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How Much?!

IT WAS ORIGINALLY RADIO 4 IN THE FORM OF The Archers, the BBC’s middle-England soap opera that has been running for over sixty years – not known as a hotbed of the avant-garde – that actually gave me the idea that contemporary art had now become mainstream.

The watershed moment was when Lynda Snell, a self-appointed cultural ambassador to Ambridge, if you like, campaigned to try to get someone from Ambridge on the Fourth Plinth in Trafalgar Square, when Antony Gormley was doing his ‘One and Other’ project. And I thought, if Lynda Snell is a fan of contemporary art, then the game is won, or lost, depending on how you look at it. If a piece of participatory performance art can feature prominently in a hugely popular and socially conservative radio drama, contemporary art is no longer a little back-water cult. It is now a part of mainstream cultural life.

It’s easy to feel insecure around art and its appreciation, as though we cannot enjoy certain artworks if we don’t have a lot of academic and historical knowledge. But if there’s one message that I want you to take away it’s that anybody can enjoy art and anybody can have a life in the arts – even me! For even I, an Essex transvestite potter, have been let in by the art-world mafia.

I want to ask – and answer! – the basic questions that might come up when we enter an art gallery and that some people might think are almost too gauche to ask. But I don’t! They might think they’re irrelevant, or that they’ve all been answered now, or that everybody already knows the answer. But I don’t think that’s true. The art world needs people to keep asking it questions, and thinking about those questions helps the enjoyment and understanding of art. I firmly believe that anyone is eligible to enjoy art or become an artist – any oik, any prole, any citizen who has a vision that they want to share. There is no social qualification, no quarter of society you need to belong to. With practice, with encouragement, with confidence, YOU can live a life in the arts. And this book offers up what I hope will be the basics of what you need in order to be able to do that. Though that is not to say it will be simple or that it will happen fast and in a convenient manner. Unlike shopping.
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Very few people enter the art world to make money; most do it because they are driven to make art, or they love to look at it or be around artists. This means they are often passionate, curious, sensitive types. Nice fun people! The art world offers a nice life. Come in! It’s not easy though, it’s not all wealth and celebrity and free booze. A lot of man-hours and heartache are involved but it’s a very rewarding and exciting place to hang out. Over the past twenty years or so a wider public is starting to realize this. I mean, take the Tate Modern. It’s the first- or second-most visited tourist destination in Britain and the fourth-most popular museum in the world, with 5.3 million visitors a year. Contemporary art exhibitions across the globe from the Centro Cultural Banco in Rio to the Reina Sofía in Madrid to the Queensland Gallery of Modern Art in Brisbane regularly draw hundreds of thousands of art lovers. Art is very popular, and yet many of us are still quite insecure around going into galleries. I still find commercial galleries in particular quite intimidating. There are frighteningly chic gallery girls on the front desk, acres of expensive, polished concrete, a reverential hush around arcane lumps of stuff, not to mention the language used around the art, which is often grandiloquently opaque.

For somebody to walk into a contemporary art gallery for the first time and expect to understand it straight away would be like me walking into a classical music concert, knowing nothing about classical music, and saying, ‘Oh, it’s all just noise.’ We might be bemused or even angered by the work, but with a few of the right tools we might find that we understand and appreciate it. It can be tricky to get to the place where you can start to understand because, although you can intellectually engage with something quite quickly, to emotionally and spiritually engage takes quite a long time. You have to live with it. So bear that in mind.

I also hope that, as a practising artist confronted with a blank sheet of paper or a lump of clay and having to literally make the decision of ‘What am I going to do?’ on a day-to-day basis, my approach to the questions of contemporary art will be a little different from that of a commentator on the art world. I work on the coalface of culture. Though nowadays, of course, we live in an era when we’re mainly a service economy, so perhaps really I should say that I work in the call centre of culture.

Also as a practitioner, and not necessarily an expert in the wider sense, I can use autobiography as analysis – something that is often seen as a sin by many academics. I am going to extrapolate from my own personal experience to wider generalizations about the art world. And I hope that what follows will be of interest not just to anyone who encounters modern and contemporary art, but also to my fellow artists, dabbing and chipping away in their studios.
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Finally, what do I mean by the ‘art world’? Well, when I talk of the ‘art world’ I mean the culture surrounding the Western model of fine art, artefacts dealing with aesthetics or lack of them. I’m really talking about visual art, but as we shall find out later on not all of it is visual. I’m concerned with the stuff you usually encounter in museums like Tate Modern, or in commercial galleries all around London and the rest of the developed world. You may increasingly see this sort of art in collectors’ homes or in the street, in a hospital, on a round-about, at a live event or even in cyberspace. I’m also talking about the wider art world, its rituals and people, best experienced at exhibition openings, large commercial art fairs like Frieze in London or Basel, and at biennales like the century-old one held in Venice.

By intent or by chance the regular citizenry increasingly come across the products of this often arcane and mischievous subculture I call the art world. As a tribal member of some thirty-five years’ standing, I wanted to reach out and attempt to explain some of the values and practices that shape something I love.

These are all reasons why I’ve called this Playing to the Gallery and not, you may note, Sucking up to an Academic Elite.
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Democracy Has Bad Taste

What is quality, how might we judge it, whose opinion counts, and does it even matter any more?

HISTORICALLY THE ART WORLD HAS BEEN fairly inward-looking because it can operate as a closed circle. In fact, I feel like the art world has a pretty tense relationship with popularity. The circle of artist, museum, critic, dealer and collector did not necessarily need the good opinion of the public. Now, I think that it’s different, and that popularity may affect the course of art history. Museums are still (just about) the powerhouses of the art world and they usually need visitor footfall to maintain their public funding. Increasingly the artist who can draw the crowds gets a better seat in the pantheon.

Of course, there are still many artists who are very successful and who don’t need the public at all. For them, the closed circle of the artist, the dealer and the collector does the job. You don’t necessarily need the approval of a wider audience. An artist does not need the public to think his work is any good if they are not paying his wages or boosting his self-esteem. And this leads to the question of quality, which is one of the most burning issues around art: how do we tell if something is good? What are the criteria by which we judge art made today, and who tells us that it’s good? That’s perhaps even more important.

Now there’s no easy answer for this one, I’m sorry to say. It’s often thought important – in any line of work – to have definite, strong opinions and be a certainty freak. But many of the methods of judging are very problematic and many of the criteria that are used to assess art are conflicting. I mean, we have financial value, popularity, art-historical significance and aesthetic sophistication. And all these things could be at odds with each other.

If I look back, I really started thinking about the idea of quality in my second year at art college. At that time, 1980, it was almost de rigueur to have a dabble in performance art. Performance art being a live event often involving the artist as a performer. It was a thing you had to do, a little bit of performance art to, you know, cover the basics.
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So I did a little three-act performance. The first act was a chance for the audience to venerate me as a chastity-belt-wearing guru. The second was a lecture mocking the intellectual pretensions of some sections (Marxist) of the college and centred somewhat facetiously on the fact that ‘art’ was an anagram of ‘rat’. The third act was the announcement of the results of an election that I had been running in the previous week or so, to elect the best artist and lecturer in college. I put up a little ballot box in college, it was all democratic, and of course this was a very facetious act and the audience of course acted very facetiously in response and elected me as the best artist
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