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Introduction: The Last Great Adventure Is Me1

Deborah Cherry and Alexandra Kokoli

With a few deft strokes of a generous brush Tracey Emin captures a woman in profile, her head tilted down and resting on an upraised hand as if deep in thought. The title, The dream to dance with you, hovers between a line from a poem, a declaration and an unspoken wish, offering a prompt, on the threshold of the lower edge, that conjures desire, longing, a maybe, maybe not. The whisper of a handwritten line skims its border, opening, closing, reversing, counterpointing. With its rapid grace, confident, fluid lines contrasting to broadly touched areas, it signals Emin’s artistic distance from her early work and the creative journey of her practice, as well as continuing her focus on the female figure.

At the outset of her career, Emin collected and embellished found objects: a blue camping tent in Everyone I have ever slept with 1963–1995 (1995), a chair given to her by her grandmother for There’s a lot of money in chairs (1994), an ottoman for All the loving (underwear box) (1997), and numerous blankets. Her work emphasized materiality and tactility, the texture and surfaces of textiles, the variations of appliqué, patchwork and stitching. In her ‘memorabilia works’2 she assembled photographs, handwritten notes and small items which were mounted, framed and installed as wall pieces. The interplay between media extended to adroit relays between writing, performance, sculpture and photography. In 1994 Emin toured the United States of America, giving readings from Exploration of the Soul, a passionate account of her early years up to the age of thirteen, self-published in a limited edition of 200. She took with her a chair belonging to her grandmother, which she embroidered along the way with the names of the cities where she performed.3 The chair itself became an art work, adorned with decorative texts including the first page of her book, handwritten onto fabric, along with her grandmother’s title-giving observation and the exchange ‘OK Puddle/Thanks Plum’. In the photograph Monument Valley (Full Scale) (1995–97) Emin poses in this chair, her book in hand. Emin was also making short films shot on Super 8 and Hi8 video, such as Why I never became a dancer (1995), Emin & Emin (1996), How it feels (1996) and Tracey Emin C.V. Cunt Vernacular (1997) in all of which she performed, this last scanning the space and stuff of her London home. The presentation of the artist’s belongings, along with the ready use of her distinctive handwriting and misspellings,4 was widely perceived as offering a special, personal connection to the artist, as testimony to the events, experiences, relationships and encounters of her life. Emin’s output was very much of her time, channelling a raft of new developments in the arts in imaginative and often innovative ways. Her art, especially her short films, had much in common with photographic practices of intimacy, in which individuals, their friends, family and environments are revealed with a seemingly spontaneous artlessness.5 Alive to feminism, feminist theory, art and writing, Emin was bringing into the open women’s experience and feminine corporeality; she was speaking out about conception, pregnancy, abortion, the desire for a child, the anxieties of childlessness, about sexual desire and emotional proximity, about failure and despair, joy and exhilaration. For some, Emin and her art belonged to a 1990s cult of public confession that relished public revelation of private sorrow and the exposures of reality TV. Young women artists of Emin’s generation, wrote Jane Beckett, took up ‘a cult of subjectivity, the cultivation of the self’, shared with consumerist and celebrity cultures.6

Emin’s works tapped into and developed modes of autobiographical and confessional creative practice in vogue in the 1980s and 1990s,7 which coincided with a pronounced interest in individual biography in art historical writing. Nicholas Green asked: ‘Why in the late 1980s this ongoing obsession with the individual artistic creator as the structuring principle of art history? Why this deep-set investment in self-expressive individualism?’ In a sharp dissection of the artist monograph, Green noted how its ‘intimate narrative of personal life … complemented by a wealth of documentary detail’ that ‘acts as an extension, a deepening of the function of witness’ resulted in a ‘fluid interplay’ between art and life.8 Green’s assessment bears similarity to the ways in which Emin’s art was presented and perceived within an expressionist vision in which art and life, life and art are perpetually and inescapably conflated. A contemporaneous orientation of museums towards entertainment, the market and popular appeal centred on the visitor, produced the self-curated gallery wander (in the shop and cafe as much as in the galleries), spectacular installations, displays that offered participation and interaction, invitations to select a sweet or sheet (as in the art of Félix González-Torres), and solicitations of a personal, even affective encounter with the work of art.9 If for some these changes produced awkward and uncomfortable confrontations with matters deemed unsuited to the public domain, for others they were empowering and revelatory. As Emin came to fame as the ‘bad girl’ of British art and a Young British Artist (yBa), her media personality and her own acting-up – she walked out of a pompous televised discussion about the Turner Prize in 1997 – deflected attention from her serious intent as an artist, her deep knowledge of the history of art, and the raft of visual references and research on which her practice is founded.

Emin has continued to assemble objects, though these are no longer claimed as personal possessions. Dead Sea (2011) presents a cast of a leafless branch on a mattress on the floor, while The Vanishing Lake (2011) displays an old metal bath with a degraded British union flag. She has essayed sculpture, notably her small and exquisite Baby Things (2008), painted bronze casts of tiny clothes and shoes as if discarded or mislaid in the street for Folkestone Triennial or on the vast scale of Knowing my enemy.10 The boisterous colour contrasts and extravagant patchwork of earlier blankets or the startling brilliance of neon have given way to a more muted palette. A print-maker from her art college years, Emin has worked fairly consistently in monoprint, becoming increasingly multi-media in her approach.11 Drawing from life and from memory with nervous, restless, flickering lines, Emin returns again and again to a solitary female figure. Filled with paintings, bronze sculptures, works on paper, photography, neons and video, her exhibition The Memory of Your Touch at Xavier Hufkens gallery in Brussels in 2017, indicated that inter-media exchange has remained characteristic. Motifs in paintings reappear in tapestry: Black Cat (2008) was later executed as a hanging (2011). Emin is one of several artists whose works have been realized in tapestry, an art form whose high-end production values and high costs are reliant on specialist makers.12 Emin has often relied on makers and fabricators, including skilled casters for her sculpture, and specialist weavers at the West Dean Tapestry Studio.

If Emin was once a conceptual or post-conceptual contemporary artist,13 by now she is an assured painter and sculptor whose work continues to testify to her long-lasting concern with the female body. A Fortnight of Tears (White Cube Bermondsey, London, 2019) expands and consolidates Emin’s engagement with the female form across different media, from tactile bronzes (from maquettes modelled from kneaded clay, also on show) to gestural applications of paint in different degrees of dilution, testing it through extremes of emotion and scale: The Mother (2017), a bronze kneeling nude of imposing proportions (266 × 177 × 235 cm) is contrasted with large-scale paintings of parental ghosts, Mum & Dad (2017), demonstrating admirable mastery across sculpture and paint in conveying degrees of presence and absence, comfort and discomfort.14 Emin’s most enduring contribution to contemporary art may be defined as her refiguring of feminine corporeality, her summoning of feminine desire, pain and resilience, in all its psychic and physical complexity.

The dream to dance with you appeared on the cover of the November 2017 issue of Harper’s Bazaar, distributed at Frieze London 2017. It is one of several artist commissions that confirm this magazine’s enduring connections to contemporary and modern art as well as the multiple intersections of fashion, journalism and celebrity.15 While Emin’s celebrity status has been reiterated in her many and much-photographed appearances in stylish dresses at modish parties and her collaborations with luxury brands, she has been astute in maximizing some of the benefits and she is known for her charitable donations. Proceeds from her exhibition at Louis Vuitton’s New Bond Street Maison boutique (coinciding with her retrospective at the Hayward Gallery in London in 2011, Love Is What You Want, supported by Vuitton) were gifted to ‘fund arts projects’ at Forest High School, Kikandwa, Uganda. In 2008 Emin had provided funds to build the Tracey Emin Library for the school.16

Emin’s first dealer gallery appearance was My Major Retrospective 1963–1993 in 1993 at Jay Jopling’s newly opened space White Cube in London’s Duke Street St James, and this gallery still represents her. Although Emin’s art has a relatively limited presence on the secondary art market, prices for her work at auction lifted in the past few years. When My Bed was auctioned at Christie’s London on 1 July 2014, it realized £2,546,500, more than twice the top estimate; released by Charles Saatchi, the installation was purchased by Jopling for Count Christian Duerckheim who gave it on long loan to Tate.17 The following year Exorcism of the last painting I ever made sold for £722,500.18 In common with her contemporaries, Emin’s trajectory as an artist has taken place within the marketization, commercialization and globalization of the art world that took off in the 1990s, trends that benefit from media figures and stand-out individuals.19 While these sales register a marked rise in the financial value of Emin’s art, it is by no means as stratospheric as the rise in value of art by Damien Hirst, whose work achieves substantially higher prices than Emin’s. Such disparities evidence the enduring gender inequalities in the art market, comparable to those more widely present in the world of work.

Emin has been variously characterized as a ‘bad girl’, a working-class girl made good, ‘Mad Tracey from Margate’. While some women artists, curators and art writers embraced and relished the bad girl label,20 it is also an indicator of the high stakes and intersectional risks that extensive media exposure can carry for young women when femininity is over-identified as dysfunctional, wayward and out of control. Perhaps the most problematic sobriquet, because the most familiar for Emin, was as ‘young British artist’ or yBa, a frame of reference with which Emin has often been identified and in which she gets assessed. As several studies have noted, study at Goldsmiths and the take-up by Charles Saatchi were influential in forming the group.21 Aidan While emphasized the pre-eminence of London as a global city with its ‘density of networks, associations and facilities necessary to sustain an international art movement’.22 The yBas have been viewed as a publicity-generating marque that coincided with increasing branding in the art world and bound together a disparate group of artists.23 Introducing his influential study of the yBas in High Art Lite, Julian Stallabrass remarked that ‘these artists showed in the same do-it-yourself exhibitions, were presented by the same dealers, live in the same part of London and socialize together.’24 While Emin became a White Cube artist, this gallery also representing Marcus Harvey, Gavin Turk, Sam Taylor-Johnson and Damien Hirst, several London galleries promoted artists associated with the group. While many yBas were London-based, with Gavin Turk, Gillian Wearing and Chris Ofili studying at Chelsea College of Art, Emin was a student at Maidstone College of Art (1983–6) before registering at the Royal College of Art for her MA (1987–9). Emin’s commercial acumen lay in the Bethnal Green shop she set up with Sarah Lucas, her investment bonds and her subscription letters. She participated little in the DIY shows (she did not exhibit at Hirst’s Freeze, London, 1988 for example) and she did not benefit substantially from Saatchi in these years. She reportedly declined to sell Everyone I have ever slept with 1963–1995 to the collector and advertising executive because of his connections with Margaret Thatcher whom she accused of ‘crimes against humanity’. Saatchi purchased it nevertheless, also acquiring My Bed and The last thing I said to you is don’t leave me here (The Hut) (1999).25 She pursued her career with independence and autonomy in art making, writing and performance. From the outset her distinctive autobiographical voice, articulated in Exploration of the Soul, differentiated her work from others associated with the label. Her first west-end showing, My Major Retrospective 1963–1993 presented souvenirs and keepsakes, family mementoes, writings and small photographs of art works she had already destroyed.26 Time Out was enthusiastic:


This is the show that every artist wants to put on but doesn’t dare … It’s the funniest and most disturbing show in town, a brilliantly simple idea which takes one step further the fashion for bringing real-life into the galleries … It isn’t an ego trip. It’s ordinary. It’s the Tracey Emin show but here is Everywoman … The show is radical, innocent, crazy, passionate and brave. A coup.27


As a young artist Emin made prints at the Curwen Studio, contributed to small independent shows and staged her own occasions, such as The Shop in Bethnal Green with Sarah Lucas (1993), or The Tracey Emin Museum (near Waterloo Station in London, 1995–8). Selected for Minky Manky (South London Gallery, 1995) she contributed an assemblage of objects and texts describing ‘her little season in hell’ along with Everyone I have ever slept with 1963–1995, showing alongside Damien Hirst, Mat Collishaw, Sarah Lucas and Gary Hume as well as Gilbert and George, Steven Pippin and Critical Decor. In 1997 the reappearance of her ‘tent’ at Sensation: Young British Artists from the Saatchi Gallery, a solo show I Need Art Like I Need God (South London Gallery) and her television walk-out confirmed her as a yBa and one of the group’s ‘enfants terribles’.28

On the cover of Gregor Muir’s celebrated memoir Lucky Kunst: The Rise and Fall of Young British Art (2009) Tracey Emin appears twice, in name and in a photograph.29 Of the six endorsements for the 2010 paperback edition, only Emin’s is printed on the front: she describes Muir’s book as ‘a fantastic historical document’ which renders the time of the yBas ‘really clearly and accurately’, ‘because Gregor was actually there’. On the lower half, a tinted black and white photograph by Johnnie Shand Kydd shows Muir and Emin in their mid-thirties, on an angled Chesterfield two-seater sofa.30 Emin appears engrossed in conversation with someone cut out of the frame, seemingly oblivious to her friend’s actions behind her back: with comically exaggerated concentration, Muir aims a gun at Emin’s head.

Muir’s book is a vitally important document of the London art scene in the 1990s, written by someone who not only was there, as he and his endorsers are keen to stress, but also whose influence in the British and international art world has vastly grown since the publication of Lucky Kunst.31 While the contents of Muir’s book fall outside the scope of this one, its cover image is evoked here because it condenses some of this book’s key concerns and motivations. The selection of this humorous image for the cover of Muir’s memoir may or may not speak to its author’s ambivalence towards his friend, but far more interestingly it reveals the role that Emin has been culturally assigned as a representative of the yBas and, more specifically, of their most notorious and reprehensible excesses. In an overwhelmingly positive review of Muir’s book by Waldemar Januszczak, The Sunday Times Culture Magazine also uses a photograph of laughing Emin in a lacy bustier, drink in hand, to illustrate an appraisal of this ‘inside account of Britain’s most vulgar art movement’, with a small inset of Damien Hirst (also with a drink in his hand) pretending to pick his nose.32

Such prevalent and visually enforced associations between Tracey Emin, the young British artists and yBa excess if not vulgarity, have slipped into tacit assumptions of contiguity. Most studies of Emin continue to prioritize this association insisting that her practice can be reduced to her involvement with a group of her peers, despite that group’s questionable coherence. As has been widely recognized the appearance of the yBas coincided with the promotion of Cool Britannia and continuing debates over national identity. Kobena Mercer identified the yBas’ ‘highly stereotypical invocations of Britishness’, localism and vernacular nationalism as a ‘defensive and, above all, regressive response’ to globalization.33 Emin’s diasporic and intersectional identity and the often overlooked, though widely declared, references in her art and writing to her Turkish Cypriot heritage complicate her positioning in this frame as well as its definitions of Britishness.34

Today Tracey Emin is one of the most famous living artists, with a high public profile and extraordinary media visibility. For nearly three decades Emin has been a notable public figure. By 2000, as Patrick Elliott affirmed: ‘David Bowie interviewed her, Elton John and George Michael collected her work, Vivienne Westwood dressed her; she even advertised a brand of gin. She became a regular panellist and interviewee on television and radio shows’.35 Details of her personal life continue to be widely circulated: no occasion seems to escape public notice, whether her marriage to a rock or her application for an extension to her London studio to be designed by starchitect David Chipperfield.36 The ‘bad girl’ has morphed into a conservative middle-aged celebrity who models for Marks & Spencer,37 a profile better suited to her representation of Britain at the Venice Biennale (2007), her election as a Royal Academician (2007), her Professorship in Painting at the Royal Academy (2011–13) and the award of CBE (Commander of the British Empire) in 2013. Interestingly, Emin’s ability to surprise and shock has survived the passing of her bohemian youth into settled maturity, when she came out as a voter for the Conservative Party and a Royalist.38 Her generation have become members of the British establishment, with country houses, properties overseas, art collections, and in the case of Hirst a private museum and London art gallery.

It is her public persona that has made Emin’s popularity, as she seems to speak out for women and to women with a highly emotive voice on abortion, sex, desire, loneliness, belonging and identity, and more recently on ageing, the menopause and bereavement. Yet it is also this public personality that has tended to shield her art from scholarly analysis, or else to provide an excuse for its absence. Her position thus comes to represent that of many women artists and their work in recent accounts of contemporary art, caught between over-exposure and under-analysis. Emin’s critical fortunes are both singular and shared. If few attain her celebrity, many women artists are critically neglected, stereotyped, and have their work overdetermined by autobiography, tropes of femininity, or their rejection of them.

Emin’s engagement with her publics has also changed over time: while the bronzes of children’s cast-offs have been exhibited in public spaces at Folkestone (2008) she has also represented Britain internationally and returned to the shop format with the online Emin International Shop.39 Since her retrospective, Tracey Emin: Twenty Years (Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh, 2008) Emin has participated in numerous solo shows and international exhibitions in Amsterdam, Austin Texas, Berlin, Brussels, Buenos Aires, Miami, Munich, New York, Sydney and Vienna, as well as in the UK. She has also made a point of withdrawing from the metropolitan social scenes of which she had long been a fixture, by moving to the south of France and devoting herself to making work (mostly painting) in isolation.40 After her mother’s death in 2016, she announced a return to her home town of Margate,41 towards which she famously harboured profound ambivalence, suggested by the conclusion to her film Top Spot (2004) in which she air-bombs this seaside town into oblivion. Emin now has a new studio in this coastal resort. Her reconciliation with Margate was foreshadowed in her pink neon I never stopped loving you, commissioned and exhibited by Turner Contemporary and later auctioned in aid of its Trust.42 In spring 2018 Emin unveiled her largest public art work in celebration of the 150th anniversary of St Pancras International and the 250th anniversary of the Royal Academy. I want my time with you stretches 20 metres across the station shed roof, hanging directly below the St Pancras clock.43 Emin, who is opposed to British departure from the European Union, said that she wanted to make ‘a statement that reaches out to everybody from Europe arriving in to London’.44 While public art commissioned from starchitects and prominent artists has become a recurrent presence in animating the semi-public spaces of the global city, this installation could be construed as a farewell to London but also testament to the lives of voluntary and imposed mobility of those passing through the station, and the familiar condition of being
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