletcher Gallery, which was a commercial space is now you know, Keith Talent, or one and the other, or Gilman Gold, I mean there – but you know, there are art fairs, and they’re completely involved on a commercial level, but I think with Art East and projects that happened in Wapping and roundabout, they were just artists gambits you know, hey I want to show my work, I want my friends to see it, I want people to see it, but we never, I don’t think I was, I wasn’t conscious that anything would come of it, I was conscious that I wanted to show work and had something happen, I don’t know what it looked like, but have something happen. So, I think it was very, pressing if that is the word, innovative at City Racing, to get on board that, and do that, and make it happen you know? With a bunch of good artists. 
Because also, you could talk about those things as well, not just in terms of the art work, in terms of the renovation of spaces, I mean where artists are very good at that, because they have to do that, and then it just seems that artists get these houses looking pretty good actually, um, and then new developments come along…..

Sure, I mean-

The problem with that area as the M11 and that artists did invest so much time in- you’d be on the tube, and actually do quite a lot to those houses-
Yeah I think, you know, in the bigger picture it can be anything, I recently left my studio in Tower Bridge, off Bermondsey Street, same landlord, and when we went there, it was Crucifix Lane, it was the most barren place on the planet which doesn’t seem like it, several years ago, and it seemed a bit dangerous, and then you know, I kind of- people went down the pub, um, and then, this is what happens, people go down the pub, the Northcoat, and  oh, that’s a nice place to drink, and then you know, something else happens and it becomes an area of, well Hoxton, this whole swathe of things that have happened round here, again, primarily, the first people in here are artists, Kent Road, us, and the whole Rivington Street lot, and I think that artists are just sort of facilitors, facilitators? Facilitators, initially, for some activity, for some sort of something happening in a community, um, and it’s not long behind when having done up those spaces, somebody comes along and goes “hey, wow, loft living, ooh, wow, people could live in Homerton, um, Hoxton, wow, never really seen this place of living” and it’s going to happen here with this very building, where we are now, it shan’t be long before somebody you know, they’re building something next door, and this is happening, well yeah, the M11 was different, but when you’ve got that many people living in a place, in a place that was, you know, I mean Leytonstone’s not, I know people who still live there, also inadvertently what happened was people who either got a job or made some money or something, they thought “well, where can I buy a house there?, it has a sort of community where artists are living and you know, the pub is amenable, um, I’ll buy my first house in Leytonstone, and my first flat, I mean I thought about it myself, and um, so this kind of thing all intertwines and leads to having a community, we do do that, and whether it is to do with that fixer-upper opportunity notion we’ve got in our head anyway, to a Judy Garland, Mickey Rooney- “hey, we’ll just put the show on here, wow-yeah, all we need to do is clean the curtains, and make some lights” and that, we’ve been doing that 20 or 30 years. Certainly in East London, and we are still doing it to some extent, but it will go I think, that’s gone, going. 
Because, you talked about when you saw your house, at the time, you felt it was probably the worst condition that you were anticipating-

I was told, by lots of other people as well, I mean, it wasn’t just me-
I mean, it sounds like it-

Yeah, it was one of the worst-

Do you think also, because I mean, there’s been a whole history about artists in the East End, located in the East End, and then, actually, you were actually in East London, and do you, feel, spatially there was kind of a difference?

As opposed to Bethnal Green, Hackney, Bow, yeah definitely. I mean, I was very conscious of it. One of the things that always struck me, and I was very very conscious of it, when I first got there, and it never failed to amaze me, coming out of Leytonstone tube station, not Leyton, Leytonstone tube station, it felt like you’re a commuter. The way the station was built, the ramp that came up, when you came out, birds were singing, it was a slightly different feel, it felt as though one would in Leytonstone, or Cockfosters, it wasn’t the end of the line, but it seemed to be that cusp of where, all those strange stations north of Leytonstone, like, Epping and Wanstead, and Hainault and Loughton, they had that feeling, and Leytonstone I think was the first station on that line that you really had a sense that, oh, this is a completely different community, and it’s, it was really just crossing from the tube line going from Leyton which just felt on the cusp of the marshes, and when you came out, you were on a busy road, and when you came out from Leytonstone, you were slightly tucked back a bit, and when you came out you went “ aaahhhh” almost a village, and I think Leytonstone had that, which Bow, Bethnal Green and Hackney didn’t, the whole immigrant community, the whole relationship, I mean, Leytonstone has changed a lot now, and Leyton, but it was predominantly white, when I was there, I don’t remember a community of Bangladeshi people or, Portuguese, or Polish, or I mean, it’s changed now, there are more Brazilian and Portuguese people there and, but I don’t even remember a black community, just felt predominantly white, part of that white flight that a lot of people had moved further out to Loughton and if you ever went there, it got whiter. And um, so I think that um, I think Leytonstone did, I think you are right, I think it was East London, the postcode is E11? Is that right? Yeah, it didn’t, and I would go to the Whitechapel and thing, no, this is the real East End, and there you had real galleries, you know? And you had real, real artists were there, ten years before us, you know? They had, I mean jammy buggers some of them, you know, did very, very well, but artists who were my elders, they had studios in like, Old Street and off City Road and Chisenhale, they were like, that was hardcore East End, you know, and we just felt like a slightly little sort of villagy satellite of all that, which I liked in one way, but when I went to the Whitechapel, I thought no, the Whitechapel, this is where it happens, Gilbert and George live up the road and, um, that felt, actually said, that felt like the East End, with all its traditions, and jellied eels and Tubby Isaacs, and we were a sort of slight satellite of that, if that’s a good way of putting it, it was east London, but it wasn’t the East End. I went to the Showroom and I went to galleries, you know, in the East End. Yeah, good point, I think it was, and it was, I guess 50 years ago, it would have been slightly rural, more rural, but it did feel more like a , a slightly desirable commuter place to live, we had a garden, which was you know, amazing, a long garden-
And did you do anything to the garden-

Well, we did until the dog destroyed it, we put turf down, my dad likes gardens, we put turf down, and rose bushes and by the time you know, once you’ve got a dog, it tends to run around and churn up the gardens, so that became, nothing. Um, so no, we weren’t really, should have had an allotment in hindsight, but it backed right onto the metro, the metro (laughs) that’s really sophisticated, the tube train went along, and at night, the radioactive waste would be transported, do you remember that? Yeah, there was like trundling, and what’s that? And somebody told me one day, Jesus! They’d’ move waste in the evening, um, so yeah, it did, it felt slightly villagy, but enough people around that looked like you, and were just like you to make it not feel like that, but for me it was always a commute, I always thought, and always have you know, I still see, it’s not like, um, I mean I used to teach in Tower Hamlets and had students, and they’d say, they’d hardly ever go up west as they’d say, whereas for me, no, no, no, for that period, the mid 80’s, I would go to Cork Street openings and it would feel like the most glamorous thing, and it would be a long haul back, or I’d go to the East End and I’d feel like, that’s where the real artists are, that’s what I’m aiming for, you know. Bethnal Green, Whitechapel, oh, that’s really fantastic. Wow, Robinson Road, cor, we were like little cousins, you know, out in the green xxxxx. 
You left in 1990, and I’m just thinking about other things that were going on at the time, like the, the, Poll Tax-

Mmmm, that’s a good point-

Did you get involved in that?

No, I don’t think so.
Did you pay?

Um, there were lots of things I did, did I pay Poll Tax? I don’t think I did. When was Poll Tax introduced?

Um, I think it sort of came in around ’89. 

I think I was going to pay, I think I paid some of it, there was a debate, I think I was a refuse nick, and then they found me, and they sent me an ultimatum, those kind of things, if you don’t pay this, you will have to go to court sort of thing, and I think I coughed up the dosh, so I was a bit of a pathetic refuse nick, the Poll Tax- God wow. Um, and I didn’t go to any of the riots, but I was in London that very day, and I remember seeing them and thinking wow, that’s great, but I wasn’t involved in the Poll Tax riots or anything, I think I was just so you know, I am just strangely not a very political animal, so-

Yeah, so I guess that um, the public enquiry was-
I knew of it, but I didn’t, no again, I don’t know, I’m not entirely sure, in my defence I think it could be because that thing, we came so late, I didn’t know what was going on, I didn’t have a clue, and when we got the house, I was so focussed on doing it, I became very, very selfish, it’s a typical artists stuff, but I became very selfish, I had to get this, must do this, I don’t want to be bothered with all that, I don’t know what’s going on, lets just get this done, then I can start working, then I can- and then these letters would come to the door and I would you know, I think I went to one or two-
Oh so you did?

I think I went to one or two with Robin, out of curiosity-

That’s more than I ever got to do-

But I think, you see, Robin was quite political as well, that old sort of slightly working class socialist background, and he was from Leith so I kind of, I think we went to one or two just so we were informed, and the rest was hearsay and gossip, and you know what, I didn’t care, because, I wasn’t like other people, and I knew, I knew it was, it was finite, I knew, they told me, and I was just thinking all I can do is what they’ve given me the licence to do, to make art and that’s what they wish me to do, and that’s what they provided for me, if this goes tomorrow, I will have made some art, and other things will have happened in my life, you know, my relationship, and my work and whatever, my you know, things will have happened in my life, had I been there from the start I would have been slightly more involved, I imagine, if I’d had children, it would have changed my perspective, you know, if I’d invested more, it would have meant more, and that’s it, and I-
 When you went to that public enquiry, can you remember like, where it was held and how many people were there?
Oh God, where was it? It was somewhere down, no I can’t. It was a hall, I think. That was Robin, in the evening; would it be down what’s the name of those roads that were beyond the station, the first generation? You were off Grove Green Road-

Yeah, was it in Leyton?

No, it was in Leytonstone, but it was, where Connie Parker lived. 

Fillebrook Road?

Might be Fillebrook Road, are they beyond the station? As you come out of the station, you’re headed the back way, were they beyond? There was a first generation of artists-

Yeah, I think it must have been Fillebrook Road-

I think there was a hall there, a church hall or something or other. It was definitely that end. Because I remember thinking shit, I don’t remember that part of, they were slightly an older generation of artists, first generation, I think they were the first lot and I think they were-

Was it where, because Fillebrook Road’s quite big-

(Looking at map)The way I see it, is like this- if that’s Leytonstone Station and you kind of came out across the road, and Dyers Hall Road was there, and that was Grove Green Road, yeah? Am I right? I think it was over here-

I think that’s Fillebrook Road-
I think, and they might have been bigger houses, double fronted maybe, and I think they were the first generation, it was somewhere around, and I think the meeting was somewhere around there, I can’t remember, I can’t remember anything about the meeting because I-

I mean, can you remember, I mean did it seem like it was full up, or was there just a few people there? Did you get the sense-

No, there was a few people there, it wasn’t pathetic, it wasn’t you know, dribs and drabs, I think, and I think, again, seriously, it’s not I think it was one of those things, and I’ve been to a couple of these things, where I think someone has got a bit more investiture in this than me, and I did start to think, you know, I don’t really care. And I, and I didn’t, you know, strangely enough I didn’t want to stay there all my life. You know, at that age, I didn’t, I would have been about, by the time I left I was thirty, I wanted to move on in some way, I mean I thought that others, I mean friends of mine were in ACME houses and had the right to buy them and some people did, that seemed like a Holy Grail, that seemed like, wow, that was like an Elderado, it was a pot of gold, to own a house, only £15,000, but I think that would have tied me to things that I just wasn’t all that interested in, like a mortgage, and I didn’t you know. I still didn’t think of Leytonstone as somewhere I wanted to live. 

Do you think it changed, in those what- four years that you were there?

Yeah, it changed a bit, I mean, I was um, it felt sort of, yeah, it felt, I mean it was a sinking ship. I mean, it felt as though people were starting to , I mean  I was cool about the whole thing, and I actually left, I actually split up with my partner, that’s why I left, wasn’t to do with anything else, she kept the house, but I didn’t ideologically think I wanted the house for the rest of my life, I knew I was going to go somewhere else, always consciously, that’s why everything was built so fast, you know, lets get this done, worked very hard doing it, I never ever I really didn’t put any roots down, I didn’t plant any seeds, you know, to continue the metaphor, I didn’t, I just didn’t, it felt like a place to live that was cheap, that I could work, and that I could commute into town and I could come back to, and I just didn’t feel any nostalgia, because I just didn’t, but it felt at the end that it was sort of sad, but what else was there? Everyone was told, and then I just couldn’t understand why the, I mean it was really strange, I couldn’t understand why there was a protest. Had I been a council member, I would have just said, well, we did tell you. I was very pragmatic about the whole thing, you know, and I didn’t miss the Northcoat, and I didn’t miss, you know, I slightly missed the Fishmongers you know-

And do you think, as well like um, I mean, people here who are not artists would think it’s strange, one could invest so much time in getting a house together and at the same time they couldn’t put down roots-
Um yeah, it does seem rather strange, but it’s why I’m not a very healthy person or I’m not, I mean, if I had, that kind of investiture it could have been done on a £90,000 Georgian house in Brick Lane, if I had the money and the will to work, it just doesn’t seem like that when you’re young, you know, you invest a lot whether it be….I mean, I invest in this, I mean feck it, we’ve got no tenure, nothing. You know, I’ve got, if they say move tomorrow, bloody hell, I’d be, it would take time to pack up, but you do, it’s the way artists, we invest in our work you know.

Well that’s what I guess you were doing, when you were renovating your ACME houses, you was investing in your practice-
Yeah, I think so, I mean, we do it all the time, you know, it’s in my consciousness that I invest in my art all the time, but I don’t have buyers for them, I mean I might sell the odd piece here and there, but that’s part of the way I was educated, you know, the chance to do something you love, or enjoy. Or, what you find challenging, it’s great. And I think that’s tying into that, I mean there’s no long term economic gain with any of these things. Otherwise, as I said, I’d be doing much more profitable or financially rewarding, and I suppose the house was the same, I just thought, we just thought idealistically, nice place to live, very pleasant place to make work, aren’t we lucky? Wow, and also there was that as well, if you were picked, wow, it’s like getting a  rented flat now from Peabody or something, wow, my God! A house! And you actually feel you know, you’re one of the chosen ones.
Can you remember anything about ACME’S selection process? 
Not at all, oh, interview procedure, I think we went to an interview. And yeah, we went to an interview, maybe at Robinson Road? We went to an interview and we were invited to look at it, with Roger Kite, or somebody else, we were invited to look, and that’s when, you know, and he was saying, it’s one of the worst ones, you know, you should know what you’re letting yourself in for. Um, we didn’t know how bad, yes, I think we went in- I can’t remember whether we sent slides or- 

Because how did you find out about ACME and so forth and-

Oh, I was very good at all that, I was very good at all that. Well what happened with me, was when I did my degree, my thesis, I decided that I should interview artists, living artists, about what it, what it’s like to be a contemporary artist, so I chose several artists, and one of the ones I chose was an artist whose work I liked that was in the John Moore’s painting, called John McFadden, and I came to London to interview him, and he let me stay with him, so we went out and had some beers, and he told me all about what it’s like to be an artist, that’s what the thesis was, what’s it like to be an artist. And it was all done through interviews, and it was dreadfully dull, but I just wanted to know what it, because I didn’t know you know, until the age of, until I went to Foundation, I’d never met an artist, and the only artist I’d met in Cardiff were my tutors. So I interviewed Terry Frost, Adrian Henry, Jock McFadden, and…..maybe one other- and um, the different generations, the different type of artists, and um, and coming from London was an eye opener, and he had an ACME house. And one of the questions was, how do you, you know, how do you get a studio in London? And I wasn’t being ambitious, I was curious. How do you get a studio, and he was well ACME, it’s like an organisation, and so as soon as I came to London I was very proactive and I think the London Art and Artists’ guide was out then, that little long thin black one, which was really sort of you know, a primer for, you’ve just got to London, so it had ACME in it, and Space, and so I wrote to them, and plus I had a few contacts with tutors, from Birmingham and Cheltenham, and they kind of steered me in the place, but I just went through the formal course of writing them a letter saying I don’t have a studio, I’m working in a box in Cable Street, tell me about your schemes, put me on your waiting list, and that was that, so I think it was through finding out about it, going through it and I think we had an interview. 
Did you submit any slides of your work?
I think we did, I think that was one of the provisos, you had to submit slides of your work, I think so, gosh it seems so long, but I’m sure I, I’m sure we had an interview. I’m sure. 
How are we for time? 

Almost there. 

Ok, um, tell me a bit about the circumstances in which you left, were you, did ACME approach you, or-

The circumstances in which we?

Left.

Well I split up from my partner, so that was a completely um, wouldn’t say normal thing to do, that was something that happened, and I said you know, keep the house, I don’t know how long-

Ok. Did you-

You’ve got, and I mean she had several more years, she had like, when did they all, ’94? She had four more years there or four-

So did you um, was your partner an artist?

She was, but she kind of stopped.

Mmmm. What was her name?

Angela Rice, and she still lives, no she lives in Walthamstow, I think she then, after that, she bought a house. Not far from, with the realisation that, she knew the community, she worked in the community, it was cheap, and I’m sure you know, she’s sitting on a very nice house now, worth a lot more money than she paid for it, whatever that means, but yeah, she ended up buying a place in Walthamstow, but she, she took a full time job, I don’t know, and I didn’t, I got the Whitechapel Gallery, which was great, but I think she just wanted different things, that’s partly, you know, how we came to um, came to not be together, I, we just, were going different ways, and she’d stopped making art and she would you know, she was a really good artist, but she’d make very small sort of like you know, watercolour swathes of objects and things like that, really god, much more talented than me, very talented, but just got a job and I think, Can Hall Leisure Centre, not Leisure Centre, what do you call it? Adventure Playground. Job there, and then she got a job in Kentish Town, so she bought a little car, and she’d go up there, and she really enjoyed it, that life, and that was five days a week. So, completely different shift, and it’s not, you know, political or ideological, she had to, that’s just what she did, but she’s, I don’t know what would be her take on it, because she stayed to the very end almost-

And did um, I mean, I suppose when you look back now at that time, when you know, that place where all the artists lived on such a big scale and their whole circumstances lived in short life housing, I’m really thinking about the work that was sort of produced, do you think, I mean you spoke about the kind of DUIY attitude in a way, do you think that could sort of ever happen again?
Um, I wish I’d had been there earlier and been more involved, I wish I could do it again, because I know more people, it’s strangely, I am a lot more gregarious than I was then, and I was, it sounds weird, but I was shy, coming into that, they all seemed like they’d been there forever, and I just thought, wow, I don’t know anybody. And I’m not; I’m not very good at that anyway. Um, and I wasn’t ambitious, I’m not really ambitious in that way and I think, um, I think it could never happen again. I wouldn’t like to say that- I do harbour a dream of doing it, I mean, I hate communities and I, I hate communities, that’s a terrible- I hate groups of people, you know, and I do, and it’s a Groucho Marx thing, I’d never join a club that would have me as a member, but I think that um, I think it will never happen again, but I would like it to happen again. And it could happen in another country, something that needs change or help, I mean strange enough, the East End, and east London didn’t need it, we were all flooding into this place and it was a great conduit for the overspill of the East End, and for a new generation, almost coming in, and moving and gravitating, a great place for you know, for an energy I must say on my point, without that, there would be no City Racing, without that there wouldn’t be me and you, without that you wouldn’t be here, and we wouldn’t be talking, so really, really many good things, so, it’s fantastic that I was there in some ways, I just, I mean, maybe it’s the cynic in me, I just do not see, I mean, however, I do think that the bubble of prosperity will burst, certainly artistically, and what I will find disparaging, and I get this, talking to colleagues and friends from abroad is that we do not have, we no longer have any, I don’t know, do you know what will happen is that if it all falls apart, artists will just pick it back up again, because that’s what we are like. You know, that’s a metaphor for the building, you know, building of something, that’s what we did, if it falls apart, we’ll take other spaces, we’ll build it back again, and I think that there’s sp much money invested in, I think it’s just, you know, I despair sometimes, at the lack of opportunities, you know, other artists must get, unless you know, they are bought from college, or you know, they are involved in the Dick Smith Gallery or something, straight away, or they are in Beck’s Future, or Beck’s Future isn’t in, you’re either in some sort of curated show, or some hot young things, buy a work from degree shows, and I kind of think, it’s tragic really, but I don’t think it will happen because I think there is just too much money invested in the city, in London and um, as we spoke, and I don’t know where you’d go. I mean, does it become like, what’s that place near Manchester, that place where artists went to or something- but I just don’t know where we would go. It hasn’t happened in Newcastle, Liverpool, what a great city, got this fantastic new space, Aid Foundation, are we going to go there? Probably not. 
Do you think you know, like um, that’s’ something to do with generation things that happened in that time as well, because do you think they, say, if an opportunity came up again for young artists, do you think they might go about it in a different sort of way?
Yeah, they are educated differently, I mean, they are, they appear to be educated differently. I mean you know, from yourself, going into art college was a matter of your teaching, the questions are different, and the beliefs are different, you know, regardless of the fact that you know, there’s no funding for poor kids to go to university, or they are finding it a struggle, I teach at a university now, well they’re called universities aren’t they? Or art colleges, and I’m shocked by, you know, I never hear an accent anymore, I hardly ever you know, and it’s, if you do see somebody who isn’t able to afford it, or is doing their best, they have to work and things like that, so I think this generation is pretty clued up, I mean the best analogy I can give you is, the story is that, a colleague of mine, she works at Goldsmiths, she organised this person to come from Italy, and I think she was one of the leading experts on , I dunno, anyway she’s great, she’s really a bright academic, and she’s doing a project, curating a show on I don’t know, something like Pira de la Francesca or something, and she invited this woman, and put notices up and everything, and um, it’s, I didn’t know about it, but I would have gone, she’s you know, one of the world’s leading experts in….artists. Seven people turned up, and the next day it was Robin Krasney, talking about Matt’s Gallery, there wasn’t an empty seat in the house, people were, I think students are just more, they’re focussed on those things, I think it has happened quite recently, they’re focussed on those things, we were like, I mean Jesus, subsistence level for us- can I get a studio? Wow, get a studio? And we were you know, the fact that I came to London, I did so many shitty jobs, and I think again, there’s better jobs for people wherever they are, but um, I think they’re just focussed on different stuff, they’re probably you know, one of them would open a gallery, in their house, what strange construct, but that’s something Maureen did, and look where she has ended up, but um, I think they are just more focussed, they are more organised on one level, they are just different, they um, yeah, no, they do it so….yeah. Kind of hard to pron-

Maybe that’s like, in a way, that’s because our generation taught them, do you know what I mean, that process of-

Because we’re bitter and twisted motherfucker’s that they thought, I don’t want to be like that at their age, I want something much more…you know. It, yeah, I don’t know, I don’t know, I don’t think we’ve taught them anything. I think we’ve taught them but I think um, no, I think there’s, I mean I think our generation on the whole, our generation who left college, yourself probably, I don’t know, Clem to some extent, myself, people I think of, were the last generation of working class oiks to go through university, with grant assisted stuff, and had it not been for grants, not a fucking chance, I’d have been working in a boilermakers, or I think I’d have done, like the rest of my family, schoolmates, gone to do an apprentiship, two years of that and become a plumber or a fitter or something like that, and um, we were the last generation of that, and I don’t know whether that is, I don’t think that’s a great thing, or a bad thing, but I think it’s just- we are very conscious of being very lucky in some ways. I mean, I’m the most bor- I’m so lucky, I get to go to Italy, I had a documentary the other weekend, great, I mean, all that’s great, I’m involved in that, plus I get to make this shit everyday, I mean that’s pretty lucky, but I don’t, I don’t know how we could have taught them about- I think what we did, I think we focussed on aesthetics and personal development, certainly when I teach, I’m talking to them about you know, who do you want to be, and who do you see for this, and I don’t talk about strategies, but I think what happened with the whole Goldsmiths thing, predominantly to do with Michael Gray Martin, very influential, so they say, in that field, and people became very pragmatic and they, I think, what he did was quite interesting, but um, equally as damaging, I think it’s more a question of swinging Britain. I think it’s happened with rock bands, it just has, it’s a licence to people, think, when we were doing it it was kind of more of a like – oh, what if? If I go there? What if…and….now there are so many conduits and places were one can you know, put work, and send work, or, you know, and I think there are so many ways of doing that, whereas, you know, going back to your Whitechapel thing, we were the last physical generation.
Well, yeah, because I think the way you talked about the Whitechapel Open, the submissions, and really hands on process, and also you know, Jenny Lomax and just general awareness of diversity and community, perhaps because it was happening then anyway, because you had a mix of classes going through art school which you actually don’t get now. Um, and perhaps people were much more, well let’s try this out, without preconceiving what might be the end result, so in a sense it was more process based, but maybe now, the emphasis is on the product, so people maybe younger people might think, right, I’ve got this house, I’m going to set up a gallery there, in the front room, have my studio at the back, and be  much more kind of strategic-

Totally. And marketing. Not just product, I think marketing is just as an important, a very important thing and that’s not a new phenomena, we’ve had marketing for a long time, but I think the marketing of one’s self and product has changed hugely, and I think students are very conscious of that now. And there are more places in which they can do that. I mean when we were at college, the New Contemporaries was, a show that we wanted to be in it, but we wanted to be in it because it was the New Contemporaries, and David Hockey was in it, we didn’t want to be in the New Contemporaries because fucking Robin Klasnack would be there. I mean, they are just more aware, I didn’t know a gallery in London when I was at Cardiff. You were at Nottingham, you’d probably heard of, I don’t even know if they had Angel Row then, you probably had City Art Gallery, that was it, and Cardiff was the same, like one Welsh gallery, in a capital city, I you know, Waddington’s was about it, all I knew of, and so now, I mean, good God, just Viner Street, I mean, the students, you go onto Viner Street on a Thursday night and openings, and you know, runty little students there. They all know it, and they might have a flat round the corner, and they all, you know, I didn’t know any of that when I came here. I think yeah, there are more strategic , not sure about the product, I think there are much more, I think strategy and marketing which are buzz words for the 21st century, tried to do marketing, publicity, location, I mean all things that we never really thought about, and so you can get, um, involved in so many different things, and hundreds and hundreds, I mean literally, hundreds of galleries just in this area, you know, there’s anew one just opened on Hoxton Street, we’ve got White Cube, Standpoint, you’ve got, um, what’s that- Art East on Rivington Road, plus Viner Street, plus hotel, I mean there must be 20-30 galleries and those kids, they know all about that and-
And also I suppose, well, you know, like when you were living down in Leytonstone, there wasn’t the internet, it was almost before technology, some people didn’t even have a telephone-
That’s right, that’s right and I think that’s very interesting, had there been a kind of web community, you could build it now, the Leytonstone web community, in, on the internet or in cyber space, but yes, there was no, that’s what I meant, there was no forum, no communication, there was no locale where one could get, I mean we are talking about this idea of publicity because we miss it, it would be good to, and we think this anyway, there’s very few of those places, and the places where one does that are private views and the like, and we didn’t have, there wasn’t any-
And also, I think it was also a time before Brit Art, and also Brit Art really started to get it on the television, the Turner Prize and so forth-

Yeah definitely, yeah, yeah, I remember going to- yeah exactly, when the first Tuner Prize, I mean does anybody remember who won it? Malcolm Morley, American artist, 19- whenever it was ’87? Um, and nobody gave a shit, I don’t think it was even on TV, but you are right, with that whole Brit, Freeze, and also the Freeze thing was a, you know, I remember going to Freeze and I thought it was hilarious, it was amazing, you know, it was fucking so funny, but it was, did you go?

No, I didn’t-
It was amazing, I mean I can’t even remember the name of the warehouses, it was this old you know, warehouses where these guys were making, and it was shit, it was absolute, I mean that sounds terrible, but I thought it was shit, I just didn’t get, I missed it, again, I just went and Damien’s paintings were there, Angela Bullock had a balisha beacon flashing on and off, Matt Colley Shaw had a, that photograph with the bullet in the head, I quite liked that, and there was little things dotted around the place, and people just sat there, and I thought what is this? What are they, like, is it a studio? Is it a gallery? And then, somebody said, you know, in fact the person I was with, one of the education people in the Whitechapel, and I thought, what’s she doing here? Because she was really well dressed, and she was completely out of her depth, it was someone I knew, I had to take her to it, and it was one of those places where you wouldn’t go at night, and she had this look of absolute horror on her face, it was like, it was, now it’s obviously a very, like Jacob Street or something, and she had this abject look of horror on her face, seriously, she was just thinking this is really strange, we’ve wandered down here, there you were in this magnificent old warehouse, paint peeling off the walls, they hadn’t done a thing to it, they hadn’t put any walls up, and I just remember thinking how could anybody think this is half decent? Yeah, you know, they haven’t even made an attempt, little did I know, I mean I just didn’t understand that currency. And from that, has come this whole swathe of a different- ‘hey we can do it right here’ aesthetic, you know, give yourself a nice Georgian desk, laptop, white walls, contacts, you’re off. Client base, partners, and you know, it’s groovy, because there is nothing sexier than art, everybody wants to invest in it, and you’re right, we didn’t, not just, um, with the internet, we didn’t have the publications of magazines, you know, um, the media, you know, it just wasn’t, every Tom Dick and Harry is opening a gallery. But again, often, legwork done by artists as it were, off setting down some sort of groundwork, it’s just, yeah, it’s different, I don’t think it’ll happen in London, also you know, on a very fundamental level, we are approaching the Olympics, that’s just changed, it’s, that’s four billion pounds worth of investment for something that, you know, will just change a whole area, I know a lot of artists live in the area we used to live, it will just change the whole landscape, a massive, you know, and that’s the whole point of Focus Plus, take a lot of money from the arts, so I think that will, I don’t think that will happen. I had a vague idea that the Olympics might happen in Homerton, I heard of people moving further out that way, along the Lea Valley, but I don’t think it will ever happen again, certainly not in this country. And I just can’t see it happening outside a major city, actually a major capital city, not a capital city, because New York it happens, I can’t imagine it happening outside of anywhere but Berlin, maybe in Berlin, but they do all right anyway, they don’t need us or that kind of community. Um, yeah, I don’t know, I don’t-no it won’t happen. I wish it would happen again. 
Because um, also that, around that time, you know, the catalogues, there was one produced for Leyton Artist’s Group you know, on the shoestring, but people were showing and not producing catalogues-
And not documenting the archives, I mean, yeah that’s right. There wasn’t money, and we didn’t even know there was money, I mean it was only through Thatcherism and the rise of the, you know the banking fraternity, and the, the investment that came to this country, the city, I remember the city in early 1980, it was a shit hole. Strangely it was, it was the old city, it wasn’t this magnificent Foster sort of Stuart Lipton skyline, that all happened in you know, the late 80’s. The whole Broadgate development was the late 80’s, new investment, Canadian money, people invested in the Isle of Dogs, I mean, you know, you remember the Isle of Dogs? Terrifying place. Flat. And we had houses in Leytonstone, Limehouse sorry, and nothing there, you know, before all this money came in, investment, so I think um, I think that’s kind of, tied in with it. And I just don’t see that going away for a short while. As long as that exists, there will always be this you know, this framework, but I don’t think, and there is money to make catalogues, people want documentation, people want glossy. It’s interesting, I went to the Serpentine on Monday, didn’t see a single person I knew. Icelandic artist, nobody has ever heard of. But, the way it was framed, in the Serpentine, this beautiful place, pristine, very lovely people, and the catalogue, was, is so important. And   I think text and images and catalogues and magazines for that matter are more important than the actual work, tragically, I mean we mourn how hard it is to get people to come to the studio, because they don’t have to. They can go to the Basel Art Fair, Freeze, Biennale, maybe Documenta in Munster, maybe something like that, maybe the Miami Art Fair, nobody wants to come and confront, or discover things, and that’s the way things were always done, that sounds terrible, that’s the way things were always done- but I like that, I like going to- I mean, I am curating a show in March and I want to see the bloody works, people are showing me them, the person I am curating the show for, she was showing me these artists in books and I was like- I don’t know, photographs? I want to go around the studio, and that’s partly what the show is about, going around the studio, discovering things in people’s studios, and um, that’s gone.
When you lived in Leyton, at Dyers Hall Road, did you have any studio visits do you remember?
No, only from the person from France who came- Mind the Gap, I didn’t have, oh I think Adam came, Adam Reynolds came, from the Adam Gallery, but only those two I think, and they kind of led to things, but I didn’t have that many studio visits, I was embarrassed by my studio. It just wasn’t you know, this, it was terrible, this is how I imagine an artist’s studio, looks just like this, and then, a bit of plaster hanging off the wall, this is proper you know, shelves, and white walls and fluorescents and stuff like that, those, I think I put florescent things up, and bits of plaster hanging off, and I put a fireplace in it, and it was rubbish, I think I was embarrassed you know, so I had to, you know, one wall, and I’d get pieces out and say look at this one, have a look at this one, what about this one? And that was fine, but I didn’t, I was a little embarrassed, I felt a bit like a fraud, an amateur, because I’d seen proper artists, no, I’d seen these, the people I knew who were at Chisenhale and stuff like that, they has these huge, you know, they were sexy studios, and I thought, I want to be like them, I want a big studio with you know, like a pinball machine in the corner or something, I thought that’s what it was, and here I was, just going, well it was what we were all doing, it just didn’t- it didn’t feel um, like mine, I hadn’t completely inhabited the space. More of me was downstairs than upstairs, so strange, but they were the only two- but I didn’t think that, and it’s hard now, you know to- 
I mean, you spoke a bit about when you was in Leyton, how you said you found objects and how that kind of fitted into your work, is there any trace of maybe (inaudible, background noise very loud) that time, any philosophy or….?

Not really, but I’m still doing that, I still have a tendency to pick things up on the street, or find things, so that little blue thread over there, I found on the street, that’s just coming into this piece here, a little lip of blue, so I still do that, I still find um, things like that, but it hasn’t gone into overload, and I’m still working as you can see with what would be considered poor materials, so there’s that, but I don’t think, I- the question you are asking is what- was it informative in terms of how I’m making work now? Directly, no. But yes, I think also through the process of contacts, and strangely enough the galleries, I have a show in December, the gallery I am showing with in December is sort of like the gallery I showed with in my early days, that it’s strange it’s sort of, I don’t know if that, if something happened, probably not, it’s interesting who I am showing with, I like them, I like their space, I like their work, that’s it, that’s the transaction. And that’s exactly what happened first time, for me, showing in London when my art was exactly that, so I don’t know if it is the same, I don’t know, I think there is, yeah, there’s a coffee table over there that I found, on the street, which is probably the same thing I have done now, but probably heightened in a different place. That sounds terrible, sounds like I haven’t progressed in ten years, but elements of that, elements of that.

Also, you were talking about the show, Space Station 65 which is an artist run space-

Artist run space, yeah, co directors, yeah-

And um, I was sort of thinking about what we said so far, this whole kind of hands on approach, which seems to have never left you, so, you know, left you to view people’s actions, kind of like in the show (inaudible, background noise) the slides or the computer image or whatever, digital image-
I think, talking the way you make it sound is- you are exactly right. It must come from that period, that bunch, that area, that, initial- that initial notion of innovating things yourself, building that kind of thing yourself, getting on with it, and it, I always had that in me, but it must have been that, um, it’s you know, it’s not a very, it’s not the moment, but it must have been that sort of idea that yeah, I can do something with this, I can see potent ional here, but I don’t know whether that’s any different from somebody in a house in Tuscany, or I don’t know, maybe we all have it in us, oh wow, I can see potentional here, maybe its in all of us, but I think what happens is, and I think it’s also the generation that we are from, is I think you know, one of the last great 20th century art movements, well certainly in Europe, was Arte Provera, and when I saw shows like Gravity and Grace, and Fourth Shadow, and it’s work I have always had a soft spot for, and people like Beuys  and what have you, Alberto Breuer, um, and there were artists that I looked at a little, and then the avant-garde painters came up and Clementes and xxxxxx and they made it all seem deeply sexy, I remember going to xxxxx’s talk and thinking my God, it must be like, wow, it’s so sexy, it’s groovy, and he’s wearing Versace and the paintings are big and they’re bold, but I knew that wasn’t me, never was, and I knew that wasn’t a world I’d ever, I’d like to- have worn Versace and live in a  big loft in New York, but it just wasn’t me, the things he was talking about and the way he worked, so I still think Arte Provera, I’m coming to a point here, but I think when you are poor, and you need to, which we all ask ourselves, what do I make art about? What do I make it with? Maybe have a practice like a painter, you buy the best pigments you can, and with me its always been, I’m cheap, I’m a cheap bastard, it’s not the case always, I’ve had bronze casts done, and these papers are expensive but um, I like you know, I like that texture,  I like cheap, and what I make, it’s often found, found things or simple things or black and white photographs or the best means you can afford, I know one should, think, I mean I do buy expensive paper, one should spend as much money as you can on practice, oh it’s been cheap, I’ve always liked that sort of thing, and I don’t know if that comes from being in Leytonstone, but it’s certainly an East London thing-ish, you know, the reinvention, the Arte Provera, that sort of thing, our generation, so I think its always been there, so the two liking the objects, the poetry of that, plus cheap materials to work with, and I think a lot of art now, it doesn’t seem to be a dilemma on that, people seem to invest in, a thing an aftermath, and something I’d love to do, I mean, some people invest everything in one thing, one piece of work and it all looks magnificent, but I could never, much too busy making things and trying to keep the process going, yeah, I suppose yeah, but to all, it’s all linked in one way or another xxxxxxxx. I certainly now wouldn’t, I’m not scared of when it says ‘property in need of renovation’ doesn’t scare me anymore. But I don’t have that, I’ve always had that, maybe it’s just the challenge, but I wish I had gone into you know, no actually, I take that back, I am glad it’s a shit hole, I’m so glad it was a problem that house, I’m glad we did everything with it, I wouldn’t change it really, but I’m glad that I learnt all those skills, and I’m glad we didn’t knock the walls through and I’m glad we didn’t sand the floorboards, I’m just, I think, we did sand the floorboards actually, downstairs we did, I’m glad we didn’t do upstairs, I wouldn’t do anything differently, so I think it has you know, fed what some of this is now, I’m not that far away from actually, half way, money a couple of miles away, along the canal. 
So, I hope the redevelopments across the road haven’t wiped away half the conversation, but I think that’s a good place to end it-

Yeah, you can always sift it out, but if there is anything covered by a saw you can always get back to me and we can do that last bit again, or I’ll transcribe it. 

Right, do you want to start by talking about um, the group shows and the open studios that you were involved in between ’84 and ’94?

Yep, when I left Dyers Hall Road, as I said round about 1990, round about then, and um, I moved to what would be considered another smaller artistic community which was Jonska House in Limehouse, and it was um, like a housing co-op and I think ACME had some houses there, but somehow through friends I had got in, not literally through the backdoor, but I went to something like quadrant housing in Bethnal Green Road, and they managed to get me a short let place, a similar place, but flats in Limehouse, right on the water there, but my friends, who were living there then, had ACME spaces, so ACME already had some houses there, and I think they were paying, I think we all ended up paying £11 a week, it was amazing, but I didn’t have a studio there, I then sublet a studio again, inadvertently through ACME, it was some prefabs that were down Stepney way, three or four prefabs and I sublet one off an artist called Phil Howard, um, and it was just a prefab building with a garden, sort of 1930’s that ACME had, so I sublet the space off him, and started to make work there that was based around small little bronze works that were made in wax in my finger and then made into casts that were bronze. And then I was invited by Adam Reynolds and Isabelle King, at the Adam Gallery, I had a show there of these little bronzes, which was great, a beautiful space, on Walcott Square, the old kind of shop space, and I showed a series of bronzes there, I also at the same time, I can’t remember whether it was just after or before, had a studio at the Angel, I think it was after, was it after or before? Um, I had a studio, it must have been after actually, because I seem to remember having- ’93 I had the show, at um, Marial Fletcher Gallery in Liverpool Road, and that was a similar series of works, it was ’92 at the Adam Gallery and ’92 at Mariel Fletcher, and he had seen the work in the studio at Angel, so I also had a studio at Angel, um, and we did open studios at Angel, a huge artist complex, on Torrent Street, and we had open studios there, um, and I think that was the first big open studio I participated in, nothing through ACME or Dyers Hall Road. I think they did them, but I just didn’t want people traipsing through my house.

And also, because you mentioned really the kind of domestic scale of the space, wasn’t suitable to your work, you really needed a warehouse?
Yeah, I think so, I mean, I mean strangely enough, the work I was making at Dyers Hall Road, stayed in scale as it were, when I went to the other spaces, because the next one, was flats, and then there was a prefab, so they were all, and then I ended up showing in two spaces that had been previous shops, so strangely enough, the work was, in terms of scale quite small, and it stayed that way, if one could say it was a domestic scale, it stayed that way, until a while- mid 90’s I think, and then I started to make much larger scale works, in a tiny space, so it was strange and I guess that whole domestic thing, I mean I think I just didn’t have- I don’t know, I have always made small works, I have always made tiny works, I just didn’t have any ambitions to make anything large scale, and it’s you know, I suppose that fitted with places like the Adam Gallery and Mariel Fletcher-
And I suppose also because you have also worked in installation, it was in a way small pieces that then would fit together in a space?
Yeah, I think, yeah, maybe that has always been part of the con- maybe I have always thought they were small pieces, made with the intention of hanging together, or it becoming like a unit, so one of the shows was titled The Bronze, and it was all bronze, and I could see this idea of having plinths that went next to the plinths, um, so yeah, I suppose small units coming together. Very IKEA, sort of small little things clipping together. So yes, so I think the first big open studios was Angel, um, I can’t think of much that came out of it, I quite enjoyed the experience, I think it was linked to one of the east end open studios, it might have even been linked to the Whitechapel. I think it might have been, I remember getting lots of visitors, but not much, coming out of it, but yeah, I didn’t do it at Dyers Hall Road, I just didn’t want people, I just didn’t want people in my house I think. House studio. And it was so small that you know, space, um, although people did do it, but no, it was never for me. I think it was more to do with- I think if people turn their house into a studio plus living area, but we definitely had a kind of downstairs living area, that I didn’t want people traipsing through. 

Because I remember those open studios, because Helen Sloane who is a curator, but she was also at the William Morris Gallery at the time, doing some quite interesting installation kind of shows, exhibitions, and she went round the open studios in Leyton and Leytonstone, and she said she felt really conscious going in that she was actually in people’s private spaces, so I suppose there is kind of downsides to that as well-

Well, I did it. I mean, I did the tour, partly out of nosiness, but I just thought I should, and I felt exactly the same, I felt it’s bad enough going into studios, and seeing what people had done to them, because it is quite intimidating for you and the artist, and you sort of like, you know you have dropped your artistic trousers in that space, and it is even more so when you let someone into your house, and your studio space, yeah, I didn’t like the experience, people would say things like could I make you a cup of tea, and it was like going to somebody’s house where you haven’t been invited, strange, not a good relation- much better when, with those big kind of Carpenter’s Road type places. Where you just wander round aimlessly, that was a much better experience, and that was the only one I have had at the time. And then when I left, when we all got thrown out, like ACME, from Jonska House in Limehouse, um, because they were turning them into better standard residential flats for council tenants, so we all got chucked out, um, we had a group show of all the artists that were there myself, Simon Callery, Paul Harrison, Rupert Klauson, a bunch of people that were all- Mathew Roberts, and um, we had a show called Thank You Very Much, which was just this parting show, so we invited lots of people, and everybody had a flat to make work in, quite nice actually. So we had this evening, some early spring evening, um, so every artist had either their own flat, or somebody else’s flat they had done up a bit, lick of paint and all that, and they just showed slides and installation, some people came round and cooked, it was fun, a lot of fun, and that was our parting gesture to that place. Um, and round about that time, and then after the Adam Gallery and Mariel Fletcher thing, I was invited to show in, I mean I am just looking on my CV now, saw quite a few group shows, which lead to a nice show in Turin, with um, some interesting artists, Matt Colley Shaw, Rachel Catalan, Helen Chadwick, quite nice to meet her, in fact, it was the last show she had before she passed away, kind of sad, but um, she was lovely, Nicky Hurst, John Franklin, nice show, really good. So I was kind of like, you know, a lot of things were happening, on that level, and then um, I suppose, did it all go, did it all end in ’94? The whole Leytonstone thing? Yeah. By which time I had sort of moved on, I mean, I think I had physically and just moved on from there. Um, and it was a good move in some ways, I wasn’t there at the end, sounds terrible, sounds like some battle or something, but I wasn’t there at the end, I had gotten out just before all that.
You know you mentioned that you did go round the Leyton open studios, can you sort of- do you have any memories of that now?

Um, not really. There was a guy in our street who I remember somehow, I went to a place in Wigan; I can’t remember all this, very well. I went to a place in Wigan where they were doing really interesting arts projects in schools, and they had invited a guy who was on my road, who did these kind of wood cuts, they were really strange, I mean, in hindsight this was late 80’s, late 80’s, which was the time of people like Steven Campbell and I mean figurative painting was very big in Britain, and he was doing sort of figurative like, like Kirkner, that German expressionist woodcutter, but big things, carved, and I think, I can’t remember whether he would print off them, or whether he would just paint them, I mean this sounds terribly hokey now, but at the time he was pretty successful with them, and the strange thing about this story was, I remember going to his, I am sure he had an open studio, and being quite impressed by, but I was more impressed in his case by how he managed to make the work space/living thing different to me. I mean he had a much bigger area, I think even all downstairs was his studio. I was just being nosey.

So he knocked it all through?

Sort of, yeah. And he made the studio paramount. But my studio was shit, it was rubbish, it was fucking rubbish, I just hadn’t made it into a studio, you know some people can do that? Even now, I mean, if somebody hadn’t built this, I would just work on brick walls or something, but I admire those people who build shelves and sliding partitions but that wasn’t me, and he had done that, and he had tool racks, and I also remember going to, because what was strange was like a lot of these things, with open studios, I ended up going to friends, or some people I already knew, so I went to Jeff Dennis and Joss Clark’s house, because I knew them, and then again just being impressed that Jeff had written down all the things on Radio 3 that were interesting pieces of music, and I thought- I should do that! I am always hearing music and never writing it down, he had written down these- and that was cool, and he had all these tapes classified, but it seemed so crammed, it seemed so tiny; goodness knows how he could paint in there.

So had, when you say he had written, he wrote down all the classical music that interested him, was that on the walls or-

Yeah, he had written on the walls. I think it was on the walls, or on a notice board, like jotted it down in pencil, I remember thinking this is really like, intelligent, and I sort of do it myself a bit, but I can never be that forceful in that I would do it with lots of it, or I would just forget, get into the music, and I remember, I think that’s why I went round open studios, to steal other people’s studio practice. I don’t remember- well they are nice shelves, ooh that’s a good idea, maybe hang it there like that, cor that saves space, so it was a bit like-

It’s interesting-

I would go round and have a perfunctory look at the work, and think oooh yeah, a glass pallet, a good idea. I wouldn’t steal ideas for work, but I would steal- ooooh, yeah, what a great idea, put your kettle there. Oooh yes, you could use, yes; you could use the hotplate for wax and cooking soup. So I would go round and do that. But I remember going to this guy’s- whose name I can’t remember- it was basically people, I went to your house once, but I don’t know whether it was an open studio. I did go to your house. I remember. You invited me, did you do an open studio-

(Laughs)  I think I did do an open studio, 1988? A projection installation?

Yeah, I did, I went to see you, and it was a few people I knew, another guy called Ian Edwards, do you know him? He was working at the Whitechapel, I went to see him. But I think, I think it was just people like, I knew him, but I get confused, I can’t remember if I went round for a glass of wine, now, or I just remember that guy, sort of curious because someone had mentioned him in Wigan, and we lived on the same street, so I just sort of picked my way through, but I don’t remember, I don’t remember any conversions on the Road to Damascus, there was nobody who kind of went, wow, that was fun, it was just-

And what about Jeffery Dennis’s studio, because you knew him quite well didn’t you?
Well, yeah, I knew him quite well, because when I started working at the Whitechapel, he stopped working, I don’t think it was because of me, but he  had done really well, I think Saatchi bought several of his works, and um, his studio was incredible, and I hadn’t seen it since, he has moved obviously, since, but it was the most domestic, it was, you know, sort of how I imagine McGreith's studio, it was a living room, or a back room, you know postcards stuck everywhere, like some paintings on the walls, some stacked against the wall, a couple on an easel, all sort of you know, not very big, two and a half foot by- and I just thought how the hell can you- but in fact, that is how he painted. On, you know, with it on top of him, very very close, and it was funny, because I saw the paintings in an exhibition, and I thought, you know, it’s that quality in fact, in some strange way, that makes them intriguing. It was that very quality of being on top of them that made them intriguing, because they didn’t sort of, he focused a lot on- I mean I don’t think it was only that, but he focused a lot on the paintings, and it is strange that his partner Joss, um, she was not dissimilar, both of them worked in this very kind of tight, minute sort of way, and I always wondered if that was whether we are affected by things like that, but his space, it just seemed so cramped and so tiny, so domestic. 
He was working with wallpaper at the time, wasn’t he?

He was, I think so, yeah, he was collaging wallpaper and having bits of um, bits of paint that evoked the wallpaper, and the two would run into each other, it was like a xxxx kind of on the surface type stuff, but then the drainpipes were coming in, and all these domestic things and then figures cut through the paintings, so yeah, he was very successful Jeff, I mean, he still is, but he was like quite, one of that first wave of young British painters that Saatchi bought, and quite a few of his work from some crazy show in Stratford, so it was all tied in with that locale, so I think Jeff was actually kind of the hottest kid on the block as it were, in that whole area, pre Grayson Perry-
So um, you say Saatchi bought one of his pieces from a show- 

Several I think

Would it have been in the Tom Allen Centre, because that was the only place in Stratford wasn’t it?

That was it. The Tom Allen Centre, that was it, wasn’t that near the theatre or cinema or something?

Um, it’s actually um, Maryland, just a little stone’s throw away from the station.

Maryland Works, is that it?

Yeah, that’s it.

Is that now?

Yes.

Or is that then?

Then. It has been demolished now.

Yeah, it was the Tom Allen Centre, that was it, where a couple of shows, oh God, yeah. There was, they were the type of spaces people showed in, I remember. Incredible.

And there were some really good shows at Tom Allen? I can remember, at the time, yeah.

Really? I kind of came a bit late to all this, because I think they had had them from ’85 onwards, and by the time I arrived in ’86 ’87 whenever it was, um, they had already had some good shows, Jeff, I even missed Jeff’s because I didn’t know him, but he was one of the first waves there as well, so yeah, and the word was it was a sweet little venue. But I did go later, because Jeff did something else later, like a group thing. But I was shocked when I went, I just thought oh my God, this is like a library space, at the end of the earth, it wasn’t how I, you know, couldn’t imagine that somebody could buy anything from there, I just thought God, it’s the end of the pier show. It really is, but it wasn’t, it was just a part of something, but I didn’t understand that, I thought you know, galleries were in the west end.

So probably, I mean, Jeffery Dennis probably had um, a few galleries and stuff going round his house to look at his work?

I think so, yeah. I would imagine so, he was in, I know he was represented by a guy in Milan, or New York or Salvatoriella(?), he was a big dealer then who showed people, I think he showed people like Cherezeuy (?), a huge big, a lot of big Italian painters like Clemente, I don’t know if he showed them, but Salvitoriella(?) was a big gallerist then. And he was shown in Italy and America by him, and I thought that was the most glamorous thing ever. And Jeff went to New York to show paintings, wow! And I still couldn’t understand why he was living in Leytonstone. Jeff, surely you should have a penthouse now, or, like xxxxx you should have a big loft Jeff, and Jeff was working away in this small space, just didn’t click that he didn’t do that, like Jeff, wow, New York, and I remember him going to New York and telling me about that, it just seemed like so far away, New York wow! And they are going to put you in a hotel? Wow! Fantastic. And um, very low key about it, you know, I was more excited about it than him I think. But yeah, I don’t know about London. I think, there were a couple of galleries sort of maybe interested. There weren’t that many galleries then, you know.
No, there weren’t were there?

Nowadays, you know, somebody would snap them up, like that, if you were that sort of artist, but there weren’t many very good galleries, smaller spaces like the Adam Gallery, Mariel’s but-

Do you think there was more emphasis then on open studios?

I mean there was, yeah, there was a greater will, to be involved in the open studios, and what happened with open studios is that it was where people went to look at art, but art, to curate exhibitions, go along, see somebody, leave their card, and say hey, I am curating this show, get in touch, nowadays they go to BA shows. Or degree shows, so open studios are sort of like; they seem like the thing for losers. But they are not, I mean I love them, I think they are great, and we did one here, which was a complete cock up. An absolute cock up, and I think they should be for people who don’t go to xxxx they should be for those people curating shows, as well as people popping in, people being nosey, friends you haven’t seen, colleagues, I like them, I think they are good, but they are a thing of the past I think. I think they are sort of, along with the Whitechapel Open, something that- that kind of will doesn’t exist anymore. 

It’s strange because you know, you say, kind of jokingly that um, open studios are for losers, but it’s like I think the people have got studios are the ones that are quite successful, because the rents are quite high now really aren’t they, they have to be-

It depends on who you are and who you are with, because even that is a game now. You know, which studio you are with, and who you are, and then there is like a hierarchy of studios now. Yeah, you know, you are right. On the one hand, it shouldn’t be that way, but people are making their way through negated studios you know, there are so many artists I know who don’t need a studio who invent things, or fabricate things, or have things made, they don’t really need a studio. I think, no, it’s not really the studio, studios are for losers, it’s just that notion of people sat there with a kettle boiling and a glass of wine and a plastic cup, waiting for people to come in and discover them, that seems such an archaic notion, but it is not about that, that is the way it is perceived, it’s not, it’s about inviting people into your studio who don’t get a chance to go to studios. I think. Um, and making them open to, you know, for people to see. But people don’t go to studios anyway, I think that is a thing of the past, curators don’t go to studios anymore, they have stopped doing that, they curate everything, a bit like the degree shows, they go to the biennale, or Basel Art Fair, or pick up a magazine. I mean, it’s heinous; you can’t, would you like to come out to the studio and see the work? And you see this look on their face. God, what is the point, going to the studio, be physically involved with the works? And I think that, that all of that ties in with them being, it sounds slightly cynical and nostalgic, but they are the things of the past, people don’t want to come and see the work anymore, they don’t want to be in the studio.

And when you are doing this show, aren’t you, which is specifically, you kind of think, right, I’ve got to go to the studio and see the artist’s work, and that is the whole point of it?

Yeah, well I am totally going to go and see it. Yeah. I’m thinking, yeah, I am definitely going to go to the studios and see.

Can you say a bit about that show really in-

Yeah, it’s um, I haven’t done a title for it, but it is about, I think it is about very delicate fragile things, so it is about works I admire, also some of my own collection of things I own, which are kindly slightly ephemeral, plus it is also the notion of um, curating like a gentleman, so the things, I mean, that’s sort of slightly Victorian, Pitt Rivers, John Saunders, well he is not Victorian, but- Horniman, you know, gentlemen type, curating, I sort of like- well topological, when you categorise things, but I wanted to curate a show with people I admired, plus objects I like, um, and it not be descriptive. So the works I like and admire are the kinds of works that are very difficult to write about. Because you can’t come in um, it, the kind of works that you have to go through the works to write about them, as opposed to standing there and saying, well, what Stephen does, is he takes the- and then makes- and then makes C and D, which seems to be the way most writing is these days, but um, and I prefer it for people to have a sort of poetic experience, something, or correlation between objects, to see some connections, so it is a bit um, it’s, that’s the idea behind the exhibition, and so far I am just going through a process of picking five or six artists who intrigue me. A couple that the gallery will suggest I have got to go and see, but yeah, I want to see them all, the owner of the gallery Lucy, um, she was showing me this stuff in the catalogue saying what about this artist? And I was saying, well yeah, but and I wasn’t being rude, it’s just she was showing me them and saying, well fine, I will go and see him, but this means nothing to me. And it is that physical quality of someone being in a place where somebody works, can I see what they are trying to achieve?
So in a way you are doing, curating a show, which also shows the importance of visiting the work in the studio?

The importance of physically selecting the work, yeah. Or being, I mean I really want, in um, a- it would be wonderful in one way if I went to the studio and picked out the most fucked up works in the studio, if I went and said that is the one I want, and they went, oh well, that’s my brush cloth, but they were happy to let me have it, that is the kind of thing I would like to curate. So it could be like that, I would like to go there and say- I almost, at one point I was going to say, just send me your worst work. Send me the one you think is really the most problematic, and unresolved and nobody would ever buy it, that’s the other thing as well, partly to do with the show, I want to show works that nobody would ever buy, so there is all these ideas which are kind of like, antagonistic, but crazy, you know, I want the opposite, everybody wants to buy something, I want the opposite. Everybody wants to….you know, sum up a work in three sentences, I want the opposite. Everybody wants- and so, I want, everybody wants to curate something in context, I want it to be out of context. So there is all this, sort of, going into the exhibition, but yeah, I want to. There is no way I am curating anything from a magazine. And the one piece that I’ve um, seen, I saw, actually saw in a show in Vienna, by a Bosnian artist, I want to get hold of those ones, which is a fantastic piece, just made me laugh. But I have seen it, I’ve seen the whole video, so yeah, definitely, I want to see all the work-

So do you think like um, I am just thinking back to what you said about the Whitechapel Open, and when people were actually bringing their works into the gallery, just for submission really, and also just thinking about what the kind of workshop stuff you did at Whitechapel and the- I were just saying like how you always managed to make the kids laugh and stuff like that, do you think that maybe there is any connection between that time, and kind of what you do now? In the sense of the physical?
Yeah, yeah, no no, maybe. I think, in hindsight, which is a great thing, it all ties in, I know it all ties in somewhere, even just talking about the scale of the work initially, it’s all, the antithesis to the way I see myself, but um, the anethis of that time, even now my colleagues and friends, there was this slightly kind of gregarious making do game, by helping each other out, um, making connections, curating each other, um, and I think that’s gone, that will has gone slightly, and I think bringing your work, it is really interesting, and I just, I know it is absolutely stupid, and at my age I should not be doing this, but I applied for a show, one of these um, applied for a show and you would get a show at Aspects Gallery in Portsmouth, and I just did it, I don’t know what possessed me, I just found myself, I do it every now and again and I do it about once a year, twice a year, I put slides together, I put them in an envelope, I send a cheque for £15, and three people curate something or other, and sometimes something happens, I mean last year it was good, I was in this opening in Deptford, and I do it about once, just as like a practice to see what’s what. And it was somebody from, Wales, and Paul Hedge and somebody else, and as I- when I sent it off, I go to my partner and say, look, I am going to send this off, and I thought, as I sent it off, what am I doing? I just, I’m sending them £15, for them to curate, to give the money to Paul Hedge, the person, to stand judgement over whether somebody should get a show, and I thought it’s like fucking Britain’s Got Talent or something, or American Idol. I’m covering all their bases, I have got to make the fucking work, I have got to mail it, take photographs of it, send them £15 to get a fucking show at Aspects? And I just thought whatever happened to the curator at Aspects, gets on the train and goes to look at people, and says hey, I’ll curate the show, this is my taste, this is what I like, I went to see this person, she was wonderful, I believe in her. And I just thought, everything is so like the opposite of what I was led to believe it should be. It is almost like curating by subscription, you know. I have a magazine subscription, and I am qualified to go and curate, I get you know, Flash out every month, him, her, him, him and her, and you think, for fuck’s sake, get off your arse, go and invent, go and see, go and believe and I think that has sort of gone, and the great thing about the Whitechapel Open was, yes, you had to pay for the submission, it was quite cheap, but Jenni Lomax and Sir Nicholas Serota, had to walk around the fucking gallery and look at work. They had to do it, it wasn’t you know- they had to do it, and it is strange, and then that process has gone, off people wanting to look and engage and I think the process has almost gone. On lots of levels, people want to be entertained, but I don’t know if they want to be engaged and challenged, and I think that is all symptomatic, so yeah, I guess that I was just brought up at that time, on the cusp of- I mean, it’s a bit wee, but sort of an analogist to you know, I follow football, and it is an analogist to that period of football when people went from being- enjoying the game, being involved in the game, and it being quite interesting, to in the space of ten years being a world of global superstars, and it kind of happened in art a little, I mean we were the last generation of people, we didn’t even think we would get shows, there was nowhere to show, our highest aims of things like Space X and um, John Hansarg(?) Gallery, Axim in Cheltenham, and the Ikon, and they were the spaces we aimed for, I thought, they were the kind of things, or Chisenhale maybe, and now the goals and aims are completely different. Now people want to show at White Cube and so we were on the cusp of all that, so yeah, I came from that you know, I curated my own shows, I am still doing something, but-
So that kind of makes you think about also universities and like, when they are making appointments of staff, and everything is point scoring as to who has got the London shows, and RAE points and stuff like that, um, are you teaching anywhere or-
I teach at um, yep, a bit, bits and bobs, I have in the past done lots of visiting but um, I just started working with Edwina Fitzpatrick at um, Wimbledon, but it is part time BA. And I really like it, because they are all grownups and they all have their own lives. And on one level, you know, research points, I mean Jesus, I can’t fit anything. It’s actually better than I think, because I do do bits and bobs, but you know, you are right, why would- but I enjoy teaching in a, and that is slightly different to having lots of shows, but the whole research and points system is just ludicrous. But I did teach, I taught for two days a week at Tower Hamlets College. On the um, BTECH course there, which was like a pre degree course, like a kind of overall foundation. So I taught there and I quite enjoyed that, um, but it was getting more and more challenging, the intake was more, not as good as it should be, they were number crunching, but I liked it, I believed in it, um, and I liked that age group, you know, but um, so yeah, I am doing a little bit for Edwina, at Wimbledon, and I teach in Italy, I take gap year students to Italy, and look at works of art there, which is quite good. 
And going back to Dyers Hall Road, because you left there in ’94 didn’t you? 

Maybe a bit before-

But probably around that time, like, they were starting to board up houses and stuff, like what did the street look like?

Yes, that is very true actually. Yeah, that was just before I got out, that was very strange, that just changed the- it was, you know, it wasn’t a death knell, but it was, everybody because very conscious of you know, of like all these things, you think, hey they have said two years, because it was two years, that was how long you had your house for, and then it became three years, and they went oh, four years, and then there were rumours going round that some houses were staying, how do we find out which houses were staying? And then people would ask around and then, hey, I have heard somebody is allowed to buy their house, and then rumours would bound around again, and then you started to see this boards go up, and I think as people left, nobody took up the vacancies and then it started to get a little sort of um, a little like s inking ship, I remember thinking that’s not good karma, it wasn’t a good feeling. You didn’t want to be the last one or two that, although some people were, because also as that happens, socially, you know, you get all kinds of strange problems, like squatters, you know, its less safe, there is less people on the street, it was yeah- the last days were, you could just feel it happening, as I said, this feeling of dread- shit, we are going to go.

And can you talk about that sort of strange story about the door?

The door, yeah that was-

Was that a bit earlier?

I can’t remember when that was, that would have been about 1989. Something like that. I just, well we had this- the dig was grown up- so it must have been about 1989, 88? I remember just waking up, early morning at like two or something, and the dog growling and thinking that is weird, because she was pretty calm, and she was growling at the door, and I thought this is very strange, so I grabbed her, opened the door, and she didn’t bark, she was still growling, but tentative, and the door was ajar, but there was mist in the house, it was slightly Stephen King, it was very bizarre, and there was mist in the house, it was really dark and cold, so it must have been February or January or something, and there was mist in the house, and I thought that is so strange, but being aware that there could be burglars in the house, went in the front room, nothing, turned the lights on, actually sent the dog upstairs, she came down, so I went round, opened the studios, fine, bathroom, fine, um, went back down, must have left the door open. And then kind of looked out on the street, couldn’t hear anything, so quiet and still, so just closed the door, thought nothing of it, and then got up the next morning and my favourite leather flying jacket, which I loved, with a big fur collar, it was cheap  but it was great, really warm, had just gone. And I just had this vision of seeing somebody on the street. To this day, to this very day, several years on, my fucking coat. And I just think, what a strange thing to do, a cold night, so maybe they really needed it. But it was the kind of coat that was so distinctive, well, they must be wearing it somewhere in the world, they must have had to wear it, but I just can’t think where it could be. That was the most interesting thing, it can’t have been one of the artists, because they would never have worn it, I would have seen it, because we were all in the same place, it was brilliant, strange, that was the one thing they had taken. And it was just behind the door, such a strange thing. I guess there wasn’t anything else, or maybe they hadn’t got far enough into the house before the dog started growling, but yeah, bizarre. 
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