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[Section 1 ] [Track 1]

Okay, September eleven 2006. Okay. Could I start with your full name and your date of
birth?

Okay, my full name is Lubaina Ramadhan Abdulla Himid and I was born on the twentyfifth of July, 1954.

Where?

In Zanzibar, Tanzania and, but I came to England when I was four months old on, I think I
arrived here, just about arrived here on Christmas Eve of 1954. I came because my father
had died on the fifth of November 1954 and my mother, who’s English, brought me back
to England to her family. It’s kind of, I don’t know, it was a sort of funny way to begin
really [laughs], funny way to begin being in England. And the sort of, I suppose the sort
of melancholy of it has never really left, it’s certainly never really left the work although I
kind of think of the work as quite optimistic stuff, but that was the beginning of it.

What do you mean, melancholy? In terms of coming here?

I think, although I really cannot think of anywhere else that I would rather live – and I’ve
travelled quite a lot round the world – I think I was, all the work is about trying to belong,
trying to find a sense of belonging for myself and trying to get a sense of recognition and
recognition of contribution for African Caribbean diasporan people really and I sort of
think it’s a kind of, without getting too cosmic, it’s the result of having been sort of
slightly wrenched away from where I was born, aged four months. You know, or well,
seven months by the time I got here. And it took me, you know, forty odd years to get
back again. But I kind of painted my way back. Just find that lots of the paintings are
making those references to that place and references to how it looked as well as references
to what it meant. So there is a kind of optimism, there’s this kind of longing, I guess,
something like that, I think. I don’t know.
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Do you know anything about your birth over there? Did your mother tell you stories
about what it was like when you first arrived?

Well yes, strangely she, I mean she’s an Englishwoman, she was a textile designer, she
went to the Royal College, did textile design, worked for a while for firms in London and
met my father when he was here. He comes from, well in fact he came from the Comoran
Islands but he was born in Zanzibar. He went to England to university and met my mother
there, so obviously they fell in love, or I guess that’s the term she would use. Sounds like
it, sounds like they fell in love [laughs] because he asked her to marry him and went back
to Zanzibar and said I’ll send for you. So, you know, obviously not very long went by,
I’m not really sure how long went by, and he sent for her and because it was 1952 or
whatever it was, she sailed there and it took six weeks to get there and there are some
fantastic stories of her trip, you know, the people she met, the parties she went to.
Fantastic, sounds absolutely brilliant and tons of people on that trip got married to people
they met. Obviously she was on her way to marry this guy so she didn’t marry anybody
else. Anyway, she got there, she married him and then when I was born I, because she
was English and he was African, in those days you, there was the white hospital and the
black hospital and everybody insisted, I guess including my father, that she could go to the
white hospital to have me even though I would turn out to be black. This was, you know,
this is just how it was, I mean incredibly segregated place. And so I was born in the white
hospital, but my grandmother and all her friends wanted to come and see me and were
allowed to come and see me, but they would never usually be allowed in the black hospital
– oh no, in the white hospital, sorry – so it was a kind of, I don’t know, I think it was a bit
strange for everybody, but obviously the hospital was rather smarter and they took a bit
more care I guess. I don’t know really. I just find that a bit, the beginnings in some way
of a kind of strange double life, a strange sort of double life that I feel I lead in a strange
sort of way. But four months really after I was born, just really suddenly, my father who
got malaria all the time, I mean you know, like you do, was struck down with a
particularly sort of attack and was dead within a week. And I was four months old and my
mother had to go through the kind of Muslim ritual really of being in an enclosed space
for forty days and forty nights and I, actually I’ve never asked her and I kind of meant to
but I didn’t, as you kind of don’t, you know, whether I was with her all the time in that
enclosed space. I guess at four months old I must have been, I can’t see what else I would
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do. And there were plenty of other women who would look after me, my grandmother,
other women around, but I don’t know whether I was in that space or not. But I kind of
felt, always when I was a child I felt, I don’t know, you see photographs of me and I look
really kind of as if I’m having a great time and I was a lot of the time having a great time,
but I felt a kind of melancholy even then, a kind of – I think, but now I look at it of course,
I suppose my father had died three years ago, four years ago, five years ago as I became
that age and it took my mother a while to kind of get over it, but I don’t think I realised
that as a child but I was very aware that my father had died from being a very early age
and that this made my mother unhappy, but I can remember thinking it’s such a long time
ago. But as I was four, then I guess I didn’t really realise that it wasn’t such a long time
ago. So yes, I guess my birth was quite an event really, but it seemed to be in the history,
you know, so soon superseded by my father’s death that there don’t seem to be any kind of
jolly tales about it particularly or stories about it. I was, you know, you can see from the
photos, I was kind of big and jolly, so nothing’s changed. [laughs] Wasn’t one of those
sort of thin, sad looking babies, you know, I was suitably fat. Yeah, it’s nice looking at
photographs of myself. There are lots of photographs of me; there are photographs of me
with my mother, with my grandmother in Zanzibar and with my father even, so that’s
quite nice to sort of have that. So obviously busy with their Box Brownies, you know,
immediately taking photos, so that’s kind of good really. And then coming here, my
mother took me straight to where her mother lived in Blackpool, sort of almost she arrived
in London on Christmas Eve and my auntie, who’s a musician, and her friend; a very, very
good friend of my mother’s who’s still a friend of my mother’s, so the three of them still
meet, still go for lunch in the V&A, still send each other birthday cards and see each other,
you know. Anyway, these two women met my mother off the airport bus and in a sort of,
I think in a doorway where the bus came into Kensington or Knightsbridge or wherever it
used to come in, Gloucester Road I guess, somewhere round there, and then my mother
got on the train north to Blackpool and I think she probably lived up with my grandma for
about, I don’t know, a few months, about six months or something like that. But it’s
freezing cold up in Blackpool, my mother was always, you can imagine, if she’d gone to
Zanzibar she was seriously trying to escape Blackpool in a big way, and so she, we went
back down to London and lived with my aunt, you know, for quite a few years really and
that was a kind of neat little unit of my mother, my auntie and me.
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Did your aunt have children?

She has children now. When I was seven she had her first child. But all the years sort of
between being nothing and seven, it was really my auntie taught me to read, and she’s a
schoolteacher and a music teacher, and my mum would take me to nursery school when I
was – I went to nursery school actually, I’m fantastically institutionalised which is one of
the reasons why I think I make such a great university prof is that I’m completely
obsessed with going to get education. But I went to nursery school from the age of
eighteen months and my mother would take me in the morning and then – and it was kind
of wild, it was a kind of wild nursery school. I’ve got photographs of me at this nursery
school and I look kind of really tough and the other kids look like ah, fantastic bruisers,
but we’re all eighteen months and two years old, it’s really, you know. But it was nice, it
was nice being there, I didn’t mind it at all, but it looks really tough. [laughs] And, yeah,
so my mum would take me and then my aunt would bring me home, when she’d finished
school she’d pick me up from the nursery school. And she taught me to read, which was
really kind of very important to me because I was an only child and really I’ve spent the
whole of my life reading, and certainly the whole of my childhood reading. Tons and tons
and tons of books. So, it was a kind of, it was a great gift to be able to read really early,
you know, like four years old I could read so that was sort of important. Yeah, my auntie
had children when I was about seven and she had three children. One of them’s a doctor,
one of them’s a theatre administrator and the other teaches music and English in Spain.
So we’re all also kind of education obsessed people, because although my mother and my
aunt’s parents were publicans in Bolton, which is sort of just outside Manchester – well
actually they had pubs in Bolton and in Farnworth – they were fantastically enlightened
people. They were quite wealthy in that the pubs that they ran did really, really well and
my mum and my aunt were sort of brought up in pubs, they were kind of, I always say
actually, it is a bit of a glib thing to say, but they were a bit like sort of two little Shirley
Temples in the middle of a kind of environment of Angela’s Ashes. You know, they were
kind of totally cosseted and really rather wealthy for the time, but everyone around them
was Irish workers on the canals and roads and railways, so my grandfather was making
quite a mint I guess out of taking almost all the wages from the Irish workers. Anyway,
[laughs] so I can’t really remember why I started talking about them in that sort of way,
but we, I guess they were just, the pair of them wanted to really use their - my
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grandparents really wanted to use their money to get their daughters sort of well educated,
but educated in a kind of cultured way, you know. So they sent them to London; my
mother to the Royal College and my auntie to Trinity College of Music, and they paid for
– you know, I mean they didn’t pay for the tuition. Well I think my mother got a
scholarship to the Royal College actually and they paid for my auntie to go to Trinity, but
they paid for their flat and they would pay for their fares backwards and forwards to the
north of England. They really really were interested in cultural things, in you know,
music and art and encouraged them. You know, they didn’t encourage them they had to
get married, they didn’t have to get married if they didn’t want to, they wanted them to be
the artists that they were. Which I think is pretty amazing for the 1940s really, for people
in the north of England with pubs, everybody around them when they – they retired quite
early because they made so much money [laughs] and they also had I think places they
rented out and houses and whatnot. But you know, so they were surrounded by the kind
of wealthy people of Blackpool and Lytham St Anne’s and that sort of place, but you
know, they really encouraged them to leave and to do what they wanted to do. So my
auntie ended up being in orchestras, but teaching in a school and my mother working as a
textile designer, you know, before she went to Zanzibar and then all the time right up until
she was sixty or something, in London. But I guess when my aunt had – she married
another teacher actually – and we all lived in the same house from when I was about,
when I was seven, you know, for just about a year and a half or something and then they
moved to north London and then she had two more children. So then it was me and my
mum on our own, which was kind of strange, because I’d always lived with the two of
them and sometimes lodgers of theirs and certainly from the age of nothing to the age of
sort of five or six, our house was full of wild parties, I mean fantastic parties. They knew
lots of African diplomats and students and all kinds of people that turned out to be the sort
of people that were running a lot of the countries in East Africa, so they were wild, the
parties. The whole house would be decorated, the garden would be decorated with like,
you know, little jars with little candles in and everything, it was really, really fantastic. So
it was kind of fun, you know. And so I kind of missed her when she left. Yeah, because I
guess, although she is a completely different sort of woman to my mother, she sort of
provided something, you know, just a kind of counterpoint to my mum really so it was sad
when she went, but it was kind of good for her and my cousins are really, really nice
people, I like them a lot.
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So how much time would you have spent with your cousins?

Very little. Very little. As I say, when I was seven, Peter, the first cousin was born and
then by the time he was sort of eighteen months my mother, my auntie was pregnant with
Richard, her second child, and by that time they’d left. But I guess it’s really as – we’d
often go for visits, you know, on Sundays we’d go out to the suburbs, to Winchmore Hill,
to see them and we’d always meet at Christmas. But it’s really as I’ve got older I’m in
quite a lot of contact with my second, with the second cousin, Richard, who works in
Newcastle in a theatre company, but I suppose yeah, perhaps actually my affection for
them and theirs for me is borne out of never actually being so close to them for so long
that we could fall out. We still have, you know, we can have a good laugh about our
mothers, you know, and how alike they are and how different they are and how they tell
the same story about, the different story about the same thing really. Yeah, I guess what
brings us together is that we’re all of us rather, have rather affectionate relationships with
these two women and they’re, I don’t know, and they’re, they’re very proud of us I
suppose and I guess they ever so slightly compete with each other. [laughs] But I think
we’re kind of level pegging really, so it doesn’t get out of hand and it doesn’t sort of get
unpleasant, so it’s kind of nice.

Do your cousins have children as well?

Yeah, actually my – well only my eldest cousin, my eldest cousin has three, three children,
two of whom I know and one of whom I haven’t ever met. Actually which just shows
how long I’ve been in my cousin’s house. He lives in Essex. He’s a radiologist at
hospitals in Essex and – Essex, did I say Essex?

Yes.

Oh no, I don’t mean Essex, I mean Exeter.

Oh!
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Exeter and Torquay and sort of down there. So I’ve seen him quite recently, but I haven’t
seen his youngest child. They don’t leave home that often. [laughs] But, you know.
Yeah, so he has three children but my second cousin, Richard, doesn’t have any children
and nor does the youngest cousin. She lives in Barcelona actually so we, you know, we
kind of meet occasionally – birthdays or occasional sort of accidental meetings in London.

Can you tell me their mother’s full name and your mother’s full name?

Yes. My mother’s full name now is Laura Priestley and my aunt’s name is Betty Bliss.
[laughs] Which is a rather fantastic name. My mother’s name is Laura Priestley because
in amongst the complication of – not so much complication I suppose, but just my life – is
that when I was about ten, she married an Austrian man whose real name was Egon
Lindenbaum, but he was Jewish and he left Vienna in, during the war, just in time and he
changed his name when he got to England to Peter Priestley because he was looked after
by some people from Yorkshire whose name was Priestley, and so he changed his name. I
think Egon Lindenbaum was a much better name, but that’s what he wanted to do. And he
was one of those guys actually, he was an incredibly nice man, kind of quiet, accountant,
very kind to me, but he died when I was about twenty-two, something like that. Yeah, it
was twenty-two because it was just as I was about to do my final degree show at art
school, so that kind of threw that into sort of disarray. And my auntie is married to a man
called Arthur Bliss, but that actually isn’t his real name either. He’s a Jewish man from
Russia, but he wasn’t born in Russia, he was born here and his parents changed their name
to something that I can’t remember, something quite English, but he didn’t like that name
so he changed his name to Arthur Bliss. So extraordinarily they were both at the same
time married to Jewish men from Europe who changed their names to English names.
Anyway [laughs]…

D’you know why he chose Bliss?

I think he just thought it was a fantastic name, actually. He doesn’t talk about it much and
he isn’t practising Jewish actually, nor was my stepfather, but I think that’s kind of very
much the case for men who were that old. I mean my uncle is about ninety-two now and
as I say, my stepfather must have been born in about… hard to say actually, sort of late
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twenties I think, I think 1920s, something like that. And I don’t know, I just think that
whole trauma of the Holocaust and the Second World War made them both not cling on to
that so much. I don’t know, they – I don’t know. They weren’t really very interested,
either of them, in being Jewish. They weren’t into denying it in any sense of the word but
they just, they were who they were. Different times I guess, you know.

So would your stepfather have ever gone to synagogue or anything?

No, that’s right, he didn’t go to synagogue, d’you know what I mean? And he didn’t do
any of the prayers or he didn’t, no, he didn’t really participate in any of that at all, but
because both he and my mother worked in the rag trade, you know, my mother was
textiles and my stepfather was an accountant in the rag trade, textile industry, everybody
they worked with was Jewish who ran the firms, owned the firms and so it was actually
quite a British-Jewish world that he moved in. But I don’t know if many of them went to
synagogue actually in that sort of time. Maybe in a way, maybe their children do now and
their children’s children. I’m not quite sure. Since leaving London I guess I haven’t
really been that aware of how, you know, what the differences are. I went to school with a
lot of Jewish people, I went to school in Maida Vale, and had a Jewish headmistress and
I’d say something like a third of the girls were Jewish and so there would be separate
assemblies and a whole – it moved absolutely as an integrated school but it, I was much,
much more aware then because lots of my friends were Jewish, about who went to
synagogue and who didn’t and the sort of how life was, you know. But now I kind of,
that’s one of the things I miss really about London is that here in Preston you just don’t
get that kind of richness of people or experience or stories or whatever, so yeah, I went off
at a bit of a tangent there, but that was the kind of really great thing about that school.
Although I didn’t actually like it that much, I was quite, sort of struggled really, I
struggled to, I don’t know. The junior school I went to, I kind of muddled along really
quite well. It was partly helped I think by the fact that my auntie had been a teacher there
so the teachers in that school were quite kind to me I suppose, so I muddled along okay
and I was introduced to art in a way that, I don’t know, it was just such fun, you know.
And I guess it is anyway at that kind of age, infant school, junior school. But I went to a
really nice school called Hallfield School, which is just in Queensway, Bayswater sort of
area and it was very new then, but it was beautifully designed. Very sort of low, curving
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kind of buildings – concrete buildings, but very low and very curving and everything was
kind of made on the scale for children. It wasn’t like one of those great massive Victorian
ones, you know, it was really, really nice. It was designed by the guy who designed the
Festival Hall, whose name has completely escaped me of course, today, but anyway.

And me. [laughs]

Never mind. It may come later. Anyway, so it was just a beautifully designed school and
being there was really a nice experience. And then when I tried to, you know, for the next
school, they’d done away with the eleven plus by that time but they did it by interview and
I think I had an interview at Camden Girls’ School and I blew it. I don’t know what I did,
except I think I was a bit, I don’t know, I can dimly remember saying what I realise is the
most fantastically stupid thing, but I think actually, oddly, it is some of what has driven
me, which is incredibly shallow, but I’m gonna say it anyway. I think the headmistress
asked me – you had to go in with your parents so I was in there with my mother and my
stepfather – asked me what I wanted to be and instead of saying, you know, I want to be a
journalist or I want to be an artist or whatever mad idea I had at that time, I said, ‘I want to
be famous’. Now, I’d say if you said that now they’d think you’d been watching too much
Big Brother or you know, I’m a Celebrity, Get Me Out of Here, but to say it in, you know,
1964 must have seemed like lunacy. You know, it must have seemed like – it wasn’t the
sort of thing that you said at a girls’ grammar school of that calibre. I think that’s how I
blew it and I like to think that that was that and not the fact that I was black, because there
weren’t many other people who were black in Camden Girls’ School then, but we’ll go
with it and we’ll put it down to my stupidity rather than their snobbiness. Anyway, so I
ended up at a school, at this other school, Paddington and Maida Vale High School for
Girls, which was a sort of, well it wasn’t a very good grammar school, it was a nice place,
500 girls, and I did, I didn’t really do very well. I had a lot of friends, I liked it, I became
head girl, you know, I was very, you know – well you can see, see I was always into the
idea of having an overview and knowing how, what would be good, you know, what
would be good changes to make or what would be good ideas or getting peoples’ opinion
about how they wanted to do things and it was the sixties, so a lot of that sort of revolution
was in the air if you like. And so I enjoyed it in that way, I was in school plays. I spent
tons and tons of time in the art room with fantastic art teachers, wonderful English
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teachers, but I didn’t really do very well kind of academically, you know. The school was
streamed and I was always in the bottom stream. Now it could be, it could be again that
[laughs] there were two black girls in the whole school and I was one and another one,
Marsha Prescott who turned out to be a lawyer in the end – much more respectable than
being an artist – was in the top class and the middle stream was the middle stream and the
bottom stream was full of ruffians and me, and so we had a jolly [laughing] good time.
We were the sort of tie undone, skirt rolled up around our belts to make it shorter, set of
people really. I mean I had lots of friends all across the year, but the people whose class I
was in I liked them very much, you know, we had a good time. Well I suppose we had a
lot of time laughing, which was probably [incomp], but…

And yet you were head girl?

Yeah, but as I say, it was very democratic times and you didn’t have to be academically
successful to be head girl, you had to be voted by the school to be head girl.

But by tutors as well as…?

Yeah, but I’d been in school plays so, and at the age of sixteen I’d won The Observer
Poetry Prize and so I was a kind of visible achiever in that kind of cultural way, and I
played the cello, so the fact that I, you know, have five O levels only [laughs] and two A
levels didn’t go against me really because I’d sort of made my mark in what I knew how
to do and they obviously by that time had forgiven me for not being very good at maths
and physics and any of the sciences and you know, of taking – I think I took German at O
level and failed it and took French at A level and failed it, so I obviously was larking
about. I just spent too much time in the art room, too much time writing and reading, you
know, to be – it wasn’t that I, I didn’t make actually, I didn’t make a conscious effort I
don’t think to ignore those other subjects, I just never quite got round to working so hard
at them as I did with the other things. And I kind of, I don’t know, I always knew I
wanted to either be in theatre or journalism, I was quite interested in the idea of writing for
newspapers but I didn’t really have any ‘ins’ into that and school wasn’t really very good
at sending people to university, I now realise. They were a bit lax in that sort of way. I
don’t know what – we somehow seemed to have to think of what we were going to do by
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ourselves. I don’t know, I don’t remember any kind of career advice or anything at all. I
decided that I didn’t want to act because I may be too nervous. I could do it but the whole
thing was a chore, it was very much like I could do it, I could manage to remember what
the damn lines were and get to the end of it, I didn’t quite embody the person, you know,
that I was supposed to be. So yeah, so then I thought okay, I could do – actually I’m quite
keen on the kind of that kind of background thing, strangely, so I was quite keen on being
a stage manager. So I went for this interview at Central School of Speech and Drama
because the drama teacher at school had a lot of connections there. And everybody
thought I’d get in because obviously they thought actually I had potential for other things
so they thought well this will be easy, but they didn’t want me, but there at that interview,
bizarrely, they asked me to speak about somebody who I had great admiration for. And I
cannot believe it but I actually know now that I said Chairman Mao. I know, can you
believe it? Can you believe it? I just, I know what I meant [laughs], I know what I meant.

What did you mean?

Well I think I meant that there was a man who had a vision, you know, and had a way of
thinking, had an overview, had a vision, had a kind of a set of rules which if you followed
them, you know. I mean I guess it was the naivety of being sort of a left leaning seventeen
year old. I don’t think I knew at the time the agony of dragging people who were
contributing in one way to the culture and insisting that they contributed as farmers and
peasants to the country, I don’t think I understood that, I think I thought that they could
choose, you know. Because that’s exactly what I would have chosen to do, you know, I
was that sort of person. So they didn’t want me. Now I had [laughs] – I still don’t know
whether that was the Chairman Mao comment or they just thought this woman will never
be a – or else I’d be such a dictatorial stage manager [laughs] that the actors would have,
you know, oh I don’t know, suffered. So I didn’t get in there. And so I tried to go to art
school, because then I decided okay, if I can’t do that, which was me being kind of
modest, I’ll do what I really want to do, which is design sets for theatre. Again, I was
interested in Brecht, I was interested in real sort of revolutionary theatre really. I wanted
to change the world. If you asked me that time, for decades I’d say, people asked me what
do you want to do, I just wanted to make it a somehow more bearable place to be and I
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thought that politics and culture and combination of that was the way to do it, and so
rather naively that’s what I thought. So I went to Wimbledon Art School.

Why Wimbledon?

Well they were, at that time you could only do theatre design in two places; Wimbledon
and Central and I wanted to be a working theatre designer I thought, rather than a
glamorous theatre designer. I wanted to be the sort of theatre designer that could actually
turn my hand to making things, rather than making drawings and having someone else to
make things. Now, I could have a slight misconception of what those two courses were
like, but I think I’m right in thinking that was sort of how it was divided up. And so
obviously you had to do foundation first, and so it seemed to me, ever the strategist, to do
my foundation at Wimbledon and you could choose then where you did them, you know,
so it seemed sensible to do them where you could see how the hell you were gonna get
into the BA course. And I had a fantastic time on foundation, I mean probably, I have
students now who say that to me and I know exactly what they mean. You know, it’s the
very first time you can really start to make things ambitiously. You know, the best
foundation courses are run by people who really want you to kind of really push yourself
to the absolute limit to kind of discover what you could possibly do and I can remember
making the inside of, I got the inside of a walnut and I made, remade the inside of the
walnut which was as big as a telephone box. I mean it was, you know, this thing that you
could actually sit inside and it was all made from sticky brown paper kind of sculpted, you
know, the way that the inside of a walnut has kind of avenues and ridges and I made the
suitcases that you opened and sort of pop up seams would come out of it. Kind of a whole
day or a week I think maybe in my life, but drawn on a long piece of loo roll, you know,
or actually a whole loo roll. I sort of set myself this thing where I’d do every move I made
and everything I ate and everything I said and everything, all on this, drawn all on this loo
roll, so when it was all kind of rolled out you could see a whole week. And you know,
just such sort of what seemed at the time big, ambitious ideas. Although I’d been
encouraged at school actually to be quite ambitious with the art, I could see once I got
there that it was quite, you know, it was for passing exams, it was for passing A levels.
But foundation was good and I had a wild time, I understood what having a wild time was.
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I spent tons of time drinking and just living it up really. But somehow, managing to work
quite hard at the same time. Yes, I wonder now. No, but I…

Just drinking, or were there other wild things?

No, no, well I suppose there was lots of, I don’t know, tons of parties, absolutely tons of
parties and we seemed to be drinking at lunchtime and then we seemed to be drinking after
– the art school didn’t seem to close very early, seemed to be about eight o’clock or nine
o’clock at night, we seemed there to be drinking. Quite a lot of the time I was travelling
back from Wimbledon to Swiss Cottage where my mother and my stepfather were living –
I still lived at home during foundation. And then I suppose about three-quarters of the
way through foundation I hung out with some people who, well one woman actually
whose husband was an architect, and so then began a whole other series of parties, sort of
outside art school with this guy who was redesigning a restaurant. And so I’d then go to
parties with the people that were going to open this restaurant and architects and these
jewellers who owned antique shops. Because John Dickinson was the architect and Paul
Tutton was the restaurateur. And then I, yeah I guess really, I still managed to keep going
to art school all that time, but I definitely knew still that it was theatre design that I wanted
to do and not painting or fine art. At that time in that foundation fine art was very much
life drawing and life painting, and not only did I not want to do it, actually I don’t think I
could do it. I’ve never been that sort of artist really, it was very sort of portrait painting,
life class, that sort of thing. So I really avoided it. So then I suppose I really began to do
what I sort of continued always to do, which was sort of have two kind of lives. So the
life outside art school with one set of people and then life inside art school with another
set of people. And I guess it was by the time I was in the first year of theatre course, I had
started to live with this restaurateur, so then I became a kind of restaurateur’s moll on the
one hand and a rather serious theatre design student on the other hand. Always much too
serious I think in class, in the studio, although not really, I don’t think of myself as a
particularly serious person socially, d’you know what I mean, but I was wanting to make
incredibly serious pieces of work. But I hung about with people with, you know, not
really a political view to put between them. [laughs] So I don’t know how that is, but
that’s what happened.
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When you said that you were drinking…

Yeah.

…were other people doing more than that or were you kind of just the same as everybody
else in that way?

More – you mean taking drugs?

I mean, yes.

Oh no, I’ve never ever, ever been into taking drugs. I’m totally, insist on being in control
of what I’m doing. I can’t, I can’t imagine needing a kind of mind enhancing substance
somehow. I don’t know why, I mean I think that alcohol was – I liked the taste of it, I
didn’t particularly like being drunk actually, but I liked the taste of it and I liked the kind
of fun of it, but I didn’t particularly drink to get drunk, although I must have been drunk.
But drugs, no. Strangely, I’m not sure there was much drug taking. I know that sounds
odd, but I think it’s if you are doing drugs then you know the people and if you’re not then
you don’t know the people, you know what I mean. So perhaps I could innocently say,
you know, I don’t think anybody did, but I think it’s because the people I knew [laughing]
were into drinking more than that somehow. I would hate, I suppose the thing is I would
hate the drugs that slow you down because I’ve always felt a bit slow, I’ve always felt as
if my mind wasn’t quite as sharp as it could be, should be, and I wouldn’t want the ones
that speed you up because I kind of, I know my imagination’s already kind of, if I let it go,
you know, there’s a lot of stuff in there. So I didn’t really need it somehow. I don’t know
really. I think the idea of taking drugs also, I imagine that it makes you kind of alone or
isolated. If I think about it now I think, oh no I wouldn’t want to do that, because you go
to another place and I always want to be in the place talking to people or listening to
people. I really like listening to people, I think that’s why I like teaching is because I like
listening to people, and somehow yeah, doing drugs seems like going off somewhere else.
Making work’s a bit like that, I mean making work is the time I spend on my own with my
own imagination and my own thoughts, can’t imagine – and I absolutely know would not

Lubaina Himid Page 15
C466/249 Track 1

have enhanced the making the work one little bit. Yeah, no. So I guess maybe, but I
wasn’t in with that set of people somehow.

Did you have any vices at that stage in your life?

Vices? Well depends, depends what you call vices. I don’t know that I’d ever call, I don’t
know that I’d ever call what I did are vices. I don’t know. I mean everybody was
sleeping with everybody else, so I guess you could call that a vice, but that seemed to be
the right place, the right time, the right age to do it. That seemed – I’d hate actually to
have not done that aged eighteen, nineteen, twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two and got to this
age and thought, oh my goodness, I never did that. I think that would have been, that
would have been a real sadness. So I suppose yes, if that’s your moral code, then I
suppose you could see that that was a vice, but I don’t think so, no. No vices. Yes, I slept
with tons of people and tons of people I knew slept with other people, but I’m not sure I
would call that a vice really.

Was that going on whilst you were still living at home?

Yes, oh yes. Yeah, yeah, but I mean my mother is not that sort of, she doesn’t take the
high moral ground in any way. You are who you are and you do what you think’s best to
do. She’s a very trusting woman in that she would trust that I had good judgement about
what to do and I never really had to keep anything a secret from her. When I moved in
with this restaurateur she was most alarmed that he was much older than me and that I
hadn’t spent enough time experimenting and finding out things and that I was, you know,
wanting to settle down with somebody too soon. And of course she was absolutely right
[laughs], of course, as irritatingly mothers sometimes are, you know. Yeah… it just
seemed, I have to say, all the way through art school, part of knowing people. Yeah. And
I don’t know, I guess also theatre students were a pretty wild bunch. And I still know
some of them, you know. I mean I still know people I went to school with, but I meet up
occasionally with people I was at art school with; Richard Hudson, who’s the guy that
designed The Lion King in the first place and a woman called Susan Oakes who does lots
of film work and mask making and that sort of thing. And I suppose now we are rather
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respectable fifty year olds, but it just seemed the thing to do really. [laughs] I don’t
know. [laughs] It’s very strange to think of that as a vice I suppose, I don’t know.

Well, I’m not saying so.

[both laughing]

Your microphone.

[pause – microphone being adjusted]

Right, right. Losing the microphone there.

So, would you have said that you were in love when you moved in with this restaurateur?

Oh yeah, I think so. Yes, I think so. Spent a lot of time though persuading me. A lot of
time and a lot of effort persuading me, because to be perfectly frank, I think I sort of
probably knew it wasn’t such a great idea. Yeah, so he did spend a lot of time persuading
me and I kind of gave in to it. But, once I was living with him, yes I was kind of pretty
devoted really. And… yeah, I guess so. I think, but I was, I mean that is slightly the
trouble with me is that I am always incredibly in love with making work and the being an
artist and finding time to do that and making sure I do do that has always come first and
the people I’ve known have always had to kind of work round that. If I can’t do that then
I’m not interested, you know, I have to make the work. I suppose in those days with that
kind of coolness, you know, a bunch of designers, it doesn’t have a sort of very spiritual
or… but we were very driven and we were very ambitious and so any life with him did
have to fit in round that and it was very important to me. It really is, it’s funny to think of
it really, but no, I think I was really in love with him, yes. Yeah, I don’t think I’d have
made such a kind of, I don’t think I’d have made such a sort of commitment otherwise.
Because that was quite difficult to sort of manage I suppose, somebody who was seriously
running a restaurant and thinking that that was an incredibly important thing to do and
being at art school knowing that I had a kind of whole set of education to get through and
then a whole set of what I thought would be working in the theatre to get to, you know, I
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guess it was quite hard to manage both those things, but I never thought for a minute about
leaving art school or not going in one day or taking weeks off or anything like that, you
know. But I guess that’s also to do with my incredible kind of, incredibly being
institutionalised, you know, I mean I kind of tend to go to work. I’m not really the sort of
person who takes weeks off or goes on holiday or, you know, I’ve kind of always been
that sort of person. So I think out of sheer habit probably also, I went. [laughs] Does that
seem strange? I don’t know, maybe it is strange. But I think that’s how I’ve always been.
I mean I never took days off school, some of the reason because I wasn’t ever ill, but
that’s the only, you know, I was never ill and I never, I don’t know, I didn’t do that, I
went. I might have gone I suppose and not concentrated, or gone and mucked about, but I
never tried not to go and I think that carried on through going to art school and it’s the
same really with working now, I go to work. [laughs]

When I asked you about vices, I suppose it depends on what you call that obviously, but
have you always sort of had this, a sort of self-view of being good at all, or is that not
what’s going on? I mean by going to school every day, by you know, all those things?

Oh yeah. Yeah, it’s funny that isn’t it? I was always trying to be good. Absolutely
definitely. I think if you’re an only child and you’re an only child of a woman on her
own, you try really, really hard to be good. And I wasn’t very successful at it. You know,
I would lose things as a child, I would break things and I got into quite a lot of trouble for
that, so I was always trying to be good. But I think by the time I got to being eighteen
then, my definitions of good sort of shifted. It never occurred to me that sleeping with
women wasn’t good, d’you know what I mean, that wasn’t a sort of, oh that’s a bad thing
to do. No-one had ever told me it was a bad thing to do and I didn’t think it was a bad
thing to do, but the definition of not being good would be not to do the work that you were
set to do or to, you know, say you were doing one thing when you were doing another.
But in terms of behaviour, treating people kindly was good and being mean to people was
bad. I mean certainly I still think that and I’ve done plenty of not treating people
frightfully well, so we’ll get to that later, but I don’t know, yeah. Yeah, I guess my
mother taught me sort of quite an interestingly liberal idea of what behaving well was,
which it’s never actually occurred to me to question [laughs], even now. Yeah, I suppose
it does, it does upset me I guess when I come across people who, for whom sending their
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children to art school is, you know, something they desperately don’t want to do. There
was never any question that if I wanted to be an artist I could be an artist, if I wanted to be
an actress I would be an actress, if I wanted to be a journalist – anything I wanted to do, I
could do it. I had to do it well and I had to try as hard as I could and you know, I think I
did get into pretty serious trouble if it appeared that I hadn’t tried very hard, but there was
never a question of behaving badly. I don’t know, I think I, I don’t know, I never learned
to behave that badly. But perhaps because I didn’t have brothers and sisters, you know, to
kind of teach me wicked ways, you know, I learnt, lots of things I learnt from books, you
know. If you read The Secret Seven and every Famous Five and every Milly-MollyMandy by the time you’re six years old or something [laughs], then you’ve got a pretty
good idea about you know, what you’re supposed to do and not do. I probably have been
living by that kind of [laughing] rule book now I think about it. It’s not very adventurous
really. [laughs]

Did you feel you sort of fitted into that world of those books, did you feel that you could
identify with it?

I wished I could, I wished I knew people like that. There were next door neighbours that I
had when I was young, two boys. One of whom was the son of people that had an estate
agent and a launderette, which at that time were incredibly glamorous things – we’re
talking sort of sixties, early sixties. And they had this poodle and they had very thick shag
pile carpet and they had television. You know, I saw Kennedy on their television because
we didn’t have a television then. So it was him, he was very glamorous, called Nicholas,
and then another guy, a French boy who lived next door, who, whose parents were doctors
I think. Yeah, they were doctors. And we were kind of pretty unruly sort of together, a
little kind of gang, but you know, we’d climb through the hedges to each other’s gardens,
to play in each other’s gardens and play kind of board games and street games to do with
robots and pirates and actually I suppose I was quite badly behaved then in that I’d, at
weekends I’d sort of go out to play on a Sunday morning and come back late, later than I
was supposed to come back for lunch. But you know, my mother would say, ‘Do you
know what time it is?’, you know, ‘You’re an hour late’. And she would be worrying
about me because I’d be in the streets, some back streets, you know, playing, but I didn’t
have a watch. So I can still remember thinking, but I don’t have a watch, how would I
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know what time it is. And I guess also there’s another thing, I’d been doing something
and I cannot remember what it is I was doing and I was four. I know I was four because
my mother said to me, ‘You’re four years old, you’ll do as you’re told. But when you’re
five, you can do as you like’. But I don’t know what this thing was I was doing and I
don’t know why she would have said this, but somehow I held on to the thought that when
I was five I could do what I liked. And when I was five I did something or other again and
she was absolutely livid and I said, ‘But I’m five and you said I could do what I wanted
when I was five’. So I sort of hung on to her very words, you know, and I sort of kept
them often I think, kind of in a little safe place and then, you know, waited till the time, I
was very patient, and then went ahead, you know. So I think I was kind of badly behaved
in a funny little child sort of way, but I was always trying to be good. Always. [laughs] I
can’t ever remember trying to be naughty or thinking I’m going to do this thing and step
out of the box or – no, I still don’t do that.

How did you feel as a young child if your mother was angry with you, how did that make
you feel?

Very upset. Very upset, but I think I always thought it was something I’d done wrong.
And I never wanted to upset her really. And she would get angry with me because I was
clumsy and I was untidy and late and all those things that I now know, that’s how children
are. But as she only had one of me I think she sort of expected me to behave in quite a
sort of orderly way and I wasn’t quite – and I had to learn to do that and it didn’t come
naturally to me, behaving in an orderly way. You know, I would run about and make a
mess and things when I was with these other children up the street and I think I was
always a bit sort of, you know, just a bit more sort of tomboyish I suppose and unruly than
she perhaps thought children should be. But I wasn’t aware of kind of getting into trouble
a lot, but I was aware of trying to behave.

What’s your mother’s name before she married your father?

Laura Longworth.

Did she have a middle name?
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No. Neither my aunt nor my mother had middle names. No. I don’t know why. Seems
funny now doesn’t it? It never seemed to bother – no, they didn’t have middle names.

And was it just the two of them?

Yep. Just the two of them.

Who was the elder?

My Aunt Betty is the elder by about eighteen months, something like that. So my
mother’s, just the other day she was seventy-eight and my aunt will be eighty in January.
Which always seems quite bizarre, I mean that they’ve somehow got that old. But then
when I say to them I’m fifty-two, that seems worse to them [laughs], frankly, you know.
Quite hard for them to deal with I think.

What’s your relationship with your mother now?

Well, we kind of get on rather well in a kind of, you know – we don’t see each other that
often. I mean I ring her every week and I must see her around once a month I suppose,
something like that. Not as often as people that I know see their mothers, mainly because
their mothers are up here. And I don’t know, it’s a very, very long time since we argued.
I don’t know, I just think we don’t – we agree to disagree. There are things that I think we
don’t agree about, but the fundamentals we agree about so we get on rather well. We like
to, we still like to look at clothes, we still like to go shopping, we still love to go to
museums and galleries. She took me to museums and galleries and shops from being a
tiny child. Every Saturday we’d either go to look round the shops – we didn’t necessarily
buy things and I really got, I got to love the department store in the same way that I love
the gallery and the museum because they’re just places chock full of fabulous things. But
you don’t need to buy. No, I never have understood that thing where you don’t go
shopping because you haven’t got any money. Well, you never had any money either, but
that didn’t stop you going round the shops and looking at fabrics and clothes and shoes
and furniture. We’d just wander round and look at the stuff, you know, it was fantastic.
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And we still do that and we still love to do that. And I, I don’t know, she taught me so
many really useful things like that sort of not needing to have any money and you could
still have a fantastic time, especially in London. I mean it is slightly more challenging in a
town like Preston if you haven’t got any money to look at beautiful things. You can sort
of look at them, but you know, because the museum’s got some beautiful things, but that
whole kind of business of knowing and loving London as she did, she taught me and I
suppose that’s the level on which we communicate, you know. She tells me the concerts
she’s been to, the exhibitions she’s seen. I get her to go and see things if I think I’m
gonna miss them, so she’ll give me a good rundown of, you know, what she’s seen. She
goes to see everything, she’s always got something to say about the concert she’s been to
or the exhibition she’s been to or some shop, thing she’s seen in a shop. And that’s the
kind of level we communicate, you know, and she tries to encourage me to find a dealer
and I still have the same thing where I say, well it’s not actually a question of me finding a
dealer, you know. And I must have had those sorts of conversations over and over. And
she says things like, you know, I’m sure if you just did this, you know, you could do really
well. And I say, it isn’t quite like that. So there are things about the art world that I tell
her, about the several layers of systems that the art world runs on, the people, all of whom
I know very well, but I know that she doesn’t understand that it isn’t quite as simple as it
seems, do you know what I mean? So that would be the sort of disagreement we have that
we never voice and, but yeah, I don’t know, I get on well with her because she’s
incredibly generous and she’s generous of spirit really. Yeah, she’s very kind, I like her.
Yeah, I don’t know. I like her. It’s like it’s the two of us, you know what I mean, as well.
What’s not to like? It would be madness to kind of fall out with somebody who’d made
such an effort to be so good to me I guess. And I think yeah, I don’t know. I mean she’s
annoying like mothers are annoying, you know what I mean, but only because she wants
me to do better. It’s not actually that she’s really, really impressed with being a professor
at a university, that really is fantastic and I think, but I think she thinks that it must be
possible to be a great artist and be a professor at university. And while I think it’s
possible to be a good artist and be a professor at university, I just don’t think it’s possible
to be a great artist and I try to be a great artist, but you know, I could see it was never
quite gonna happen in that way. You know, you just need to dedicate fantastically more
amount, more time to it and be very much in the right – I don’t mean in the right private
view at the right time, I don’t mean in the right place at the right time in that sort of
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superficial sort of way - but in the right thinking and being and I’ve always been distracted
by holding open the door so that a few other people can come in with me. I don’t want to
be in a kind of world, any kind of world on my own. If I know something I want to tell
everybody else it, you know. So I don’t, so it’s always been quite hard to explain to her
that I want to be that kind of artist, I want to be the kind of artist that shifts the way things
are, perhaps the way systems are rather than – I would, you know, I’d be sad if I got to the
end of my life and I’d only made fantastic pieces of art and I hadn’t ever managed to do
any of the other things, you know. And I’ve kind of, as years have gone by, realised that
you know, if you’re gonna do those, some of those shaking and moving things then you
can’t prioritise the art in quite the way you have to. I think. We’ll see, you know, there’s
maybe another thirty years left to kind of disprove that, but so far that’s what I think. So
that would be the only point at which, and it’s an important point, but I wouldn’t argue
with her about it, but I think that’s where we differ if she thinks it must be – you’ve
managed to do this, it must be possible to do this and I say, I’ve tried, I don’t think it is.

But you don’t take that as a kind of a pressure?

No. No, no, no.

I mean, to impress her?

Blimey. No, I don’t think so. No, because I – no, no, no, no because I think if she was in
the same – you see she hasn’t been in the same house as me making art forever. I mean I
used to be up all night making art when I lived in her house, but I haven’t lived with her
since I was eighteen, nineteen. But I think if she could see, and even when she sees, if she
looks back at the sort of leaflets and invitations and catalogues and all that stuff that she
has, if she could see the amount of work it takes to actually physically make a show, she
would tell me to be making half as much stuff, do you know what I mean? No, I don’t
feel pressure from her and I don’t feel the pressure to impress her either, no. No, I
impressed her long ago. [laughs] No, she, you know, I think she just thinks I deserve it,
you know, like mothers do. It’s just like that, you know. I say, oh yeah, yeah, but…
[laughs] There are other things you have to do, you know, deserving it’s not enough. You
have to be a different kind of artist I suppose.
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So back to you as a child – which department stores would you have gone to with your
mother?

Well, we went to Whiteleys when it was – often – when it was, when it was a whole shop
if you see what I mean. I think now it’s lots of little kind of franchises within it, but once
it was the most fantastic, length of the whole block, department store. So when I was very
small we would go there. We would go to Selfridges. We never went to Harrods, my
mother goes to Harrods quite a lot now, again, often just for the sheer amusement of it,
you know, the marvel of it, the entertainment value of it without opening your purse at all.
But yes, I suppose when I was very tiny it would be Whiteleys. Let me see. Then I
suppose there’s other things we might do, when we didn’t live in Hampstead we might go
up to Hampstead and go in and out of all those little shops that used to be there, little dress
shops, sort of shops that sold rugs or sort of ornaments, jewellery shops, that sort of thing.
So we’d treat perhaps a High Street like that as a department store. Let me see, what else
might we have done? I suppose we must have gone to Selfridges, that doesn’t sort of
strike me in quite the same way as Whiteleys used to do. Yeah, I think, yeah I think that
was the sort of main, the main two. But it would sort of go in a sort of rotation, you know.
So we might go to Hampstead and look at those sort of shops one weekend, then we might
go to the Tate, as it was then, the only Tate, you know, in Millbank another weekend.
And then the next weekend we might go to Whiteleys and the next weekend we might go
to the Victoria and Albert Museum and then you know, kind of rotate it sort of like that.

Just the two of you?

Yes, mostly just the two of us and sometimes a friend of hers who she went to work, who
she worked with would also meet us and we’d have tea together, you know, in some kind
of tearoom or other, sort of tea and toasted teacakes sort of thing. When my stepfather
was around then we would all go. I think though that he wouldn’t – mind you, I can
remember seeing the first show at the Hayward Gallery, the Matisse show with him there
as well. Strangely, I’m not so aware of him in art galleries, so I’m thinking maybe he
didn’t always come, but he was also very interested in clothes and gadgets and furniture
and things, so looking at shops was always interesting. Yeah, mostly it was the two of us,
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but you know, I suppose in different times over, well maybe it was only about twenty – I’d
still meet her actually, Saturdays after I left home I’d still meet her. I probably was still
meeting her on and off for coffee on Saturday afternoons and shopping or looking at
exhibitions right up until I left London. So yeah, it’s been a – and that’s really what we do
now, you know, when I go down, we’ll go shopping or looking at art.

Can you recall any objects from the shops that you went to, was there anything that
particularly impressed you?

Well, I’ll tell you a most fantastic thing, which my mother and my aunt bought from
Whiteleys, which was one of those amazing record players that you, when – I’d like to call
it a Dansette but I don’t know if it was one of those, but it seemed to me sort of pink and
cream and grey and it had those clips that you could open it like a suitcase and it had a
handle. And it was sort of, had a lovely kind of fabric-ey sort of rough sort of surface and
what they, they bought it there, but they bought it there of course because they were great
party givers and I can remember them buying it and I think it must have cost tons of
money somehow. And it had that fantastic thing where you’d put, you know, six singles –
what were they called? I don’t know what they were called actually. Anyway, those little
records on and it, the record player let them down, you know, one by one so you could
have six records in a row without having to keep changing the record, which seemed like
magical, a fantastic thing to do. Can’t think how on earth that mechanism worked. But
the thing about it was that every time they were gonna have a party, they would take it to
be serviced. Amazing. So it was always kept in very, very good nick because obviously
parties would just be useless if it broke. I don’t know if before that – maybe they must
have had a bigger kind of radiogram thing because I remember tons and tons of seventyeight records. But yeah, that object was just gorgeous. It just seemed so perfectly formed
to me really.

Were you allowed to use it?

Ooh, by the time… yeah, by the time there were records like My Boy Lollipop and
Beatles’ things, I suppose by the time I was about eight or nine, I was allowed to use it,
yeah. Yeah. Maybe by that time actually, I don’t know, they maybe weren’t so sort of

Lubaina Himid Page 25
C466/249 Track 1

precious about it. Don’t know. Yeah, there doesn’t seem to be much sort of restriction in
that way, you know what I mean? Maybe I was just trusted not to bust it. I don’t ever
remember busting it or breaking records or anything like that. I think I was dropping
plates, but I [laughing] didn’t bust any records. Yes, so I used it, I liked it.

Would you buy records at that young age?

Well, I certainly wouldn’t go out and buy records by myself or anything but I, you see
because my mum would buy records on a Saturday, I’m sure she did ask me early on if
there was a record I wanted. Because then they were about one and six, so they were quite
cheap, you know. Yeah, so there were quite a few, I had lots of Beatles records, naffly
now. [laughs] But that’s a sort of well behaved person’s record, group isn’t it, The
Beatles? Yeah, so I’d buy records. And watch great programmes on the TV, you know,
that were to do with records. There was a great programme called Juke Box Jury where
they had this sort of jury of people and the record, you know, would come on and they’d
have to decide whether it was going to be a hit or a miss and they held up these cards, a hit
or a miss card. Absolutely brilliant. It was a brilliant programme. So I liked that and then
my mum would watch that quite avidly, you know, to see what records were coming up.

So she was interested in what was popular?

Oh yes, absolutely. See, she was a textile designer and she was a textile designer in that
kind of commercial sort of way. Lots of, she wasn’t a sort of, what you’d call a sort of
crafty creative textile designer in the kind of making things up at home in a kind of
bohemian way, like I might do now [laughs], she went to work every day at nine o’clock
and she worked in the studio and sort of did it to order. So she would invent designs but
there would be a kind of brief. And so she needed to know what the up-and-coming
colours were, she needed to know what sort of things were being designed in Switzerland
and in France and she was always going on trips with the firm to kind of spy I suppose and
pick up designs and buy designs from other companies and then they’d alter them slightly
in their firm. So she, she’s the sort of woman that in those days if she saw, you know,
specially in summer, she would know which women had last year’s patterns on their
dresses, you know. So she was very up to the minute in that kind of way. She wore the
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latest thing, she listened to the latest thing and the furniture was very, there was great kind
of yellow and black, plant stands, you know, a wrought iron plant stand, little sort of feet,
you know, little round balls for feet sort of thing and red and black – no, yellow and black
striped deckchairs. You know, none of that candy stripe sort of thing, really chic
deckchairs. Everything was very chic, very stylish.

Was she changing it often to keep up with…

I guess she must have, I don’t really know. Her hair was always very hairdressed, you
know, as well and she’s always been very into clothes, she buys clothes often. Even now
she buys clothes – or she would if she could find ones that she liked, you know. But yes,
she’s very into clothes, very kind of stylish and up-to-the-minute. I guess that was a bit of
a pressure. It wasn’t too bad when I was small, but as a teenager I found that a bit heavy
going, ‘cos I wasn’t really, I don’t know, wasn’t really that interested in clothes. Sort of
the polite [laughing] version really. She’d always be suggesting things and I didn’t want
to wear them, you know.

What wouldn’t you wear?

I didn’t want to wear brightly coloured things, I didn’t want to wear things that would
attract attention to myself, I didn’t want to look exotic, I didn’t want to look sexy. And I
suppose, as a sixteen year old black girl I needed to make quite a lot of effort not to look
sexy actually, so I made as much effort as I could not to. I really wasn’t into that at all.
So I think that was a bit disappointing for her, I think she could have and would have
dressed me up more if I would have gone with it, but I tried to fight it really.

What did she look like?

What did she look like?

Yeah, facially and so on when you were at that point, at that age?
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Erm, I don’t know. I don’t really know what the question – what did she look like? Well,
I don’t know, she was just incredibly…

What sort of figure?

Oh, she’s always been incredibly slim. She’s incredibly slim and very – yeah, and just
incredibly stylish. Yeah, she looks like… yeah I suppose, and I don’t know whether you
could call her glamorous, she wasn’t really glamorous, she was stylish and groomed. On
not that much money, you know, textile designers don’t really earn that much money but
you had to look, you know, nice and I think very, very, very early on she’d make her own
clothes. But she just knew where to find, she knew where to find clothes. Yeah, just slim
and pale and stylish really. And she’s still slim and pale and stylish. [laughs]

Did she wear make-up, how did she, how did she have her hair?

Well, she went grey actually from a very early age. I think when my father died she was
about twenty-six, twenty-seven and it started to go grey and so her hair was always very
pale. No, she didn’t wear much make-up. Lipstick, yes in the days when everybody wore
lipstick. It’s a funny thing that, that’s never really the way I think about her, I don’t think
about her in that kind of, my mother was or wasn’t a person who wore make-up, do you
know what I mean? [laughs] She did wear make-up, yes and perfume she loves and rings
she loves and necklaces she loves, you know. She’s, and she’s given me a lot of her
jewellery. It’s not expensive jewellery but it’s things that she really liked. Yeah, she just
looked very fine you know, somehow.

What sort of hair colour did she have?

Well, as I say, it was grey from an early age so she left it grey, she let it be grey, she didn’t
dye it.

But had it been dark or…
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Yeah, it was sort of mousey I think, yeah, yeah it was a sort of boring mousey colour from
what I can see of the photographs. I think she sort of got more stylish as she got older
actually, but then I guess the fifties were a bit more frumpy sort of times than the sixties.
She seemed to really go with the sixties sort of fashion somehow. I suppose she was about
thirty something, so she was a bit, she wasn’t, well obviously she wasn’t a teen, she was
about thirty something I guess. Yeah, she looked great actually. And I can remember
pairs of shoes, I can remember you know, really lovely patent shoes and I can remember a
marvellous red coat that she had and lovely dresses. She’s never worn trousers ever, to
this day, not for a single day, I’ve never seen her in trousers. So she’s that sort of woman,
you know. So I didn’t really live up to that in that way, but after a bit I don’t think she
cared.

Did you ever want to look like her?

No. No, I looked like me. It’s physically impossible to look like her as she’s small and
thin and English and white and if you’re kind of, as a sixteen year old you’re black and
you’re, I don’t know, tall and, I don’t know, I looked how I looked. No, I never wanted to
look like her. No, that would have been odd. [laughing] I looked like me, you know.

And how did you look at that age?

Not bad actually, now I look at the photos, not bad at all.

Could you describe one or…

Well there’s a great – well there’s several – there’s a great photo of me winning the
Observer Poetry Prize where I’ve got this great afro and polo neck jumper. You can’t see
me much, but afro hair, polo neck jumper, very cool in kind of Angela Davis mode aged
about sixteen, very cool. I always thought I was rather fat and now that I am rather fat I
realise that I wasn’t at all of course, you realise that. So I was kind of, yeah, not thin ever,
not thin but kind of slim-ish I suppose really. Often in trousers and not, never in patterns.
I like to draw patterns, I love to look at them, take them apart, think about them, paint
them, but I was never really one to wear them. So I might have, there’s a great photo of
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me in sort of bell bottoms with a lovely purple t-shirt. Or a really fabulous photo that my
mother has of me on a ferry going to France in the most minute denim mini skirt. I look
great. I thought I looked terrible, but I looked great. So I guess I was still quite stylish,
but not pretty, not in that pretty girl sort of way, just sort of, yeah, pretty cool I’d say. Not
bad.

But how did you feel about how you looked?

Oh, sort of a bit lumpy. But I never did anything – but I don’t think people did, but I
never thought about eating less or exercising more or oh, I should be thinner, at all. I just
was what I was, you know. I felt a bit lumpy and a bit sort of inelegant I suppose,
compared to – but then everyone feels like that, compared to the girl at school with the
long white socks. Who is she, you know, where did she go, who did she marry? I don’t
know. [laughs] So I felt kind of lumpy compared to that, but I was pretty at ease in my
body really, I was pretty at ease I suppose with who I was. I kind of thought I, I felt a bit
dopey, I never felt very clever. But – and sometimes that mattered – but…

Did anyone actually ever say that to you thought, apart from this thing about, you know,
being in the lower class?

Well that’s pretty bad. You know, if you think, between being eleven and sort of
seventeen, that’s quite a lot of years to be in the idiots’ class. Except you knew, I knew at
the time that the people that I was in a class with were not idiots, they were just working
class girls, that was the thing, that’s what they were. They were smart, working class
girls, but that’s how that school ran. We didn’t have the worst teachers, we had some
superb teachers who were really not complacent at all and were really absolutely
determined to teach us every nuance of English grammar, you know, so the better that we
could learn French and German we were taught English grammar, you know, down to the
last detail, most of which I have to say has slightly vanished. But, so I never, being in the
idiots’ class was something that was seen, how we felt, we felt we were in the idiots’ class
but we didn’t feel like idiots. If you see what I mean. But we knew that that’s what
people thought we were. So there was that. Well that takes quite a lot of getting over, I
have to say. And then I suppose at art school, I was a bit too clever by half at art school,
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bit too into politics, bit too into, however naively, and not really enough into the sort of
feeling, intuiting sort of thing. So I always felt slightly out of step there, but only as I
thought tutors perceived me, I didn’t think other students thought I was stupid. But I don’t
know, I don’t think I really felt terribly clever until, oh I don’t know, I was a lot older.
Probably took me till I was about forty till I actually thought no, actually to have managed
to do this was not, you know, was really quite clever. But no, I don’t think anybody said it
to me but there are measures and no, I think it was just the way I was measuring up against
things I guess, you know. I don’t think I, I wasn’t ever expected to be a doctor or a lawyer
so it wasn’t as if I aspired to be something or my family aspired for me to do something
that I didn’t achieve. I just think everybody knew that I would always do something
creative, it’s just what I’ve done really. But it’s funny, I have been to one school reunion
in the last, however many, fifty odd years. And there have been two but I didn’t go to the
first one and I went to one not that long ago, I think about two years ago or something, and
certainly the people that I was in that class with still felt pretty pissed off actually, that we
were in this class. [laughs] I think it was actually just a convenient way of dividing up
the classes, personally. I don’t think it was anything to do with our brains at all, but I
think it took quite a lot, I think they were saying too that it took them quite a long time to
understand that. At the time I think we just, you know, we just thought oh, we know
they’ve got it wrong, but we’ll just carry on. [laughs] It was funny. But I didn’t, I didn’t
dislike the school. You know, I didn’t sort of feel – it’s funny that because that sounds
odd doesn’t it? You know, there were all sorts of such fantastic things about it. You
know, a great library where I discovered Stanley Spencer, books of Stanley Spencer
paintings which I absolutely was so in love with and really even today it’s hard for me to
pass one of those intricate, strange sort of people, resurrection, you know, Stanley
Spencer, or the swans. Those sorts of works of his, I can’t really pass them by now, I
really do love the kind of intricacy and the madness and the out of perspectiveness of
them. I was never very keen on the kind of lumpy, fleshy body ones, but those I loved and
I discovered them in that library, you know, all sorts of really great art books. So there
were great things about it, you know, but I can’t tell from this angle whether it was a good
school or not. It seems pretty mediocre to me. These people I went to school with don’t
rate it much. But then they have children and they judge it by that, you know, they think it
wasn’t very good, that we weren’t pushed as much as we could have been. And I think
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that seems right. I thought it was just me, you know, as you do. You know, when you’re
a teen, you think everything’s about you.

What’s your experience of puberty, growing up?

Well, it didn’t seem particularly difficult. I was pretty grumpy, but I don’t remember
rows, I don’t remember arguments with my mother and my stepfather. I wasn’t the sort of
person who came in late. If I was told to come in at ten, I’d come in at ten. I painted and
drew a lot of the time. I’d do strange things, I did sleep on the floor for quite a long time.
Somehow I didn’t want to sleep in my bed so I slept on the floor for, I don’t know, maybe
a year. That’s hard to tell. It seemed like a long time. I don’t know why. Nobody
seemed to mind. Spent a lot of time babysitting, looking after people’s little children who
lived in the same sort of mews. By that time I suppose I lived in Belsize Park and yeah, so
I spent a lot of time reading their books, listening to their music while they were out. And
I loved that, I love other people’s houses; I love to see what they’ve got on the shelves,
what music they’ve got. So that was what babysitting was about, I didn’t really like
children very much. I still don’t particularly. You know, I don’t actively dislike them but
I don’t have very much to say to them and I expect them to know too much, you know,
everybody I know says, [whispers] ‘They’re only children’. Oh yes, yes of course. So
then I didn’t do it because I liked children, I did it because I liked being in other people’s
houses, you know, and I loved what they left me in the fridge, you know. So yeah,
puberty was sort of doing that and going to parties I guess. Coming home, now I realise –
well I don’t know, you didn’t think like that then. If we’re talking, I was fifteen, I suppose
it was, fifteen, sixteen was, I suppose it would be about the late sixties, early seventies sort
of thing, late sixties really and whatever time it was I was supposed to come home I would
always walk from wherever it was and didn’t really think too much about walking home
alone. Didn’t seem to be anything about, nobody came to pick me up, you know, from
somebody’s house or get a taxi or anything like that, you just walked. I seemed to have
spent all my time in London walking on my own. I mean, I don’t know, it just seemed to
be what you did.

Did you feel safe?
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Yes, oh I never even thought about it. I never even thought about it. When I was a small
child my mother told me to never get into anybody’s car and never accept any sweets from
a stranger. She never said anything else than that, she obviously just assumed that I would
take care and I took care and nothing ever happened to me.

Did you know what she meant when she said those things?

Oh yeah, absolutely. I absolutely knew that, you know, anyone you didn’t know you
shouldn’t be alone in a space with. Did I know what she meant? Yeah, I – no, maybe I
didn’t know intimately what she meant, I just knew not to do it. If she told me not to do
something, like I said before, I would attempt not to do it. Yes, I’d be walking back from
Hampstead Heath down to sort of where we lived in Belsize Park, getting buses and tubes.
I went to school by myself, oh from the age of about, I don’t know, ten, really yeah. It just
seemed to be what you did, I think. Seems a different time, I think. I don’t think it was
necessarily safer, you just weren’t so risk averse I suppose, just did it. I don’t know. But I
suppose when I was a small child, it wasn’t actually that long after the Second World War,
so that seemed like a hugely dangerous thing, life must have seemed much safer all round
than it ever had been ten years before. So you know, you just got a simple set of rules and
you followed them really. There was none of that ringing up before you leave so-and-so’s
house and no, none of us seemed to bother. Yeah, I did feel safe. I still feel safe in
London. I still feel safe walking about actually. I get a bit annoyed when people talk
about how dangerous things are. That’s rather annoying. [laughs]

When did you first learn about sex?

Well I suppose about, yeah I guess about fourteen. Yeah, fourteen, fifteen I guess. I used
to go to – everything I do is to do with art, right, I mean nothing quite ever is separated
from it, but anyway, I used to go on Saturday mornings to what’s now Camden Arts
Centre, and I cannot for the life of me remember what it used to be called, but anyway it’s
called Camden Arts Centre, it’s at the bottom of Arkwright Road. And I used to go to
Saturday morning art classes that my mother apparently, you had to pay to go. It was like,
I suppose it was like night school but it was Saturday morning art class for kids. And I
went for about two years I think and I met, strangely, because I met two people there. I
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met a boy there who I was deeply, deeply in love with who actually went on to make
furniture I think, oddly. And I guess, I guess I think, it’s really, really difficult to
remember because that seemed the most significant kind of sexual encounter with him.

Did you say a boy of your age?

Yes, yes he was about sixteen, you know. Something like that, fifteen, sixteen, I don’t
know. Whatever age we were, yeah. And he was also going to these Saturday morning
art classes. So I guess he was the first, he was really the first man I ever really – well I
say, I suppose the thing is that I wasn’t really that bothered up until then. It’s a funny
thing I guess about going to a girls’ school also is that there are whole kinds of
relationships going on there which are not sexual but are - are not physical shall I say, but
are sexual, I think that’s probably what I mean - that preoccupied me. They may not have
preoccupied anybody else, but that preoccupied me, so I wasn’t all that interested in men.
But this boy I was interested in, so you know, I mean I didn’t have sex with him, you
know, I didn’t fuck him, he didn’t fuck me, but it was, that was pretty intense I guess. But
strangely at the same time, also at these Saturday morning art classes, was a woman who I
later did live with for about six years who, actually a fantastic artist, but who now runs a
big, her father’s factory that he left her. And I think she still paints and she still writes, but
she’s a really, really good painter. So strangely enough that Saturday morning art class
was kind of significant in that kind of sexual way because the relationship that I had with
her then was also not physical at all, but we were very, very good friends and later in life
went out with the same man at the same time, only she was up in Hull at university and I
was down in London and we seemed to share this man, bizarrely. It was a bit
complicated, but I only just remembered that, unfortunately. [laughs] But yeah, so that
Saturday morning art class was intense because it was, I was at school, going to art lessons
whenever we went to art lessons, and then again at the weekend making things from clay
and from metal. So the sorts of things that you didn’t do at school because there weren’t
those sort of facilities and equipment. But that to me was the exciting thing and I think the
heightened excitement of that left me absolutely open to the excitement of you know,
forming sexual relationships. I think it’s that that sort of, you know, it wasn’t that art was,
I don’t know, it just kind of opened up all kinds of worlds that I hadn’t sort of thought
about before. But I think if you go to a girls’ school then you, you know, you have that
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kind of, I don’t know. You have, I don’t know, you have a different way of thinking, you
know. You might have desires but you don’t follow them up. So Saturday morning art
class, that’s also something you’re doing that you’ve never done before, so there’s another
thing that you’ve never done before and that sort of, no, it was really useful actually, in
that way. Yes. I don’t think I’ve got anything else to say about that. You’ll have to ask
me a different question, put another angle on it somehow. [laughs]

But at that point, if he had been a girl, would you have done anything?

Oh no, not at all because I was all week I was with girls that I knew that I was, I had
incredibly intense and important relationships with. So no, I never would have done that.
As I get older at school, where I knew that there were girls that I would liked to have had
more intimate relationships with, I would never do it because, I don’t know, I would have
had to persuade them for a start, which would have been ludicrous and I kind of always
had enough of an overview then to know that if you had to persuade somebody it wasn’t
really worth doing. So no, no, not at all, no. No, didn’t seem – I don’t know, it seems
mad to say this now, but just, because I often think, when I think about how I thought
then, it sounds as if, how could I have been that sensible, but I really genuinely believe I
was thinking sensibly. You know, I was thinking they simply would not want to do that.
So, no.

But if, at the art club it had been a female and you didn’t have to persuade, would you
have?

Ah, don’t know. Can’t think. No, I don’t think so. I still don’t think so, no. Because as I
say, I had this really, really good friendship with a woman that not that many years later,
you know, really, maybe about ten years later – ten years later? Yes, something like ten
years later I was living with, so, so no, I don’t think I, you know, maybe I was just kind of
thinking about it. Hard to say. Hard to say. I’m very much a person who sees people as
people. I know that sounds, that sounds really [incomp] now, but people weren’t very
divided up for me into, these are women and you do this and these are men and you do
this. People were just people and I did what I thought was what I wanted to do. [laughs]
I don’t know.
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And how did you learn the facts of life?

I think my auntie must have told me actually. I think my auntie was quite – she’s a very
sensible woman and very, a teacher, and I think she explained it to me in relation to
perhaps herself and her husband and their new baby. I seem to remember mention of
pyjamas and [laughs] you know, kind of, you know. Kind of quite graphic sort of
description somehow, that somehow stripy pyjamas comes into it quite strongly [laughs],
but yeah, I think my auntie kind of tried to explain in a very kind of matter of fact sort of
way and I think I thought, fine. I’m not sure I connected it with anything very much, I
think I just thought oh well, that’s another interesting fact somebody’s told me or maybe I
just, or maybe I didn’t quite understand, but I think that was it really. Cor blimey, it’s
very dim that, thinking there must have been other sort of whole conversations with other
children perhaps. But you know, I can’t, I cannot think. But perhaps I’ve blanked it out,
thinking no, I can’t cope with that, but I can’t remember any other – you know, I don’t
have any funny stories about, you know, so-and-so told me that you did it with this or that.
[laughs] I don’t have one of those, but I don’t know why.

Was it, did you have any sort of feeling attached to knowing about sex, did you feel you
were looking forward to it or did you feel like, oh dear, you know – can you remember?

Well, don’t know. Quite liked it, you know, I did like it. [pause] Looking forward to it…
Well I can’t remember, maybe I’m the sort of person that decides a thing and then does it
rather than – or decides a thing and then thinks well this will do till I can do this. Yeah.
Don’t know. Don’t really know. But certainly, certainly I found it very enjoyable. I
guess it simply was the politics of being with men that I find and still find challenging.
Do you know what I mean? Just, I can’t deal with being told what to do or being expected
to behave in a certain way and I think that, from a very early age, was I thought if, you
know, I can’t deal with people unless it’s a kind of, bit of a negotiation really. You know,
and the less a relationship is a negotiation, the less I want to have anything to do with it, it
doesn’t really matter who it is. But yeah, I don’t know. I haven’t really answered that
question about looking forward to it. I don’t know.
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You weren’t worried, about the prospect?

Worried? Yeah, maybe I was worried about the prospect. Gosh. [pause] [laughs] I
don’t really know. I don’t know that I really thought about it all that much, d’you know?
I don’t think I was a great ponderer in that way. I don’t know what I had my mind on.
You know, it’s quite difficult to think now. Maybe I just had my mind in books quite a
lot, I don’t know. Maybe something will come out later on where I can sort of…

[laughs] It’ll come back. [laughs]

Yeah, where I can sort of think, oh how the hell did I sort of, you know, come to that
conclusion. Don’t know.

And who would you say, would you describe as your first proper relationship?

…It really is so hard to say because, because… I don’t know. They seemed to, because
quite a lot of the time they sort of overlapped, you know, and it’s a bit like, again, it’s a bit
like the way I make pictures, they overlap and sometimes happen at the same time in some
ways. And I suppose – proper relationship? I suppose if you call a relationship something
that you, that you’re very public about and that you say this is who I’m going out with and
it lasts a long time, then I suppose it would be with Paul Tutton, the restaurateur, at the
time I was sort of nineteen. But before then there were some incredibly important people
who remain important even now. So yeah, for me then people were important but they
weren’t necessarily somebody who I was going out with, you know what I mean? And
also what I’d think were important relationships all the time, all along. Yeah, mostly with
young women. Important relationships for me were relationships where you, yeah, where
you were equal, where you were negotiating territory, where you were discovering things
and where you were not competing I suppose. But I suppose in the standard sort of, you
know, sense of the word, that man was most important and significant, and taught me a
great deal, you know, about different ways you could live your life I suppose.

What do you mean?
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Well, he was a very interesting and very clever man, very inventive. He ran a restaurant
but he didn’t know anything about food, he was into making money and he taught me how
making money for some people is a very creative thing to do. I’ve never been particularly
good at it myself, I have to say, before or since, but I am interested in it and I’m interested
in the sort of, the politics of business and the business of politics and I learnt a lot of that
from him. And you know, for me relationships are about that, they’re about what you
learn, you know, what did I learn, what do I know now that I didn’t know an hour ago is
what’s interesting to me and being with him in his restaurant I was amongst people the
whole time, either the people that were working there or the people that were coming in to
the restaurant. I learnt about the whole kind of – if you work in a restaurant, if you’re in
one a lot, you can observe. It’s like soap opera has nothing on it, you know, it’s fantastic
television. And so I was all the time learning stuff from him and I don’t know, and having
conversations about things that I had a rather sort of naïve view on and seeing somebody
else’s point of view incredibly strongly put, I suppose. I mean he was somebody who
wasn’t going to change their mind no matter what I thought, so I found that kind of
powerful and important and useful and exciting, until it didn’t work any more, you know,
and then it was kind of unbelievably devastating and terrible. But things like that always
are, that’s the point isn’t it. But yeah, kind of, that was pretty significant. And more
significant because of its whole, its whole roundedness. You know, we invented things
together, new restaurants, new ways of working, new kinds of serving food, new kinds of
making food, new kinds of, I don’t know, being creative about that whole restaurant thing
and I don’t know, I think I thought it would last forever because we made such interesting,
such an interesting thing. And so I think, and I was lulled really, by that time I was well
lulled into thinking it would last forever, if you know what I mean. I never thought it
would last forever when I started, but then I got very involved in the making of this thing,
this idea, so losing it was difficult. And I felt very, I suppose that was probably the first
time when I really felt sort of old and worthless and stupid. But now I was only twentysix by the time it ended, I realise I was none of those things, but that’s what I found. So I
don’t, yeah, so pretty unforgiving I think. I was pretty unforgiving because I don’t think
it’s a very good thing to feel, you know. I suppose I felt it really. I was unforgiving of
him for making me feel… But yeah, but that was quite significant.

Lubaina Himid Page 38
C466/249 Track 1

That period when you said that you felt it would last forever, what did that mean for you, I
mean did you envision marriage, kids, that kind of thing?

Yeah, yeah, yeah I envisaged marriage, children, other restaurants, you know, homes in
New Zealand and you know – which is where he came from – and yes, the whole kind of
Saab driving, Hampstead living thing. Yeah, definitely. God knows why, because I mean
looking at it now from this angle, there wasn’t a hope in hell of it being that, but that’s
what it, that’s what it felt like, yeah.

Was money important to you then? Making money?

No, I don’t think I understood it. I think probably I’ve only just begun in the last five
years to understand the importance, or the usefulness shall we say, in later life of making
money. No, completely, no. I just, I’d sort of almost no idea where it came from and
always thought there’d be some there somewhere or other. And how much do you need
anyway? You know.

You wanted a sort of Hampstead lifestyle?

Oh yeah, because that’s what I’d – I’d lived a West Hampstead lifestyle, a Belsize Park
lifestyle. Yes, I mean I definitely think – because I was with a man who was very
interested in money, then I knew exactly how I would spend it if I ever got my hands on it,
but I never did [laughs], you know. Yeah, it was that kind of thing. It wasn’t, yeah, sort
of comfy, you know, comfy sort of making art and looking after children and having a say
in the business sort of vision I had, ludicrously.

And would that have been a sort of monogamous relationship do you think?

Hard to say because to be perfectly frank, I don’t think either of us were monogamous at
the time, which is why the ludicrousness of it, seeing it from this angle. He certainly
wasn’t and I wasn’t really. You know, at art school I was sleeping with women really and
he was sleeping with women too, but different women some of the time. Most of the time
different women I have to say, that would be too complicated to work out if it was ever the
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same women. So it was highly unlikely, but [laughing] that’s still how it felt, that’s still
how it felt in it, that it was possible, you know. But you know, you can’t keep something
like that up for long. We managed to live together fairly harmoniously for about six years.
But…

And did you think that you would, you know, get married, have children and also have a
sort of professional life yourself?

Oh absolutely, yes. I never, because I suppose I’d never seen either my mother – well I
suppose my auntie did look after her children for a while, but she still taught children in
schools – I would ever imagine not working, not going out to work or not making work, I
would never – I might wish for it, I might do the lottery in order not to go to work, but in
the serious real world I don’t think I ever thought that marriage and children meant that
you didn’t work or you didn’t make art. Well, five minutes maybe, five years while they
were small perhaps I might have. I don’t think, it was a bit of a, you know, it was a kind
of twenty-two year old’s fantasy about how life could be, but it wasn’t really based in any
reality whatsoever.

And beyond that relationship, did you want to settle down and have children, that kind of
part of life?

No, no. I have to say, this wanting children business, I wanted to have children when I
knew him in the early part of that, and he didn’t want to have any children he said. All he
didn’t want was a wife and children, I think he did want children, but not then and not
with me and not in that way, you know. And strangely, the minute he said that, I thought
well d’you know something, I don’t want children either. [laughs] And I never wanted
them again, actually. And I know it’s completely and utterly to do with being an artist, I
just, there isn’t, I want to be the most important person for a start, I don’t want children to
be the most important people, and I guess there’s one bit of me that would be a little bit
afraid that if I had had children I would have been completely and utterly dedicated to
them and not done the art. I was pretty afraid of that. So it was to be very studiously
avoided for that reason. But I just wanted to make pictures really, or be a theatre designer
and then make pictures, it kind of changed, you know, as the years went by really.
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[End of Track 1]
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[Track 2]

No, it’s okay.

Okay, yeah. So I was asking about whether your mother spoke to you about her
relationship with your father?

Yes she did. Yeah, not so much in quite a lot of detail, but she talks about, she often does
talk about it. She was at art school, at the Royal College, and he was in England, I think
he was doing an education degree, I think that’s what it was, and he knew a lot of other
East African men who were also here as students and I think the thing was that she was
going out with one of these men and some kind of rather flash sort of guy actually I think,
I always think whenever I see photos of him, and my father was a friend of his and I think
this guy went away somewhere or went to do something and said to my father that maybe
he should take this woman, my mother, out and so he took her out and that’s how they
met. So they, I think they met because someone introduced them to each other. Now
whether the first guy had the intention of dumping my mother and that’s how it happened,
I’ve no idea, but anyway. So they seemed to go to lots of parties with all these other East
Africans; Ugandans, Kenyans, Tanzanians – or then they’d come from Tanganyika, he
came from Zanzibar which then became Tanzanian, but – and I don’t know really how in
the first place she seemed to – does sound odd – how she seemed to be moving in this set
of people. I don’t, because none of them were art students at the Royal College, just, I
don’t know how that happened. I strangely never asked. But yeah, they seemed like they
were together quite a long time before then he went back. There are photographs of them
on holiday with a load of other people in a sort of socialist camp sort of thing in Austria.
Yeah, it was kind of like, after the war there were kind of attempts by socialists to get
peoples of the warring nations to kind of start speaking again really I guess and so there
was this camp in Austria, summer camp thing, sort of tents, sort of parties, I don’t know
what else they, you know. And hiking trips and boating trips and all this sort of thing. So
there seemed to be Austrian and German students and English students and lots of these
African men seemed to be there as well. So all these, so she seemed to kind of go on a big
summer holiday thing. There are photographs of them at other people’s weddings, you
know, there are photographs of them in Paris with other people, so quite often with my
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auntie and with other people and friends they knew. So they seemed to have a sort of
quite public sort of romance, you know, in amongst lots of friends. But I guess it was
probably about a couple of years maybe before then he went to Zanzibar, back to Zanzibar
where he had then a post teaching English as a foreign language at a teachers’ training
college. So presumably that is why he had come in the first place, was to get the
qualifications to be able to have this job. So does she talk about it, yeah, I mean she talks
about him obviously with great affection, but if you kind of think about it, she probably
only knew him for about five years. Don’t think it can have been much more than that,
because by the time, you know, by 1954 he was dead and you know, I don’t think she
could have met him much before 1948, 1949, so you know, she only knew him for a very
small amount of time so she’s got nothing but really lovely things to say about him really.
Just about how kind he was and how he really have liked to have been a drummer and…

In what kind of context, drumming, what sort of group?

Oh yeah, kind of, whatever kind of Western kind of band, you know, kind of I suppose not
a jazz band but I can’t think what on earth kind of – a rock group I suppose. Even earlier
than that I guess. But yes, a kind of Ringo Starr type drummer as opposed to some kind of
you know, deeply spiritual thing. [laughs] Yeah, so, and I think he was very kind. She
always talked about him as very kind to his mother and I’ve made work about that
grandmother and there are photographs of me sitting on her knee, but I never knew her
when I was old enough to speak to her, you know, because this kind of complicated
politics of Zanzibar and revolution around 1964 so that my mother brought me to England
in 1954, but in 1964 there was a coup and most of the people that I’m related to in
Zanzibar, because they were, they were a sort of particular set of people, they came from
the Comoran Islands and they tended to be like police or teachers, that sort of level I
suppose in the hierarchy, and had made rather a lot of alliances with all kinds of different
people like the Sultan. They weren’t grand or anything, but they leaned towards making
alliance with all kinds of different sort of people and really, it was the end of that kind of
era and so they all moved to Dar es Salaam on the mainland in that sixty-four, between
sixty-four and sixty-six sort of thing. So I kind of, you know, that’s a kind of great
sadness to me and I’m not entirely sure whether it is my fault or anybody’s fault, but in
that time I lost, I never had contact with my grandmother, but I lost whatever contact with
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her I might have had and it seems that the contact – my grandmother, my African
grandmother didn’t speak English, so my mother would write to a friend of hers, the friend
that she’d made in Zanzibar and then this woman would tell my grandmother about me or
about what was happening or whatever, you know, newsy sort of things. And then my
grandmother would tell this woman and this woman would write to my mother. But in all
this, this woman became very ill and she went somewhere else, I think actually to the
States and had some kind of operation, and somehow – seems bizarre now – they lost
contact with each other, so actually I don’t even know what happened to my grandmother.
So there’s a sort of, what seems like an almost accidental gap. So, but she seems like she
was rather a kind of a woman who did, she was, not as she was told, no, she was a woman
who did what she liked. [laughs] It seems that when my father went back after being in
England, for some reason it seems to me that – this will seem slightly complicated – that
originally my grandmother was married to my father’s father, but then he seemed to have
died in a fire. So my grandfather, my African grandfather seems to have died in a fire, but
I don’t have any, I don’t have anything, I don’t know anything about that. Then later,
when my father was older, she married an Indian man. Well, you weren’t, Comorans
especially were very disapproving of you marrying anybody who wasn’t Comoran and
they banished her and they seemed to have banished her to the mainland, to Kenya. I
don’t know how long she was there or who she was with, but when my father returned
from England to Zanzibar, he organised it, paid money, don’t know, to bring her back. So
he brought her back. First of all he had to bring her back to Zanzibar I think, before he
brought my mother – bring my mother, but you know, before he could decide to marry my
mother. So he seems like, my mother always describes him as a very kind man, that he
was very, sort of made sure everything was, you know, right. And, so the relationship that
my mother had with my grandmother was always through him. So whatever she knew
about her, she knew through him. So whatever I know about her I know from what she
can remember from what he told her that she bothered to ask him. And in a way I
suppose, if you don’t think, if you don’t think ahead that this man’s going, if you don’t
know this man’s going to die then you don’t ask all the right questions, d’you know what I
mean, so there’s a sort of a, a bit of a sort of gap in the things that I ought to know about
those people. I have photographs and I have, you know, little bits of information, but I
don’t know if they add up really.
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What do you know about her?

What do I know about her?

Yeah.

Well, I know that she would, she would walk from the, Zanzibar Town out to perhaps my
parents’ house which was much more, which was along the coast and she would, you
know, she would just walk. And I think that it was rather disapproved of in a way that she
wouldn’t always be totally covered. I think she was quite a good Muslim, but I think she
was not entirely subservient. And she didn’t have a husband and I think she sort of, you
know, I get the impression she very much did what she wanted and did what she felt was
right, so, and I think there were tales of, you know, if the Sultan’s car would pass her on
the road, he would be always rather dismayed that she wouldn’t acknowledge him in quite
the way that she ought to have done. Because my father was some of the time teaching
the Sultan’s sons, just as a kind of extra thing, I think he gave them extra English classes
or something like that. You know, he would say to my father, you know, I passed your
mother on the road from Zanzibar to Beit-el-Ras and she didn’t bow or she wasn’t covered
or whatever and he would have to go and say, oh you know, I got into a bit of trouble
because of this. But it wasn’t a sort of serious thing, it was just, I think she just did as she
pleased really. But I don’t get much of an impression of her character I suppose, unless I
think well maybe I’m a bit like her and maybe my father was a bit like her, so in that sort
of, you know, there aren’t really stories of the time when she did such and such a thing.
But to have married someone she shouldn’t have married I suppose says something. To be
the sort of woman that your son would rescue and bring back says something. But she
seems to have come to Zanzibar when she was very small. Comoran Islands are kind of
further into the Indian Ocean than Zanzibar and the story seems to go that she was brought
by a Portuguese woman and a Comoran man when she was eight years old, from the
Comorans to Zanzibar, with two brothers – not her brothers, but two other brothers, the
Himidi brothers, I think. But who don’t seem to have been, were not related to her. But I
don’t know, so – but, this couple brought up these children, but I don’t know whether it
was good or bad or complicated or any of those things, I don’t know whether they were
servants, you know, or how they brought them up. But they seem to have been left a
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house, but it was one of those big Zanzibar houses where you, you know, those were on
several levels around a courtyard sort of thing, so the whole family – these two brothers
and their families and my grandmother and my father presumably at some point, all lived
in this house. And so I suppose in a way there is a house in Zanzibar that I could, you
know, if I followed that kind of linear pattern, I could go and live in. But I don’t know
who these, this Portuguese person and Comoran person were, I don’t know why they took
her or whether they bought her or what. I don’t know why she came, because my mother
obviously never actually asked her that direct question, because they didn’t speak the
same language. So that’s really all I know about her. And I think about her and I’ve made
quite a lot of work about her, but most of that work is trying to have some kind of
conversation with her I suppose, the better to understand myself probably.

Did your father have siblings?

Well, no, which seems most peculiar to me. Except, the only reason I can think of is that
perhaps his father died soon after he was, you know, when he was a small child. So then
she didn’t have any more children. But there doesn’t seem to, there don’t seem to be any,
you know, any trace of them. I may have, I may have uncles, but my mother’s never
spoken of them, so I don’t know. Does seem odd, but she never speaks of anybody. That
is a kind of slightly peculiar thing about having this sort of person who for a long time I
didn’t really ask her about my father, but it’s not that she wouldn’t tell me, it’s just that I
guess she just didn’t, it just hurt too much, I don’t know. So it was a while before I started
to ask her the relevant questions really. And she’s always told me as much as she could
tell me, I kind of get that impression. But then I think she sort of realises that she never
asked the relevant questions, never thinking she’d have to tell somebody.

D’you know where your name comes from?
Lubaina is something like, you know, the 365th handmaiden of Mohammed in one of the
books, one of the lives of Mohammed and you know, she’s way, way down in the pecking
order and when my mother and father were thinking about a name, I think I was nearly
called Fatima which was like deeply, deeply lucky, considering my penchant for cakes,
that I wasn’t called Fatima, who is obviously very high up in the pecking order. My
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mother kind of hit upon this name, but they had to go to a kind of court to have the name
approved, because the officials didn’t think that it was a very worthy sort of, she was you
know, worthy enough, but they argued that they really liked the name and they wanted it,
so these officials, imams and people, said yes, that was okay. So she’s one of the
handmaidens, one of the many. [laughs]

And the other names?

Well, they’re my father’s name, my grandfather’s name and my great grandfather’s name,
it’s just that Muslim thing of having, you know, so Ramadan Abdullah and Himid. My
father was called Ramadan Abdullah Himid and you know, so it just goes like that.

And Himid was your great grandfather?

Yes, yeah. But you know, if you function in a Western situation you have to stop it
somewhere, so that’s what, that’s what my name is. I never sign anything with all those
names, I’m just known as Lubaina Himid. But I suppose when I was at – which I think,
you know, in this present climate is probably enough. I love the name but it’s always felt,
at least for the last thirty years like a dangerous name to have, frankly. But when I was at
school, I would always, you know, I was very sort of, I used those names, if you know
what I mean. I suppose just as I got older I thought I would just use Lubaina Himid really.
I never really talk about myself with all those names.

What do you mean by it being a dangerous name?

Well, out of the experience of being sort of seventies, early seventies maybe, of even then
being stopped at the airport and people searching my bags, you know. Ever since sort of
hijackings of aeroplanes, I’ve always sort of been very aware of that, of that ambivalence
shall we say to having a Muslim name really. As I say, I would never, ever, ever change
it, but I do think it kind of, now it has its own shape, you know. Yeah. I suppose in terms
of officialdom it never felt like a safe name to have. Yeah, that kind of… airport thing,
police thing, that sort of thing. I’m probably too much of a conspiracy theorist really.
[laughing] I think that’s probably it. But yeah, I think that’s what I mean by dangerous.
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Do you know whether your father’s family were particularly religious?

I don’t think they were, no. But I think, I don’t think times were quite in a way, again,
quite like they are now where if you aren’t religious then that’s incredibly meaningful, you
know, I think you just followed – I mean they didn’t drink or any of those sorts of
standard sort of Muslim things to do and I think my grandma would have been covered
when, you know, when she needed to be, but just not fully and totally wrapped in purdah.
So I mean my mother converted to being a Muslim in order to marry my father, so he was
religious in that sense, but I don’t ever recall her talking about whether he went to the
mosque often or whether, you know, I don’t kind of get that, I don’t get that feeling from
her that it was very strict in that sort of way. I don’t think women appeared that much in
public then, which I think is another thing about my grandmother walking along from one
place to another unescorted. But yeah, I don’t get that impression, I don’t get the
impression that it was incredibly strict. But I would say I have kind of avoided, you
know, if I’m really honest I guess I have sort of slightly avoided engaging with that too
much. I think I do think that that whole side of my family wouldn’t entirely approve of
how I’ve lived my life, frankly. [laughs] Although, it depends how you look at it really.
You know, if you look at it in terms of those kind of strict religious ways of being, then I
think it’s like completely outrageous, but in terms of teaching and those sorts of things,
then I think it’s been quite useful, sort of life. But you know what I mean, I kind of feel,
mm, not entirely sure they’d approve of how I am.

Does that kind of thing matter to you?

Well it doesn’t in the everyday, but it does when I think about it, yeah. Yeah it does, I
think if it didn’t matter to me then I would have gone seriously searching for them. But I
think, I think that’s maybe what held me back from searching for them. Can’t be that
difficult really. But I didn’t. And I think that’s probably why. But it’s not something I
think about before I do something. I don’t, so you know, priorities are kind of…

What did your mother’s conversion involve?
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Well I think she had to go to loads of classes and she had to learn a lot of the Koran and I
think she had to pass some kind of, you know, test, you know, based on the classes that
she’d gone to. She seemed to have to go to a mosque, maybe – it sounds weird now, but I
think it might have been a mosque in Woking, but that sounds such a long way from
London – I mean not such a long way, but you know. But that seems to ring a bell, so she
certainly had to go to classes and she certainly changed her name to Naila and she, you
know, she had to pass some kind of test, exam thing. Presumably she had to – which is
strange, being a publican’s daughter – decide not to drink, but she isn’t a drinking woman
anyway, you know, so that was not difficult. And I suppose actually, lead quite a sedate
kind of life compared to the life that she’d been leading up until that time. But then as it
was really short-lived, that life, I don’t suppose it had a great impact on her, you know, in
terms of suffering in any way because it wasn’t very long. Then she did seem to have led
quite a wild life again, so maybe after a while there that would have been a bit of a strain,
if you know what I mean, I don’t know. I didn’t ask her that actually. Not sure if I
engaged with the kind of blip that that must have been, that kind of very sedate, quiet,
maybe quite lonely life, I don’t know. Though she does seem to have had friends, you
know, African women friends. She seemed to more have friends that were African friends
of the family rather than the English wives of the English teachers, those are the people
she talks about.

What, you mean over there?

Yeah, yeah. ‘Cos then there were kind of, you could only live on the white side of the
road or the black side of the road, you couldn’t go in the British Club or whatever if you
were black and all those sort of things, so really complicated sort of apartheid system
really of British life in the fifties in the colonies. So I think she was the sort of woman
that would tend towards being with people that belonged to my father’s family or were
friends of my father’s family rather than the wives of teachers or traders or diplomats.
She’s not very snobby my mum, you know, so she wouldn’t be interested in all that kind
of cocktails in the something club. Not interested.

You mentioned I think, your grandmother who sort of married somebody outside of the
Comoran Islands, was it?
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Yes, she married, my African grandmother came from the Comoran Islands to Zanzibar
when she was small, but she married an Indian man apparently. That’s all I know. She
married an Indian and this was very disapproved of. I’ve no idea who he was, what
happened to him. But that seemed to have been the reason why she was sent away. Don’t
know.

And d’you know what was the reaction when your father brought your mother back?

Yeah, that’s an interesting question that isn’t it, but I don’t know what the reaction was. I
think, I think she probably had to go through quite a lot of scrutiny to make sure she was
respectable and she brought her own money with her and that was kept, I’m not sure by
whom, but she seemed to maybe, I don’t know why, she does talk about that. Yes, I think
quite a lot of scrutiny, but seemingly approved of. But maybe you see the time, maybe it
was alright that way round, maybe it was okay for him to marry an Englishwoman and it’s
not okay for a Comoran woman to marry an Indian. It seems to me it was just those kinds
of double standards and maybe then, maybe several years, you know, had gone by
between these two people doing this sort of marrying outside the community. Yeah, there
didn’t seem to be much opposition to it.

Another thing that you said about after your father died, you and your mother, well her
particularly, being kept in sort of, was it an enclosed space – what was that?

You just have to stay inside, I think you just have to stay inside in a darkened space for
forty days and forty nights.

Alone?

Well, I don’t see how you could possibly be alone with a small child. I think other women
came and went and brought you food and I think it’s just a mourning period and you just
can’t engage with the outside world. It just seems to me utterly terrible, I can’t imagine it.
‘Cos when you think of forty days, that’s more than a month, you know. Forty days trips
off the tongue very lightly, but you know, a month and a bit. But I guess you just have to
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engage with that loss and I guess all those arrangements will have to be made about what
will then happen to you. I think the thing is you see that you were really supposed to
marry your husband’s brother or your husband’s cousin. I think there was talk of that and
I think that’s why she left. I think she thought no, she wasn’t going to have any of that
really. ‘Cos that wasn’t the deal really, I mean I think she would take that kind of life, I
think she would, you know, work within the rules as long as it related to my father, but
outside that I think no, she wasn’t gonna do – and so we flew back I think, I do not know
how many aeroplanes it must be. We did try and work it out once, that there was a plane
from Zanzibar to Dar es Salaam and then Dar es Salaam up to sort of, somewhere in North
Africa somewhere, Aden maybe and then from Aden to at least somewhere else and then
somewhere else to Nice and then Nice to some funny airport, not Heathrow, some other
funny airport. And I think with me screaming every single minute of the way. I think I
was a very screamy baby when travelling.

And at other times?

I dunno, dunno. No, yes I think she did talk actually about me – she’s very funny when
she talks about me when I’m, when she talks about as I’m small, she’ll say something like,
oh, don’t you remember when so-and-so came round and I’ll say, well when was that and
she says well, nineteen, just at the end of 1956 and I say well I was two, so how would I
remember them. Oh well, I, I… so she can’t, she doesn’t, she was obviously always
having very particular conversations with me even as a small child and she did say that
often when she would go out I would cry until she came back, but I think that’s just
because in the beginning I think all that, perhaps, I don’t know, I don’t know anything
about children’s sort of, what they know when they’re tiny, but presumably if you’re in
one, you know, you’re born somewhere then four months later some kind of great
tumultuous thing happens, you don’t know what it is, and then a month and a half after
that you then are on all these aeroplanes and the temperature changes, presumably your
mother is kind of strangely smells different or sounds different or whatever, but I seemed
to be, yes, quite a kind of, was worried if she wasn’t there sort of baby. But, I don’t
remember that.
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Have you spoken to your mother about perhaps what your life would have been like if
your father hadn’t died and you’d have been brought up over there?

Yeah I think I probably, in a funny sort of way I suspect it would have been very similar
than it is today, I think I would be teaching people, I think I would have become a teacher.
That’s what he was and I think, I love it, I really, really love it. I love talking to people,
listening to their ideas and all that sort of thing and I think I would have been, I don’t
think I’d have, I mean obviously would have been something like that, I don’t think I
would have been a doctor or a lawyer there either, however much the pressure of that
maybe was for other people in the family, I don’t know. I think it would have been very
different in that it would have been more conventionally heterosexual, certainly,
obviously, which I think a bit of a challenge, but there you go. But in terms of what I did,
you see my mother obviously was an artist and she I think in time would have, she talks
about she would have worked, designing the patterns for kangas, East African cloths and
I’ve done a lot of work with those cloths since. And so I think there would have been a
kind of possibility to move in that kind of textile design direction or possibly to move in a
kind of teaching direction I think, I think it would have been possible. Then, but then of
course, ten years after we left, this great tumultuous revolution happened so we, what my
mother says is that we would have probably left anyway and probably have come here. So
it would have been different but I don’t think, we wouldn’t have still been there because
nobody else in the family was still there. They went all over the place; Cuba, Russia, all
kinds of different places. So, but I think because my mother was English and my father
obviously liked England, we’d have come here anyway, I think.

So you’re in England. Oh, I wanted to go back to, your mother starting to go out with
your father back in London to start with. Was it sort of a normal thing, you know, for a
white woman to have a black boyfriend?

No, it wasn’t a normal thing, but she hung out with all, with a lot of people who were
doing the same thing, so no, it wasn’t a normal thing at all. I think it was pretty
outrageous thing to do, but it’s not as if she was living in Blackpool or Preston and going
out with the only African man anyone had ever seen. She was in London, she was an
artist and she was a student and she was going out with another student. And there were
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always, and I guess there have been for a very long time, always African students. So in
that kind of circle that they all moved in, it wasn’t odd at all. And they seemed to move in
circles of kind of lawyer types. You know, in those days, yes even the case now, lots of
lawyers then became politicians. So lots of them seemed to be at law school. And they
were here for ages and ages because law exams take ages to do and then you only have to
fail one, you have to do it all over again. So I don’t think it was, I think she was kind – I
think that was part of a thing of moving – I said earlier – moving round in groups, you
know, going on holiday, there was lots of them. I think it was a strange thing to do at the
time, but she didn’t do it in a kind of isolated sort of way. But yeah, think it was odd. But
she didn’t have any stories about, you know, getting a hard time. My grandfather, my
English grandfather seemed to die just before she went to Zanzibar, but neither my
grandmother or my grandfather objected to this, but that seemed to be the kind of people
they were. You know, as I said, they weren’t… they seemed to want their daughters to do
what their daughters wanted to do. Seems extraordinary when I think about that actually,
but – specially because they were publicans, you know, and my grandfather was the sort
of man who went to horse races and you know, did all kinds of business deals and I don’t
know, a kind of, bit of a, I don’t know, shaker and mover, bit of a, not so much, I don’t
know. He was a kind of well respected sort of guy, but definitely was into all kinds of
things, all kinds of deals, you know, all sorts of black market deals on – my mother always
says that in the war they had everything. So because he had pubs of course he knew
people who provided food and all those sorts of things. But you know, so he was a regular
kind of guy but didn’t seem to disapprove of her being with an African at all.

What were your grandparents’ names?

Elizabeth and Peter Longworth.

And her maiden name?

Elizabeth Halliwell.

And did you know her?
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Oh yes. Yes, when I was about… ten, maybe ten, something like that… I’ll try and
remember that, I might have it written down somewhere, she came to London to live with
us. No, I was much younger than that, I was about eight. And my auntie and uncle had
moved out of that house with their one child and my, then my grandmother came to live
with us. So she lived with us in that house and then she lived with us in the next flat we
lived in and then she sort of went between my auntie’s house and my mother’s house, so
lived with both of us, kind of for quite prolonged periods. Yeah, she was nice, she was a
nice woman actually. She was rather fierce, but she wasn’t fierce to my mother as much
as she was to my auntie. She and my auntie didn’t really get on very well at all, nor did
my grandmother get on very well with my cousins, but I think my mother was more of her
favourite and so I was as well. I think because we are, we did as we were told, we were
rather well behaved people [laughs] and so she, you know, and she was very sort of, she
was also very well groomed and liked things to be very beautiful and although she ran a
pub, when she was younger she would play the piano in this pub and sing and when
theatre people came to that pub she’d sing and play the piano with them, sort of thing. But
they ran very respectable pubs, you know. I think they ran sort of, they weren’t kind of,
they didn’t ever want them to be kind of dives, although I think a fair amount of kind of
betting and all that sort of thing that was illegal at the time went on around it and they
were, you know, to some extent avoided it. But she came across as rather sort of genteel.
She had, you know, I think she, before she worked in a pub she was a weaver, but she
didn’t last very long doing that because it was just too – she isn’t tough enough for that
and a friend of her mother’s or somebody wanted to try and help her be a teacher, but then
she married my grandfather and they ran these pubs. But I think she always wanted to
better herself and so she got her daughters to do it for her really in the end, you know.
And I think that’s the reason really why they sent them off to London and sent them to a
fabulously expensive school up here, was because they wanted them to be, to have what
they didn’t have and yeah, better themselves I suppose. You know, they weren’t far off
mining stock, you know, I think, I think his father, my grandfather’s father I think was a
miner and his father was building boats on the Fylde coast, you know, so they were really
pretty poor but they are a wily lot, you know, very good at making money. Very good at
investing what they had in business and – but what they taught my mother and my aunt
was, how to be educated and to better themselves as it were, and their families that way.
They didn’t really teach them anything about business. Neither of them have ever been,
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you know, owned businesses or – you know, they’re actually rather good with money in
that they’re never in debt, you know, but my cousins and I are always saying how, you
know, if only we had the smart ways of our grandparents, because they seemed to be
really clever with it. But we’ve no idea what to do with it, how to invest it or how to make
it at all.

Tell me a bit more about your grandparents’ sort of social position. I mean, you know,
what kind of class would you describe them as and that kind of thing?

Yeah, it’s hard to say that. Well, I think if you – which I don’t particularly – but if you
know about the sort of social history of the time, so somewhere between nineteen, the
1920s, thirties and forties, the fact that they owned pubs meant that they were not
absolutely, they weren’t – I suppose they were like trade, I suppose that’s maybe the sort
of English sort of definition, maybe owning a pub was a bit like owning a butcher’s shop
or the baker’s, that sort of thing, but I think there was money to be made in owning pubs
in a way that there maybe isn’t if you own the butcher’s or the baker’s, in a way. So they
came from absolutely working class families; miners, as I’ve said, that sort of thing. I
think my, yeah, miners and… But they used the money that they had to go on the most
fantastic cruises and I think when my mother and aunt were about ten or something, eight
or ten, there are fabulous photographs of them on a cruise going to Norway. So they were
doing all that fjord business and they’re dressed, you know, to kill, like Shirley Temple.
And they used the money to send them to public school, you know – I suppose you would
call it public school. Day school, but still paying school, fee paying school. And they
were always beautifully dressed in all these photographs and they had a car and they had, I
think he was the coalman actually was their driver, so he was a coalman some of the time
and then when they needed to go somewhere, he would drive them ‘cos my grandfather
was apparently hopeless at driving. He could drive but he was always crashing into
things, so the coalman – don’t ask me, I don’t know – drove them around. So, they were
kind of working class people in a trade in which you could make a lot of money. The
poorer the people were, the more money you made. So it’s kind of really dodgy business.
And there were, in Bolton anyway, there were lots of theatres, all up here there were
many, many more theatres than there are now. And so they’d run the sort of pub that
theatre people would come to, so that was one of their pubs in Bolton. The one in
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Farnworth, which is outside Bolton, was the one where there were very, very poor people.
But as I say, you know, there’s big money to be made from the poor. So I guess that’s the
kind of class they were and I don’t really know nowadays what you’d call that. And I’ve
never heard the word trade used about them, nor the word working class. I think there is a
bit of a, in a way a bit of a dispute you would say, between my auntie and my mother,
because I think my mother would always see them as – and they had nannies, my mum
and my auntie had nannies, because my father would be doing some property thing in the
Isle of Man, some thing he rented out or something and my mother would – my
grandmother would go there and look after that sort of side of the business. I think they
were all wheeler dealing in sort of business things all the time. And so they’d leave their
children with these nannies, live-in, proper nannies, you know. And so I think my mother
thinks well how can you call these people working class if that’s the life we lived and my
auntie would say, but they came from working class stock, you know, five minutes ago so
they’re hardly middle class. We were not a family of solicitors and lawyers and doctors,
so you couldn’t call it middle. So it’s that kind of, I think they, I’m sure if you were to – if
it was P G Wodehouse he would say they were trade. [laughs] Think that’s what it is, I
don’t know. [laughs]

When you first came to England was it their home that you went to?

Yes. My grandfather had died by then. Yeah, it was a really, really lovely house in
Blackpool, well sort of Lytham St Anne’s – that’s the other thing, you know, some people
would say it was Blackpool and some people would say it was Lytham St Anne’s,
depending how genteel you wanted to be seen. Yeah, it was a lovely kind of one those
sort of solid suburban villas, quite near the sea and about thirty minutes from this house,
now. And it was very nice, very, oh I don’t know, just very solid and I liked going there a
lot. I liked going there in the summer, fabulous times on the beach, you know, great
summer holidays on the beach. Although I think my auntie and my mum were bored out
of their minds, but I loved it. Always had a really great time and there are great photos of
me with, you know, little windmill things and plastic sunglasses and buckets and spades,
you know, I was totally indulged. You can see by the photographs I was absolutely
indulged, as a little doll and everybody’s always, you know, smiling at me nicely and stuff
like that, it really was good, it was the good life. But it was freezing up here. I mean so
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cold. So I sort of remember that about – but Christmas was fantastic too, we’d come up
every Christmas and Christmases at my grandmother’s were just terrific, because it was
that, it seemed like that kind of house. It seemed very big and old, you know, a big
grandfather clock and big Aga in the kitchen and a sort of big coal fire and all those sorts
of rather old-fashioned things that the house in London didn’t have, it was a bit more sort
of modern, the house in London. The house in Blackpool was, had big heavy furniture,
you know, as it would. So yeah, Christmases were very good; cold, sometimes snowy and
loads of presents, I mean tons of them. All the sorts of things that in a way I wasn’t really
supposed to have, you know, like lots and lots of sweets and comic annuals. My grandma
always bought me Dandy, Beano annuals, you know, and I wasn’t really allowed to have
comics when I was, you know, every week so this was – I don’t know why, obviously it
was going to damage my mind somehow. Supposed to read proper books, so I did. But I
loved these annuals, I wish I still had them actually. They were brilliant, Minnie the Minx
and all that. What’s that guy called? Dennis the Menace. Brilliant.

Can you remember any other toys or gifts that you had?

I had this fantastic scooter, an orange scooter. I always wanted a bicycle but my mother
never wanted me to have one, I think because she knew that once I was on it I would be
gone, so I never had one. But I had a scooter which was brilliant. Orange, Triang scooter,
fantastic. And roller skates. Great, great roller skates. Fantastic teddy bear that I’ve still
got. Yeah, any number of toys really and what else was fantastic – I’ve had a go-kart,
great go-kart. Yeah, I was into kind of those sort of, yeah wheels really. Don’t know
what else. Those were the best things. Didn’t have prams. I didn’t really have dolls, I
mean I did have dolls but I didn’t kind of look after them, type dolls, they weren’t kind of
baby dolls, they were sort of a bit more rigid really than that. Had a great little doll
actually, which was a sort of little tiny, it was quite a stiff thing, it wasn’t a sort of soft
thing, little Indian lady with a bag of cotton on her back. It was obviously an Indian lady
picking cotton, I loved that, except I would pick the bits of cotton out of it. My teddy bear
I think was the most amazing toy, which was given to me by a man called Peter Knyange,
I think, who was a friend of my father’s, and he bought it for me and gave it to me when I
arrived in England. Because all these people of course that were friends of my father’s,
some of them were still here, he’d gone back, my mother had gone to Zanzibar, my mother
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had come back with me, but they were still, you know, part of that and he gave me this
teddy when I was about one, which I still have. So that was a good toy.

What sort of games would you play with your toys?

Ah. Mm. Well it’s a funny thing actually because although I did play a lot alone, I think
I, I can’t remember playing any games with my toys, I think I just chatted to them. I think
we just talked about things. Yeah, I think they were more like people, the toys were sort
of more like people to talk to. The games were things, were games I played with other
children if you see what I mean, you know, things like you know, spies and robots and
spacemen and all that kind of thing I’d play with other people, I don’t remember playing
that sort of game with toys. No, I think they were just people you chatted to. Because
that’s a complete blank, that’s all I can think of. I don’t know.

And how much time would you have spent by yourself when you were in that home in those
first years?

Oh well. I can hold that thought.

I’ll just press pause.

[break in recording]

Well, yes I did spend quite a lot of time on my own when I was younger, either because
my mother went out to work, so when she was, when it was the weekend, she always spent
a lot of time cleaning the house, so that was quite a lot of time I spent on my own. I would
play with other kids, but I always seemed to go to bed incredibly early, it’s always
annoying when you’re a small child. I spent a lot of time reading, in bed. Yeah, I seemed
to spend a lot of time reading and making things. Yeah, I did think of something there
where – I mean people didn’t, other children weren’t really allowed to come into our
house. I think it was because they were untidy boy people, but I went to their houses, so I
did spend time playing with other children in a kind of, you know, quite set sort of periods
of time, not really in the week, perhaps Sunday mornings when I was a small child. But
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also my mum and my auntie would engage in, you know, conversation and they would be
in conversation with each other so I was sort of, I wasn’t really included in those
conversations particularly. I spent quite a lot of time, I seem to remember myself under
the kitchen table peeling the wallpaper off the wall, you know, when no-one was looking.
That sort of thing, you know, I wasn’t alone but I wasn’t actually included in the
conversations I think, quite early on. And once I learned to read – oh, d’you know, I have
just remembered another fantastic toy, had this great dolls’ house that was the sort of
dolls’ house that had a roof on it and you, in order to play with it, you took the roof off
and then you could see the rooms from above, which seems to me completely how I came
to be a theatre designer actually, it was utterly to do with moving bits of furniture around
these rooms. And another brilliant toy, which I’ve never been able to find, which if I
could find it, I would still play with it. It was like these gardens, so you’d get kind of
plastic, a plastic sort of square and the plastic square would have lots of, in rows, holes,
okay. And then you’d get these plastic flowers, which in the packet were kind of flat, but
then when you poked them with this implement into the holes, they kind of stood up. So
you could make rows and rows of flowers that you could then put round this dolls’ house.
Brilliant. So I’d play with that and those sorts of things. Yeah, and sort of that sticky…
sticky coloured paper which you used to get in triangles and circles. I’d do a lot of licking
and sticking, that sort of thing. But yeah, I seemed to do it on my own really. Not kind of
banished on my own, just on my own in a room. Tons of listening to the radio. When I
was very young, when we didn’t have a television, lots of Billy Cotton Band Show on
Sunday morning, Family Favourites, The Archers – that tune I still now have to go to bed
when The Archers’ tune comes on, seven o’clock. For what seemed like forever I had to
go to bed then. Yeah, so there was lots of that sort of radio stuff. And then later on
television like Robin Hood and The Buccaneers and that Juke Box Jury thing that we
talked about. That was kind of much later. Yes, I don’t know, I seemed to be on my own,
yeah. Reading.

Did you say you were reading kind of Enid Blyton type material?

Yeah, yeah, definitely. At that age I couldn’t, I couldn’t say that I was reading anything
incredibly highbrow. By the time I was kind of fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, then the reading
matter kind of went up a good crank, but then I was just reading anything and everything I
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could get hold of really. Yeah, Enid Blyton stuff and pony, things like ponies and gangs
of children and you know, the usual things, but every single volume of it, you know.

Did you, was there a particular world that you kind of enjoyed entering into?

…I suppose that kind of world of having a den, you know, and sort of making kind of
picnic things that you then packed and then you went off and you know, you went into a
clearing and – that might be something I might play with my toys actually, now I think
about it. I did have this great tea set – I’m very, now you’ve asked me about toys, endless
– a great tin tea set, so it was enamelled tin with beautiful flower patterns on it and my
mum would let me put orange juice in the teacups, you know. So I think all that business
about making meals or having tea or – yeah, I liked that about those children’s things, how
they always had a packed lunch and were able to make things by the log fire and you
know, had water in a flask or juice in a flask. Yeah, that’s the kind of world I loved, that I
didn’t live that. I’ve never been camping ever in my whole life, but that was what I kind
of, that was the world I kind of was interested in, yes. Genteel adventures. Not
dangerous, just interesting. Walking, sailing across a lake. Yeah, I was never really into
sort of the danger or adventure in that kind of dangerous sense at all, or outer space or
interested in any of that. No, quite genteel. I expect I was just – now it sounds like I was
just dreaming about retiring to the lakes [laughing] or something, you know. I wasn’t at
all exotic or adventurous. Cosy, really.

Did you have fears, did you have nightmares or things that you were frightened of?

Well I had this recurring nightmare of a tiger under my bed. I definitely, I definitely saw
it once, I actually saw it, I absolutely know it was there and I can still feel the fear of that.
That’s really the only childhood nightmare that actually is really still clear. Fear? I don’t
know if I did really. I think I was always afraid of dying actually, because I understood
the notion of dying quite early on, so I did, I was pretty surprised when I got beyond the
age of thirteen, I didn’t think that was likely. But then I became less afraid of it and more
resigned to the fact that that’s what happens to you. I think, I just think that people dying
that I knew or that were close to me was a kind of part of life and it was neither a great

Lubaina Himid Page 60
C466/249 Track 2

tragedy nor… well I don’t know, it was just a fact of life. It was sad, but it wasn’t, it
ceased to become, it didn’t become frightening.

Were you always aware of what had happened to your father?

Yeah, but really from early on because he had the misfortune to die on the fifth of
November, and so when I was a child people would chant that, ‘Remember, remember the
fifth of November’ and my mother one year – when I was about four or five – got
incredibly upset and said you know, that it was a date she wouldn’t ever forget so no – I
did, I think I got into trouble really, so I shouldn’t sing it. So yeah, I was aware really,
really early that my father had died. I suppose because children ask you where your dad is
and you need to have an answer. I’m not entirely sure whether anybody believed me now
I think about it. I don’t know.

What d’you mean, they didn’t believe you?

Well I don’t know, I think there was a certain amount of imagining that perhaps my
mother had never been married to my father. It’s just those old sort of prejudices about
black men and white women really. But I don’t think I was very aware of that till I was a
sort of teenager and found myself slightly protesting that no, he had died, you know, and
yes, she was married to him. And then, you know, my stepfather, my grandfather had died
before I’d known him, my grandmother died when I was about, I don’t know, twelve,
thirteen, something like that. My mother and my aunt don’t seem to make an awful lot of
fuss about people dying. They just cope. And…

What do you mean, cope?

Well, they don’t cry a lot, they don’t talk about it much. You were just supposed to carry
on really. So it wasn’t frightening after a bit. You know, once I got past the age of
thirteen I think I thought well, I’d better do as much as I can do. I never thought I’d live
very long I think, that was my one, something happened, you know, because my father
was thirty-three. I think I thought I’d better really do what I’m doing fast. Not that it, it’s
not that he died of some disease that you get at thirty-three, it just was in my head. And so
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I think for a lot of time it made me work very well and thinking I can’t die before I’ve
made this. Yeah. I’ve moved on to some other thing that wasn’t quite childhood.

That’s okay. I was wondering what kind of, if any, was there any religious context to your
understanding of death when you were a child?\
No. My mother has always said, you know, when you die, you die, that’s it. She’s not a
great believer in God or – certainly not a believer in God. She does not believe in God or
afterlife or any kind of religious observance to save your place in heaven. When you die,
you die, that’s it. So, and she never really made any kind of, that wasn’t softened at all, or
nor was it particularly, it didn’t seem particularly brutal to me, it just seemed like a fact. It
was a long time before I realised that other people didn’t really think like that.

What, would that have been going to school when you realised that there was a different
kind of…

Yes, sort of. I don’t know that I took seriously very much other children, things other
children said. So if they said… oh I don’t know. I don’t remember conversations about
when you die you go to heaven. I think I’m the sort of person, was the sort of child that
would just have gone, oh yeah. I wouldn’t have argued particularly and said oh no, when
you die, you die. I wasn’t surrounded really at school, right through school by any people
that were particularly observant of their religion, you know. And again, it was the sort of
time, I think sort of 1960s was not particularly, it seemed to me particularly important.
But I could sing you every hymn that we sang every morning at assembly. I could tell you
tons of stories from the Bible, because I can remember them, you know. So I know all
that stuff because I went to the classes and I sang in the assembly, so, but I didn’t believe
in it, but I didn’t argue about it either.

Did you ever have a pet?

Oh yeah. Yeah I did, I had this great dog. Well, I always wanted a dog, on and on and on,
I wanted a dog. Finally my mother, we went to Battersea Dogs’ Home and we got this
dog and it was mad, completely mad and it was untrainable. And I can’t work out how
long we had it, because when I thought about this I’m not very good at working out how
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long things lasted, I just don’t know how long we had it. But eventually, or quite soon,
not sure which, a man came who said he was going to take this dog to a home in the
country, so I suspect it ended up back in Battersea Dogs’ Home or in a tin [laughs]
somewhere. So that was a bit of a disaster really and I didn’t really have a pet again till I
was about… dunno, maybe seventeen or something like that, maybe. I had a cat when I
was still at home at my mother’s, that I then left when I moved. But yeah, no I – oh, I did
have a budgerigar, I did have a budgerigar when I was small, a blue budgerigar. I think
only one but could have been two, you know. One could have died and we could have had
another one, I’m not sure. No, we had a budgerigar.

Did pet death sort of impact you at all?

Well, obviously not, because the dog went to some farm, ha ha ha ha ha, so it wasn’t
discussed as dying. You know, my mother didn’t say, they’re going to take this dog away
and kill it. And the budgerigar, well there could have been two you see, so if one died and
then we got another, didn’t seem a big deal. Don’t remember any kind of big deal made of
it, I think it was just oh well, that’s that. I don’t know if that seems odd now. Certainly no
kind of burial in the garden or little bird is going to heaven now, none of that stuff. I don’t
think my mother has ever used the word heaven in my presence.

And were her parents similarly sort of non-religious?

I’d say so. I can remember a story about my mother and my auntie opening the children’s
corner of some church in Bolton. They were obviously the, you know, let’s invite these
nice children to cut the ribbon or something. Seemed to go to Sunday school, but I cannot
remember any discussion about going to church on Sunday or the vicar came round to tea
or – none of that. No, well don’t think so. Never knew my grandmother go to church
when she lived with us or talk about God or – no, not at all.

And how did you feel when your grandmother died?

Well, she wasn’t actually living in our house, she was living in my auntie’s house. It’s
hard to remember actually. It will sound unbelievably harsh, but her dying didn’t seem to
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make a great impact on me. I do have this strange thing, you know, that if people aren’t in
front of me I tend not to think about them all that much. I don’t have that kind of longing
for what isn’t there. Whether if she’d died, if she lived in our house, I think the whole
thing would have been quite, quite different. You know, my stepfather dying was another
thing.

When did that happen?

Well I was twenty-two, just before my finals and so I – my final degree show – and he
died in hospital, but that was just incredibly sad, because he was an incredibly nice man
and, but you know, he had a difficult kind of life, you know, escaping from the Germans,
you know. This kind of, he needed to live longer than that, because he was an incredibly
forgiving man, you know, so he kind of deserved a longer life. Yes, I don’t think I really,
in terms of my grandmother, I don’t think I really, you know, she was about seventy-five
or something and I think in our family it’s very much thought of as well, that was a good
run for your money, you know, there you go. That’s the way my mother talks now. Quite
matter of fact really.

Does your mother ever talk about her sort of getting old and so on?

Oh well yes, you know there was a big discussion about, Betty says I think I should make,
Betty says I should think I should make a will, she said but, you know, don’t really
particularly want to. And so I said, well you must do whatever you want to do, you know,
do what you want. Don’t want to do it, don’t do it. And anyway, so she thought about it
for a bit and then she went and made a will. But in the preceding kind of two years she
had begun to give me her jewellery, her best dinner service. I made this show called
Double Life, in which I asked her a lot about her childhood, and she’d begun to try to tell
me everything she could think of to tell me about anything I might want to know and she
just gave me a whole load of stuff now, which was very useful actually. Catalogues,
newspaper cuttings, all that sort of stuff that she’d been hoarding for the last thirty-five
years or something, which was very useful because there were some things I didn’t know
any more. And so she, but she does talk about it in terms of her property, you know,
because she owns this flat, so she’ll say, d’you think you’d want to live in the flat when I
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die or will you sell it. And I say, well I don’t know, you know. You’re not gonna die just
at the moment, so no idea, probably I’ll keep it, I say, probably, because then I’d have a
flat in London. Because probably I would keep it. So in that kind of practical way she
talks about it. She’s quite healthy actually. Frail, but quite healthy. So, so far up till now,
she hasn’t been in and out of hospital so in that sort of way she isn’t particularly engaged
with, in a physical sense, with me, but in a practical sense, you know. And there are
books, there are fantastic books she has; patterns and – mostly art books. And so every
time I embark on another set of paintings, another project, I’ll be talking about it with her
and she’ll say, I’ve just got this fabulous book, that she has had for the last thirty years and
she’ll give me that. She buys a lot of books as well for me, still, as if I was seventeen, you
know what I mean? But she’s near the best bookshops so that’s one, that’s her excuse.
But yeah, so in that sort of way, giving me the books, giving me the jewellery, giving me
the dinner service, that sort of thing, she, I don’t think she thinks she’s going to live till
she’s very old, but she’s quite healthy really so she could. I don’t know. I’d certainly
miss her, I must say.

Is it something that you think about?

Yes, it is really because, because I really like talking to her I suppose and I like talking to
her about what I’m doing and she’s interested in that kind of, she’s the kind of perfect
research assistant type interested. So she clocks it and then she sends you cuttings. So
she sends Susan cuttings about furniture, she sends – you know, whatever you say you’re
doing, then she says, ooh, The Evening Standard’s got a great article on this or, you know,
so she’s a great research assistant and so she chats about things in that way so I’d really,
really miss that. Her kind of caring about what I’m doing and wanting to be part of it.
Will be a real drag. [laughs]

Finally today, has, at any time in your life, has you know, thinking about religion or, you
know, issues around that been a factor in your thinking?

Well, I’ve avoided it. Well, first of all I was never brought up to be in any way religious.
I wasn’t stopped from doing anything, but I wasn’t encouraged to do anything. Then I
sort of started to live the kind of life that I thought that the Muslim members of my family
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would disapprove of so I avoided it still further. Then, I suppose then there became,
before this recent sort of incredibly tense political sort of discussion about it, became quite
a sort of political issue and I cannot at all deal with being told how to behave because I
kind of – and with a set of rules that’s kind of being constructed in some way as a kind of
prettied up social control. So I’ve avoided religion because that’s all I can see that it is;
different coloured versions of social control. And I’ve always been brought up to believe
that I could be responsibly behaved without having to follow some prettied up set of rules,
you know. And so I would avoid it, actually. But I am interested in the stories. I am
interested in what’s similar about the stories in one religion and the stories in another, or
the characters or the set of gods in one religion or another. So I’m very interested in the
kind of, the similarities, the differences, the richnesses and the narratives, but if all these
things are interesting then they obviously are narratives that simply give you guidance for
how to live your life responsibly. And in that way I think I’m absolutely cool with
anybody who wants to follow any kind of religion, but for me it’s follow it for that
purpose. Once one set of people starts to impose it on another, I’ve had enough, I can’t be
doing with it. And so I touch lightly upon all those things. I probably have a much more,
a spiritual sense than my mother has in that I sort of feel a kind of – it’s really hard to
describe. I mean it is, needless to say, hard to describe, but I can sort of sense a presence I
suppose. I do a lot of gardening and looking after plants and I meet a lot of people and I
sort of feel that there is kind of God in all those things. So that’s the kind of where I’m at
with it really. So it’s not in a sort of religious sort of way I think, but if you engage all day
with making something out of nothing, blank piece of paper, something appears, plain
carpet, patterned carpet, the structure of plants, the look of people, what people say, how
some people say different sort of things than others or – you kind of get, you know, it
can’t be about nothing, it must be about a sort of sense of balance and a sort of striving
towards something. But I’m still absolutely a sort of, when you’re dead, you’re dead. But
I’m kind of quite optimistic about each day, you know, so about seasons and plants and
beauty I suppose. So that’s about the sort of where I, how I kind of engage with it. But
religion’s interesting, but useful for some people and not for others. I think. Useful for
men and not for women, I’d say. Very useful. I think that’s about all I’ve got to say on
that really.

[End of Track 2]
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[Track 3]

So it’s the twelfth of September 2006. Okay. So you talked a little about the home that
you came to with your mother when you first came to England, and then can you remind
me at what point you moved to London and where that was?

Yes, well as I say, I came to England when I was four months old and we really went
straight to Blackpool, or Lytham St Anne’s, whichever you like to call it, my
grandmother’s house and I think we must have moved then back to London kind of about
six months later and we moved to a kind of a block of flats really, I think you’d call them,
a sort of mansion flats, I think that’s really the kind of word used in London for that,
called Wymering Mansions which is just off sort of, well Maida Vale, kind of Warwick
Avenue kind of area. And then I don’t think we stayed there all that long. We lived there,
you know, with my auntie so it was the three of us lived there and it had been my auntie’s
flat while my mother was in Zanzibar. And then they bought a little house together in a
road called Biddulph Road, which is off Elgin Avenue in Maida Vale and that’s really
where I spent the time from being kind of very small to probably – no, probably about
eighteen months, something like that, till I was about, I guess it was about eight,
something like that. And that’s where my first cousin was born, in Biddulph Road.

In the house?

No, no, no. Actually in some – no, it’s a funny thing that because I wondered whether the
two cousins were actually born while my auntie was living in that house because I seem to
remember, my first cousin was born in May, but the second cousin was born in January
and it seemed like the most, one of the worst winters ever, one of those sort of 1962, sixtythree winters and I seem to remember a big kind of, you know, crisis about getting her to
hospital and so I think actually they must have moved out really soon after that. But it’s
funny that, because I don’t really remember him being in the house, I don’t remember two
children, but I guess I was just too full of myself really. So then, then we moved to
Lymington Road, which was off West End Lane, to a flat, a really nice flat actually with a
funny little balcony. And that was the flat that my grandmother sort of came with us to
and went backwards and forwards between our house and my auntie’s house in
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Winchmore Hill. And actually that house was, I lived next door to Emma Thompson, but
she was rather younger than me and I think I thought she was a bit, you know, young, naff.
I regret it now you see, I wish I’d have palled it up with her while she was seven years old
and I [laughing] could have been swanning about with, you know, the Hollywood set. But
that’s typical of me, you know. That was fun. I think actually she was very nice to my
grandma, I think my grandma rather liked her because she was sort of sweet and chatty,
but I think I thought she was too sweet and chatty really. So that was, I rather liked that
flat.

Who were the sort of, the neighbours, what kind of people were living in that area?

Well, in that Lymington Road? Well really all I can remember are, is that family and I
don’t think we really seemed to associate that much with the neighbours, but above us in
that flat, the flat above there were musicians; two violinists I think. And he seemed to go
on lots of tours and she was left behind and she was kind of unhappy and sort of
melancholy sort of woman and my mum would, you know, cheer her up now and again or
have cups of tea with her or whatever. Can’t remember the people who lived down below
at all. Obviously I was completely oblivious to them. I can’t believe that because I must
have been you know, eleven, twelve, thirteen and you’d think I’d remember, but I can’t at
all. I can just remember – for me that house is fantastic shops, sort of cake shops and that
sort of, you know, local shops on West End Lane, it’s go-karting down every street, all
round the back and all up towards Finchley Road. It’s a fantastic little falafel sort of café,
snack bar at the top of that road, just, or sort of opposite what’s now Camden Arts Centre
and what else is it? It’s mostly to do with food I think. But yes, a sort of, I don’t know, it
was a kind of really mixed sort of lot of people, quite a lot of Jewish people. On
Saturdays you would see all the Jewish people in the area walking to the synagogue,
which I’m not sure people do so much now, but then they would never ever drive on a
Saturday, they’d really follow the rules and go on foot. Yeah. It was really easy to get to
school. There was either a thirty-one bus I think. So there’s quite, I remember that quite a
lot, lots of you know, waiting for buses and being on buses. My whole sort of life at
school seemed to be waiting for buses and misbehaving on buses, being you know, really
loud and outrageous with the whole, you know, the whole lot of school friends. You
know, all that kind of battling for a seat and arguing and all that stuff. So that was – but I
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think quite a lot of time then is just taken up with school, you know. Yes, so that’s that
house and then when I moved from that house to I think a really kind of swish flat. I think
when my mother married my stepfather we moved to this really kind of swish flat, which
was sort of on Maida Vale, which was a sort of continuation of Kilburn High Road, but
the kind of, you know, slightly smarter end I suppose. And it was sort of, it was very chic.
It was sort of L-shaped and also had a little balcony over to a sort of big back communal
garden. But I can’t say we were very happy there. Somehow, I don’t know, there
somehow seemed to be a sort of air of melancholy which I can’t quite put my finger on. I
think maybe the money was a challenge there and I think maybe that flat was sort of too
expensive for them or something and there seemed to be lots of money hassles, you know,
and we didn’t stay there very long. And then, I was still at school and then they moved to
Belsize Park Mews, which is a tiny mews house. I mean sort of in today’s terms you’d
think that that was sort of more swish and expensive, but obviously it wasn’t, it was
obviously much more sort of manageable. It was a very modern mews house. Quite small
really. I suppose the living room downstairs was where the garage as it were, was, or
stables or whatever. And then upstairs there were just two rooms and a bathroom now I
think about it, you know, their room and my room. So it sounds absolutely minute, but I
really liked it there. I liked the neighbours a lot, you know, I babysat for their children
and yeah, just a wonderful sort of cobbled mews and this house had a lovely glass, huge
glass windows, you know, it was very, very nice. And opposite though was a bacon
factory, a bacon curing factory and it’s really strange because it was the only sort of
proper, you know, industry thing left in this mews. All the rest of it were these chic little
houses and there was this bacon factory full of, you know, funny old geezers smoking
bacon and you know, the delivery vans would come and deliver the uncured bacon I
suppose, or unsmoked bacon, I’m not quite sure what now. And sometimes the smell
would be absolutely horrendous, kind of like, well, unbelievable. And then a lot of the
time you wouldn’t notice, so – and there was a fantastic delicatessen at the end of the
mews, at the entrance to the mews and my stepfather would go down there often and have
huge long conversations – he’d be down there hours and hours – long conversations with
the people that ran it. ‘Cos, you know, they didn’t come from the same place, I don’t
think they were Viennese, but they had lots to talk about; Austria and the past and, you
know, and different sorts of food, obviously that they sold were the kind of food that he
really loved, you know. So he introduced me to things like rollmop herrings and
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Gugelhupf, you know, that kind of sponge cake with a hole in the middle and it was
fantastic, really lovely. And I loved that kind of village near there too, with like a
launderette and – I often dream about it actually, I realised. I’m often going to the shops
there. I’m not sure that, don’t seem to be the same shops but I kind of dream about it quite
often.

Could you tell me more about the sort of food that you would eat? What was your diet like
generally?

Then?

Yeah, well when you were growing up and so on?

Well it kind of, I have a funny thing with food really. I mean I think when I was very
young it was extremely plain, I mean my mother’s not the sort of person who spends very
much time cooking, she doesn’t particularly like it, she’s not that interested in it. So when
I was a small child was, I don’t know, it was fantastically unmemorable but I was made to
eat my food, to eat everything on my plate and to drink milk every day and all that sort of
thing, but I can’t really remember when I was very young what actually we did eat. I
suppose the normal things you ate like lamb chops and sausages and, you know, things I
would never eat now. Never anything fried, my mother is not a fryer of things really. But
before my mother married my stepfather I think we’d eat things like Vesta curries, sort of
like, they’d come in a packet, sort of packet food and you’d, the rice would be in a kind of
plastic thing and you’d just put that in the boiling water and then the curry bit of was kind
of almost dried and I think you kind of added water to it. It sounds terrible but we really,
really liked it. And meatballs from a tin, Campbell’s meatballs. So food like really, and
then when she married my stepfather, then we’d eat things like, he taught me to make
Wiener Schnitzel, but still the same kind of roast lamb Sunday lunches and – but I suppose
it was those little snacklet sort of things that I was introduced to by my stepfather, those
sort of, I don’t know, those delicious little cake things, cheesecake and all the sorts of
things I’d never really, never really eaten at all till then. And we’d go out for coffee and
cake to fantastic cafes on the Finchley Road that aren’t there now, all run by European
Jewish people. I don’t think he really knew them, but he knew people that were customers
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and you know, it was a sort of strangely exotic sort of continental life really. I liked it
very much. In a funny sort of way I think I kind of miss that about London more than
anything else I miss, even though it was actually years ago and it’s a whole set of people
that aren’t there anyway now. Their children might be there, but they’re not there. Yeah,
so then, so that sort of got, I suppose my eating became steadily sort of more exotic and
we’d occasionally, we’d go out to Indian restaurants which I hadn’t really done, I hadn’t
really gone out to restaurants particularly. And Italian restaurants we’d go to. My mum
and I, I suppose used to go to tearooms. I’ve always been a person for tea and cake or tea
and biscuits or tea and something or other, you know. We used to go to a fish and chip
shop, a very, very nice one in Queensway somewhere, my mother and I, for sit down fish
and chips for sort of two and six and that was like a special treat. Seems bizarre now. But
that’s, we didn’t really go out to proper restaurants till, I don’t think, till she married my
stepfather. Yes. Yeah, I guess I did a lot of shopping. You know, I’d be the one to pick
up the, whatever we were having for dinner, before my mother and stepfather got home
sort of thing, so I became that sort of, you know, I got home and knew how to choose a
decent pork chop or pick up whatever it was we were eating that night, but I don’t think I
really sort of cooked it. But the cooking was really always pretty plain. We weren’t really
foodie sort of people, but very into the delights of sitting about chatting over coffee and
tea. I would say it’s one of my favourite things to do now. And Preston has got much
better since there have been more coffee shops and tea shops.

Would you have had guests over?

Not really, no. I don’t think we’ve ever been people really for having people round. I
think it’s something to do with, my mother’s not all that confident about cooking and no,
not really. As I say, when I was a very small child, children didn’t really come and play
with me in the house and people would come from Africa on their way to somewhere and
visit my mother, bring gifts from people that she knew or letters or things like that, but
only as a sort of passing through, they’d come for tea and then off they’d go. And they
had parties when she was younger, but not really that having people round. I don’t really
know why, but even now, she will go out with her friends rather than them come round.
House isn’t really about socialising, I think. I think that’s right, I don’t sort of recall, you
know, people coming for lunch or dinner or you know. I do think that’s something to do
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with London, in that you tend to meet the people that you meet, out but I think it’s also to
do with the fact she didn’t really, she isn’t very confident about cooking things.
And when you became like an older teenager, would you have brought friends in?

Oh yeah. Yes, yes, yes. I mean the people I went to school with, yeah, we’d sit around
and watch Crossroads, drinking instant coffee and eating chocolate biscuits. Yeah,
definitely. In all of those houses as a teenager my friends would come round. Mostly it
was kind of watching television, gossiping and eating stuff, really. Fantastic when I lived
in the house with the delicatessen at the end of the street because then I could rustle up
quite sort of sophisticated snacks without doing anything. That’s kind of my speciality
really, is knowing where to buy something rather than cooking it. Yeah, so yeah, friends
came round in all those houses and I went round to their houses for endless hours. God
knows what we were doing, but mostly we did seem to be gossiping about other friends,
watching ludicrous soaps on television, pretending to do homework I suppose and eating
biscuits. It was actually really good, I liked it a lot.

When you went to their houses, would they be living similar kind of lifestyle to you or what
kind of homes were they in and so on?

Yeah, I suppose they were sort of similar, yes. Probably different in that there were more
brothers and sisters about, more untidiness than my house, probably their mothers were
about. When I went to their houses their mothers were sort of there, whereas mine, when
they were there my mother was probably at work, if you see what I mean and they’d go
when she came home, sort of thing. So it was, yeah, sort of similar. Good friend of mine,
her father was a second-hand car dealer and her mother, I don’t think her mother, yes I
think her mother did some kind of market research thing or something like that in really
early days of market research, so it was a kind of mixed sort of household and she had a
sister and a half-brother and a half-sister, and so you know, that was kind of the same sort
of mishmash kind of not very straightforward life in the same way that mine was, you
know. So yes, sort of similar really. You know, not that kind of – I suppose my friends
were not exactly people with totally conforming kind of households, but pretty normal in
the everyday, but maybe for the time it was a bit more, people without dads or divorced or
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whatever. But to me that just seemed like London life, you know, rather than suburban
living. Yeah, pretty similar sort of places really, sort of similar sort of people.

Were they from a kind of mixture of backgrounds, you know, culture and so on as well
or…

No, not really, no. Not really any, I didn’t really have any black friends at all. They were,
I mean this one with the dad who was a second-hand car dealer, her mother was American
and then another person I knew lived up in Hampstead in a flat, which sounds very swish,
but I think it was a pretty ordinary kind of flat, it was just they’d lived there a long, long
time and they were, there were about three or four of them and they were Irish family, but
kind of incredibly Irish as if they had come from Ireland, but I don’t know if they had but
they seemed as if they had come from Ireland, you know. Yeah, sort of a mixture of
backgrounds. Another friend of mine, her dad owned a fish and chip shop, or fish shop,
wet fish shop with fish and chips sort of in the back, but that was the nature of the class
that I was in at school, was this kind of mishmash mixture of people who didn’t sort of
come from professional families, came from a whole mixed bag of sort of people. I don’t
know, hardworking people I suppose I’d say. Didn’t really know anybody’s parents who
stayed at home or – nobody seemed to have money in that way, just worked, but nobody
was kind of fantastically poor either.

Would they have owned their homes?

Hard to say, I haven’t really got any sort of comprehension of that at all. Not sure. I
really don’t know. Probably not actually, but couldn’t really tell. I’m not entirely sure, I
was sort of, it was not the sort of thing I would even think about.

Did your mother own her home?

Yeah, yeah, because from moving into the, from Wymering Mansions when I was very,
very small, to the little house in Biddulph Road that my mother and auntie had – they
bought it together, and so from that time on she always owned her houses. I mean she
obviously was always borrowing, you know, getting mortgages to own it, but it was
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owned rather than rented. Yeah, they managed to do that because they asked, I think my
grandma gave them some money towards this first house and then they borrowed some
money from a man, yeah they knew him well I think and he was a sort of part of that set of
lawyers and journalists and all those sort of people they knew, a guy called David Astor
and he was I think the brother to Lord Astor I think, I forget, I think brother or a different
cousin or something. And they, I think he said to them, don’t bother borrowing money
from a mortgage company because it’s just, you’re just throwing money away, borrow it
from me and they paid it back to him, you know, because they’re fantastically sort of
religiously, you know, straight about money, so they paid it back to him but I don’t think
they had to pay any interest. I think they just paid him, you know, whatever it was. And
it took them years and years to pay it, but – so they got a really good start I think by doing
that and they’ve both owned their houses ever since.

And that home, how long were you there for?

That little house, the one that they first bought…

The one in Belsize Park Mews.

Oh, the Belsize Park Mews one, well… ah… I guess I must have been about, be about
twelve or thirteen, maybe – not long I don’t think. It does seem extraordinary, but I think,
because I lived in one more house, one more home with them before I left home, so I
guess maybe from something like fifteen, sixteen till about seventeen. It seems ages, so
maybe it was like fourteen to seventeen, something like that. It seemed like a long time
but that seems incredibly short doesn’t it? Yes, I’m not entirely sure, but I was certainly
in the next house in Eton Avenue, which is just round the corner from Swiss Cottage, I
was only there really between being about seventeen and nineteen. Yeah, I’ve lived in
quite a few places for quite short times but I think some of it was that my mother was
always trying to make a little money on the houses she had so that she eventually wouldn’t
have to pay a mortgage, and she succeeded, you know, sort of really one house later in
doing that, so I think that was a lot to do with that. She’s not, she wasn’t afraid of moving
and she liked, she liked new houses as well. She doesn’t really like old houses. She just
likes contemporary things and I think that changing, don’t think, the changing houses was
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a lot to do with money, trying to recoup, pay less mortgage and all that sort of thing. But
yeah, it seems an incredibly quick, short time to live places. I hate moving. I really, really
hate it, you know, always seems, the thought of it seems just such a big palaver to me.

How did you feel about it as a child?

Well, I obviously didn’t – I can’t even remember it. You know, I cannot remember the
physical thing of moving from Biddulph Road to Lymington Road, from Lymington Road
– it doesn’t come into it at all. So either I was sent away for the day and my mother did it
or else it actually was sort of trauma free. It could be that I just simply wasn’t there.
[laughing] Which is why I don’t like it, because actually I don’t know how to do it very
well. Could be that. I don’t know at all. She could have just very smoothly managed it.
But that does seem a bit efficient to me.

So you can’t remember any kind of emotional sort of thing about, you know, investing
emotion in one place and then finding yourself in another and…

Not at all, it’s completely bland, do you know what I mean? Houses and homes simply
weren’t like that, they weren’t things that you invested emotions in, they were places that
you left to go to work or left to go to school. You know, imagine if I was the sort of
person that went to school every day, then I was hardly ever in it. Saturday was spent out
shopping and doing that sort of thing. Sunday was spent cleaning it. Monday, back at
school and it was incredibly a routine. It wasn’t really till I got much, much older that I
realised that people didn’t eat the same things on the same day, but we would always eat
the same thing on a Monday, a Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and a Friday and I found it
really difficult to get out of that habit. In fact, I haven’t really got out of that habit.
[laughs] I mean I have, but I’ve got sort of back into it, I just have that, exactly that same
attitude to oh, if it’s Tuesday we might as well have baked potato, kind of thing. It’s
really bizarre to have come full circle and find myself behaving the same way. But no, we
didn’t really invest sort of much emotion in those houses or in those flats or – they were
just places you lived and places you went to work from and how near they were to the tube
was important and what the shops were like round the corner was important.
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Did the sort of, the building itself, the space mean anything special to you?

Well I can remember every single one of them, so I think yeah, I really, I’m really very
interested in them as spaces and the size of them and, you know, I could draw them all and
remember the sort of staircases in all of them and tiles if there were them and front steps
and sort of sizes of the rooms and what you could see out of the window is very clear to
me, but as buildings, I think, I think that’s sort of how I’ve become with the places I live,
they’re very much buildings and what do they do and what can you do in them rather than
anything else. I liked them a lot and have great affection for a lot of those places, they had
a certain style to them and a sort of yeah, they were stylish places to live somehow. My
mother’s not interested in living in a sort of suburban house, you know, I think she would
have, she wouldn’t have liked that at all. I think her ideal is definitely, my sort of ideal
really is that sort of, I don’t know, very smooth lines and a lot of glass and very plain, you
know, without kind of features and places where dust can gather, you know. My mother’s
very clean. [laughs] Yeah, so I liked the places very much, but as buildings or as – yeah,
and also I think I would aspire to live in those sorts of places if I still lived in London, I
would want to live in any one of those sort of places again. So a kind of little mews house
or a mansion flat. My mother thinks I’m really mad to sort of want that, but I really rather
liked that sort of living in a flat that was so solid, there was something incredibly solid
about those mansion blocks.

So I mean would you like things like picture rails and cornicing and stuff, or you didn’t
like that?

Well, it’s funny. I’m very good at living what I find myself in. I mean in some senses
that’s how I sort of do quite a lot of things, this is a situation and I kind of manage the
situation. But I don’t know, I have this sort of ambivalent thing where I love the sort of
smooth lines and plate glass, but I love the sort of solid mansion sort of feel. And in a
sense either one is fine, but something that’s quite definite I suppose. It’s perhaps a
feeling of space, it’s perhaps not the architecture at all, but however small a kind of
smooth, glass, modern place is there’s a feeling of space, even if it’s kind of a small kind
of cubic feet, if you like. And then those old fashioned flats also are very kind of
spacious, there’s a lot of sort of air in the room if you know what I mean. So I think
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maybe it’s that, it’s a sort of sense of possibility I suppose, that you get from a room that
has extra dimensions. If you can see a lot outside or, and a lot of light comes in, or if the
room itself is sort of high. I think that’s what it is, perhaps it’s not actually the
architecture at all, but the space. Don’t know.

Can you perhaps tell me about some of those details from the homes that you were in as a
child, you know, things like tiles and wallpaper and that kind of thing?

Yeah. Well I mean despite the fact that my mother thinks I ought to be able to remember
it, I can’t remember anything about Wymering Mansions at all except I’ve seen it from the
outside and so I know what it looks like. And there are great photos of me in it. Looking
very cute and tiny. But this house in Biddulph Road was, actually now if you look it,
incredibly ordinary house, but it, I don’t know, it had some very sort of, they had some
lovely furniture actually. They had a beautiful coffee table that was, that was black and
white that had a sort of black and white print the length of it, of a leaf. So the whole table
was sort of, this one big leaf, absolutely beautiful. And then a lovely sofa, beautiful blue
sofa and a red radio and these yellow and black striped deckchairs, lovely little wrought
iron plant holders. Gorgeous curtains. Now I can only think of them as sort of that sort of
– they were certainly black and white and yellow, but I can’t quite remember the pattern,
but it was one of those sort of incredibly contemporary fifties sort of designs. I do
remember the old fashioned stove. In those days gas stoves were those little grey, little
grey sort of stove on little legs with a sort of little, funny little door and flames coming out
rather than now, we have an electric oven and the thought of flames coming out of the hob
is really kind of quite peculiar. But we didn’t have a fridge in that house, we had a pantry,
which was, I don’t know, I rather liked the pantry. Not quite sure why, it wasn’t quite as
nice as my grandma’s pantry, but probably because it didn’t have as many sort of delicious
sort of [laughs] cakey sort of biscuity things in it. And it had a lovely garden that house,
with very high hedges, as I said that I used to sort of go through to the children next door’s
house, but they had lots of roses and gooseberries, lovely lawn and - I think my auntie did
most of the gardening in that house – and lovely mimosa. I think it was, I seem to
remember this incredible smell. Yeah, so I don’t know, it seemed a bit like a sort of dolls’
house in a funny sort of way, but strangely perfect in my mind and although it seemed big
at the time, I think actually it was quite small and sort of beautifully formed. There just
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seemed to be very nice things about it. Lots of wood everywhere. Obviously the doors
were wooden, but you know, somehow they were kind of very wooden sort of wooden.
[laughs] There seemed to be a lot of wallpaper but I know I had the habit as a child of
peeling it off, I peeled a lot of wallpaper off in my bedroom and a lot of wallpaper in the
kitchen. I can’t remember the wallpaper in the bedroom, my bedroom, but I seem to think
it was just plain. You know, not really patterned, I can’t seem to recall a pattern. But I do
have this thing of remembering sort of picking away at it. But it’s a bit, in a way that
house is funny because different people came and went, you know, first of all it was my
auntie and my mother and me and then my uncle came to live there and things, so I sort of
lived in different bits of that house, so at one point places that were my bedroom became
my cousin’s bedroom and the sort of little attic room at the top and things that were the
dining room then became my bedroom, if you see what I mean. They seemed to divide the
house in half for a while when they both lived there. So it seems like incredibly crowded
to me now, because it really wasn’t big, but perhaps that’s why they didn’t live there for
that long, perhaps it was just too small. But they did have, actually strangely enough I’ve
just remembered, they did have at least two people who were lodgers in that house before
my uncle married my auntie. One of them was the lady that came – yes, she was a lodger
in that house I think – that came to meet my mother at the bus stop where the airport bus
sort of came when I was, you know, when I first came to England and you know, who is
really a great friend of my mother’s and my auntie’s who, they still meet up now. Yeah,
so it was a sort of neat house, that one, with some lovely, lovely things in it. Lovely
ashtray, sort of grey ashtray with – the pattern on it was just three sort of, it was a white
ashtray with three grey brushstrokes across it, just so chic. Beautiful thing. I think my
mother might still have that, but I don’t know who smoked. Unless my auntie smoked, I
think maybe, because my mother never smoked. But – so maybe she doesn’t have this
ashtray any more actually, now I think about it. But anyway, that was another just
delightful object.

Where would she have got objects like that?

Well, there were always lots of lovely little shops in London then. I don’t know where
these shops were, I suppose they were in Hampstead maybe. I’m not sure, maybe you
could buy those sort of things in Whiteleys. The record player came from Whiteleys,

Lubaina Himid Page 79
C466/249 Track 3

maybe the plant stands and the deckchairs came from there. It seemed to be a fantastic
shop that had everything in it. It was really like an absolute treasure trove. Could be that
they came from there. Queensway, that whole sort of Queensway and Bayswater area did
have some marvellous shops in it. Wonderful flower shops and dress shops, little
restaurants. It was very nice. Yeah, and other houses, in Lymington Road, yes the steps
up to the front door and the little porch seemed to be rather nicely tiled and a balcony and
a sort of, I don’t know, a funny sort of amateur dramatic set for Romeo and Juliet about it,
that whole, my memory of it sort of, it wasn’t sort of turret-y, but it had that turret-y,
balcony, pillar, different sort of levels feel to it. I’ll have to go back and have a look and
see if it really was like that. And very dark red brick. It was quite a dark flat actually, that
one, now I think about it, but yeah, but quite high ceilings and always a lot of, there were
always a lot of paintings about and a lot of books, I think a lot of books, and a lot of
records.

Where would the paintings and books have come from?

Well, again I think the books were sort of, were novels that my mother would buy and art
books that she’d buy. She was always one for buying books, I still have books that she
bought me in sort of 1960. Fabulous Grimm’s Fairy Tales things or beautiful, very big but
thin picture books; Aladdin or the Madeleine books. So she was always buying books as
sort of objects and she seemed to buy a lot of books for her work too. Lots of books of
patterns, you know, paper designs and batik and all kinds of things that she used at work.
But I’m not sure whether those books actually came and went, that sometimes they were
in the office at work and sometimes they were at home.

So were they sort of used?

Yes, yes. I mean it’s funny that, because I think she would say that – she reads a lot now
– but I think she would say that she didn’t read a lot then, but I seem to remember a lot of
books about. So maybe they were sort of more looking books than they were reading
books, if you know what I mean. Most of the books I had were library books, from school
libraries or the local library. And the paintings, yeah. Sometimes they were gifts, I think
people gave her paintings quite a lot, because she knew a lot of textile designers because

Lubaina Himid Page 80
C466/249 Track 3

they worked with her and worked for her, but I think they also, you know, would buy each
other small paintings from little galleries or they might paint things themselves and then
give them to her.

Can you remember any in particular?

There was this fantastic thing, a sort of – that she still has – just an abstract shape thing,
quite small, about two foot by two foot I suppose and kind of a white kind of sail shape
with a kind of grey triangle on it and then some kind of pale blue and a blob of red,
something like that, in this lovely white frame. I think that was painted by a textile
designer that she knew. Yeah, it’s a funny thing, seemed to be a lot of visual things to
look at. But the predominant thing probably was the sort of furnishings. Nothing really
ever was very old fashioned somehow. There weren’t ever landscapes or portraits or
things like that. Just rather small little contemporary watercolour things.

And did you like them, the things that were there?

Yes, I did. Yes, I’ve always liked, I mean I always liked her ornaments as well very
much. Yeah, there was nothing really that I can think of that I thought was sort of
hideous, you know, or wondered why she had it, but I suppose I was quite accepting of her
taste. I think she taught me that her taste was rather good and I believed it [laughing],
d’you know what I mean, I don’t think I really questioned it very much.

What kind of objects?

Well, this wonderful silver I suppose it was, I don’t know if it was silver now, sort of
rosewater container that she’d brought back from Zanzibar. There was a lovely basket
with shells that she’d brought back from Zanzibar with the shells she’d brought back from
Zanzibar as well, which I have now because she’s given that to me with the shells. And a
lovely wooden, three little wooden birds on a kind of branch I suppose, that I think
somebody carved, carved it for me when I was a baby because it has 1954 on it, but I
don’t think it was a carver from Zanzibar, I think he was from somewhere else, but all the
years, you know, since I was born, she had it in her houses and then she gave it to me
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quite recently. That was a really lovely thing. And a ceramic hen; grey and white ceramic
hen. Everything was sort of quite monochrome really, or just two colours, you know. She
was never really one for sort of brightly coloured or exotic sort of things. Only recently,
you know maybe in the last twenty years, she’s begun to buy very swish and expensive
cushions, but they were, I think in those days they were all rather sort of plain with one
kind of slash of colour on them or something. Yeah, there were quite a few objects.
There’s a fantastic piece of furniture, which I have now, which is a long, eight foot long
low wooden bookcase with two doors and shelves on either side. And it’s made of
African mahogany and she designed it when she was in Zanzibar, or she did the drawing,
she would say I didn’t design it, I just drew it on a piece of paper, and the carpenter, a
carpenter made it up for her and the proportions of it are absolutely beautiful. It’s just
very plain and very simple, very heavy, lovely wood. And she brought it back, I mean she
obviously had it shipped back from Zanzibar and gave it to me when I was about nineteen
or so. I think she was just moving to smaller and smaller places and so I’ve lugged this
piece of furniture round, which I’m deeply, deeply fond of, for the last thirty years or so.

What do you use it for?

Oh it has books in it, it has books in it in my bedroom and some of the same ornaments on
it that she had on it. So it has the basket of shells on. It doesn’t have the rosewater thing
because I haven’t got it yet, but [laughs] I’ll get it one day. I’m sure she’d give it to me if
I asked her, but I don’t want her to give me things really, any more things, because I
always feel a bit funny when she does. Yeah so – and I’ve always used it as a book shelf,
a bookcase rather, and sometimes I’ve – she didn’t do, but sometimes I’ve put books along
the top as well, but now I’m doing what she did and put ornaments on the top. Sad, but
true. [laughs] There’s quite a lot of furniture – well, quite a lot of furniture – there’s a
day bed that was always in our houses which is now in my house, which is wooden, which
comes to pieces and it’s sort of just a narrow, a narrow thing and I think one of us, I think
she must have slept on it. And it was painted white when she had it and then I think
stripped and I think I actually prefer it white, I don’t know why. I don’t know why I did
that really. I think it was kind of chipped and the paint wasn’t that good. I think she slept
on it for a while, I’ve slept on it, you know, as a bed, but now I just have it around as a
sort of, well it’s supposed to be a settee but everyone uses it as a table really. And a very
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nice pair of Lloyd Loom chairs, sort of white, wicker chairs I suppose. I’ve only got one
of those now, but yeah, I’ve got a funny thing about sort of furniture and things that she’s
given me that I really liked. And the only thing actually I really wish I still had, that I
don’t have, were the deckchairs. I kind of dream about those. [laughs]

Is it important to you that you keep these, these items?

Absolutely, yes. I think I, I couldn’t bear to part with them and any flat or house I ever
had has to have enough room in it somewhere for this eight foot bookcase. It doesn’t
matter if it’s in a hall or a bedroom or wherever it is, but yes, they’re very, very important
to me. I mean I, actually there isn’t that much furniture in this house. I mean it’s a big
house, but those are the things I’d take really. Yeah, it’s very important.

And the house in Belsize Park Mews, what was that like?

Well as I say, that was kind of quite small. I can still remember art on the wall but I
couldn’t really tell you, you know, it was just more of it, you know, again sort of prints,
small prints and small watercolours and the same ornaments really. There was very much,
if you kind of followed my mother’s style, if you see what I mean, if you, people lived
with my mother they, you have what my mother decided so my stepfather didn’t sort of
bring, you know, great big pieces of furniture or paintings or whatever. He may well have
had them but there was no way they ever entered into [laughing] where we lived,
everything that was chosen was chosen by her and you just went along with it. So I don’t
really know whether he liked it or not or whether he had an opinion or not. I think he
probably did because he was quite stylish himself, but I don’t remember him bringing
some piece of furniture that he’d had since, you know, the 1950s or anything with him.
Yeah, it was, it was a very tiny sort of, tiny house I suppose it was. It had a lovely glass
door and you went straight into the living room and then off to the side was a kitchen
which was absolutely tiny. But, well I don’t suppose my mother minded as she didn’t
spend much time in it. You know, you put the chops under the grill or the roast in the
oven and that was it and there was a dining table in that room. We seemed to be the sort
of people always that sat at dining tables to eat. I still find, I do, but I still find it difficult
to eat with the food on my knee. I’m not that, you know, adept at it, I didn’t learn young
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enough, you know. And it had a lovely open wooden staircase which was just, was just
divine, you know, just sort of wooden slats. And then up to these two rooms; their
bedroom and my bedroom and the bathroom. Really, I think it must have been absolutely
tiny, but I always have had my own room and I think that was my little world really and I
made a lot of art in that room. Sort of quite, I don’t know, intense sort of paintings –
sorry?

You’d always had your own bedroom I imagine?

Yes.

Yeah. So how did that sort of room change, how did you sort of personalise that room as
you moved and got older?

Well, the very first room in Biddulph Road had a lot of dolls in it that didn’t ever get
played with, if you see what I mean, they were sort of ornament type dolls and had you
know, toys in it that I played with, you know, like the teddy bear and things, and my own
sort of, own little bed. I’m not entirely sure what it looked like, except it was, it sort of
had sloping roofs because it was a tiny little attic room and seemed very high up and away
from, you know, what was happening, but I don’t really remember what it looked like
except for a sloping roof, a tiny window that you couldn’t look out of because it was
obviously too high up and I was too small, and a lot of, I think maybe it was a sort of dolls
from other lands sort of thing, I think maybe people, friends of my mother’s would buy me
these and they’d just sit there, on the shelf or something. And then later houses like
Lymington Road, I – I don’t know what I put on the wall actually, it’s very strange. I
certainly was never, ever a person to put pop posters on the wall. I think maybe I had
posters, art posters probably, actually now I think about it but I can’t remember a single
one, but I can imagine things like, you know, sort of Picasso posters or Matisse posters or
Miro posters. All that sort of thing rings a bell, kind of flat, colour, abstract sort of
modernist things bought at galleries. We used to go a lot to the Commonwealth Institute
and I know I would buy flags, so I know there were definitely flags around in my sort of
room, African flags and art sort of posters, books, but not really pop posters. I did listen
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to a lot of pop music but I don’t think that was considered the sort of thing I wanted to put
on my walls.

You didn’t think so?

No, my mother didn’t think so and she would very much – I don’t think I could do what I
liked in that room, any of those rooms really, I think she did decide what was suitable to
put on the walls.

Why did you put the flags up?

Why?

Why did you buy them and why did you…?

Well, I think you could go to the Commonwealth Institute and there was a shop and that
was the sort of thing I would buy with my pocket money, I think I just liked them and
you’d get a little stand and this little sort of metal stick and then the sort of nylon flag. I
don’t know, I think I just, I liked them and it was a sort of I don’t know, I suppose it was a
bit of Africa without having an actual African object. I think in a way I was taken to the
Commonwealth Institute to kind of introduce me to this sort of idea of Africanness which
I don’t know that I really was terribly, which I’m still not terribly good at knowing how to
speak about, you know.

What d’you mean?

Well, I don’t know. It’s that sort of strange thing of being the only black person in lots
and lots of situations as a small child in a city where, when I was a small child, there
weren’t many black people, so people would ruffle my hair and say, ‘Oh, what lovely
curly hair’ or ‘Isn’t she lovely?’ or ‘Where are you from?’ or ‘Isn’t she pretty?’ and all
that sort of thing on buses and in shops and all that sort of thing. I was always a sort of
object, but I didn’t feel any different. I mean I didn’t know, I just felt like me, so that
seemed odd that to other people I felt like something different. So I’ve constantly been,
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sort of pondered that, how you feel just normal but people looking at you and engaging
with you treat you – pleasantly I have to say, mostly – but as different, as a different sort
of object. So that, that Africanness was, I think I began to wonder if I was supposed to
feel different than I actually felt. I didn’t really feel very connected to Africa. I knew I
was African and my father was African, but I didn’t feel particularly connected to that, it
seemed a sort of frightening place where my father had died, so I didn’t really, you know,
engage with it.

Did you always feel, you know, that sort of strange feeling or did it at some point become
an issue for you?

No, I think it suddenly, it strangely, gradually became not an issue. I think it always was
an issue, was always slightly frightening, slightly sort of place that I didn’t necessarily
actually want to go back to, until I got older and older and then I thought I really need to
because I obviously do want to go back, but it had become so frightening, I’d come up
with so many excuses as years had gone by. Real reasons and excuses as well, you know,
to do with money and time, all those things. So yeah, it took a lot of years for it not to be
an issue. But what were we talking about, rooms.

Bedrooms, yes.

Yeah, so… I still think as though I made a lot of art, I’m not really sure I put it up on the
walls, I think it was just sort of kept. Art was very much something you did, but wasn’t
necessarily something to do with showing it or showing it off.

Would you have liked to?

Well no, I don’t think so, I don’t think it was, I don’t think I ever thought it was real art
because I think probably just because I saw so much real art that I could tell the
difference, that I was trying to make art like that but it didn’t seem that it was quite the
same. You know, I was trying to get certain colours and not being able to get them. And
making, I made lots and lots of drawings, which people in my family do still have, kind of
pen and ink drawings, sort of op-arty, patterny sort of drawings. They seemed to be
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around but I’m not entirely sure they were on the wall. My mother has some of them on
the wall now, even ones that I did when I was sort of fifteen, sixteen. I think she thought
they were good, but I’m not sure we put them up on the walls. I don’t know what we did
with them, they were obviously kept somewhere because she still has them.

But would they have had to be sort of aesthetically or artily good to go up on the walls?
You know, was there a sort of criteria to...?

Hmm, well there would have been, yeah, they’d have to have been that good to go up in
rooms that were not mine, certainly, I mean [laughs], yeah. But I don’t know, I don’t
remember putting them up on my walls because I, strangely enough the reason I know I’d
remember is that I would be able to put them what I put them up on the walls with. I
would know that it was a nail or it was a, you know, and I can’t ever remember banging
nails into those walls of my bedroom or sellotape or – no. So maybe… I don’t know.
Maybe they were just around. Those rooms were very much mine, but – oh – yeah, they
were very much mine, but I’m not sure that they were covered in my art. I really think
that the art on the wall were definitely sort of posters from exhibitions. I shall probably
remember at some later date what on earth it was.

Can you tell me a little bit about how your drawing or you know, what kind of art making
were you doing at home and how that kind of changed as you became a teenager?

Well, yes. I suppose I didn’t really start drawing at home a lot till I was about eleven,
something like that, I think. They were fantasy drawings really, they were, I suppose they
were glorified doodles really. Lots of drawing with black line, sort of patterns that kind of
grew out of other patterns, faces that grew out of patterns, patterns that grew out of faces,
that sort of thing really. Psychedelic sort of things I suppose you’d call them now, kind of
hippy drawings. I think that was the sort of beginning of how I – and the poetry I wrote
was that sort of poetry as well, that sort of how one line would kind of grow out of another
line, which would grow out of another line. Sort of, a mixture of sort of nonsense and
fantasy I suppose. And then in a way I think the drawings were the same sort of thing.
Wasn’t really very interested in drawing natural objects or real objects and I don’t think I
painted all that much early on because of the mess it would make, but later on I did, you
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know, I was sort of fifteen, sixteen, then I would paint in my bedroom and I didn’t seem to
have made an awful lot of mess, but that was part of how you were in my house, you
didn’t make a mess, you know. Yes. I’ve always been quite interested in the sort of,
Hogarth sort of cartoons, Cruikshank and Gillray and they’ve kind of crept, that sort of
inclination towards that sort of exaggeration has always crept in and out. The drawings
didn’t really look like that, but that was what I was trying to sort of do I think, make
something that was slightly… I don’t know, unsettling in a sort of way… but not realistic.
So, but then gradually as I got older I would paint, again, kind of almost fantasy paintings,
maybe collage, so that something surreal, surrealist sort of thing, I suppose teenage
surrealist sort of things, you know, cut up one person’s body and draw a head on that was
somebody else’s head and that sort of thing. Not really very interesting at all, but fun to
do. I had lots of scrapbooks too and I’d cut out, you know, just stuff I found interesting
from newspapers and magazines. And then really never much looked back at those
scrapbooks, it was the sticking them in, it was the doing them rather than the admiring
them later or looking through them.

So you didn’t sort of use them as a reference?

Well I probably did, but not in that kind of – I’m the sort of person that still really collects
all sorts of bits and pieces and then I don’t really look at them again, but once I’ve
collected them it’s sort of stored. And I think that’s, the cutting out of those things and the
sticking them in the scrapbook was the storing them to memory for use later. I don’t ever
remember going through them and thinking, ah yes, that’s a nice pink, I’ll use that. But I
don’t do that now either. I look at a lot of things and then I’ll drag it out later. And I
know where it’s come from but I haven’t actually gone back to the cutting in the file. But
the act of sort of making the decision about keeping them is what’s kind of important.
And I sort of remember quite, really quite an intense sort of summer making work for my
foundation year portfolio.

D’you mean to go into foundation?

Yes, yes. That seemed to be, that seemed to be quite a sort of, I don’t know, a whole
intense sort of – maybe it wasn’t a summer, I suppose it must have been, I don’t know –
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but anyway a great long period of steadily building up this sort of work. I guess some of
the other things that were around in those rooms of mine were things I’d made on
Saturday morning, Camden Arts Centre, so I can remember a kind of metal, sort of twisty
piece of metal, sculpture, tin sculpture sort of soldered together. I mean it was a terrible
piece, I can see it now, but I mean it took weeks and weeks to kind of solder it together
and learn how to solder and all that sort of thing. So I’d have things I made around the
place, but not – I think I was making quite a lot of sort of 3-D things as well, now I think
about it. But I didn’t really ever think they were particularly good, but looking at them I
think I’d sort of really understood the achievement of making them rather than how
beautiful they were as objects, you know, I think I sort of understood that.

Did you have a facility for working in three dimensions?

Well I don’t think so now, if I can think, I can you know, think of those pieces and I think
they were really rather clumsy and not that well put together and certainly my models that
I made at art school, theatre design models were not at all well made, I wasn’t really very,
it didn’t ever turn out how I wanted it to turn out, you know, it was all a bit - it was
interesting enough, but was kind of clumsy. But it was always quite hard to get the
thinking I think to form itself into three dimensions. I think I quite liked doing it but I
wasn’t very good at it.

Did you have to have assistance, technical help, or was it important that you did it all
yourself?

Oh yeah, I haven’t really ever had any help to do something. Don’t know. I don’t think I
really understood that, that you could have somebody else to do things for you. I think it
took me years and years to understand that. But again, I think it was a lot to do with the
time that that was, you know. Yeah. I mean much later on, all the cut-outs I ever made, I
always did the cutting out. Never occurred to me to get someone else to do it. Yeah. So I
suppose those rooms were surrounded, they had in them things that I’d made and things
that I’d seen.
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You mentioned posters, maybe Picasso, Miro, that kind of thing. Any others, you know,
other artists that you would have, you know, selected in that way?

Yeah. I don’t really think I can I certainly sort of, I can’t really remember any other
artists. I think I didn’t really understand then the cult of admiring one artist, you know.
To me, everything I looked at was either interesting or it wasn’t. I didn’t really know
about being clever about knowing that one thing was a Picasso and one thing was
something else, I didn’t really, I wasn’t either taught that that was clever or I didn’t know
that that was a way you could show off, so I would just like a thing because I liked it. You
know, lots of the artists I was looking at as a teenager were a great mixture of things, you
know, I liked to look at Bridget Rileys in the Tate, but I know also that I loved the Tissots.
I never liked the pre-Raphaelites, all too big and something slightly excessive about them
or something, but the Tissots I loved them for their kind of, now I kind of see that they’re
rather more kind of hearty and you know, low brow, but I loved them for that kind of
sharp, brittle sort of colour and the same dresses over and over again. So for me going to
art galleries was just about the pictures and what was in them rather than oh, admiring one
artist or another. I hated the Giacomettis. There was a time when there were Bridget
Rileys and there were always Giacomettis walking across in front of them and in those
days I think, they had those hangs for years and years rather than six month changes and I
just loathed the way they kind of clodhoppingly walked in front of these paintings. So
that’s a sort of image of a – but I mean I knew at the time I suppose who those artists were
but I didn’t understand that making a habit of going to an exhibition because it was such
and such an artist.

Did it matter whether something was figurative or non-figurative?

No, I don’t think so at all. No. I mean in a sense it still doesn’t matter, I sort of, I’ve
never really followed any particular rules about what I liked and what I didn’t like and
things just sort of appeared in front of me and I made decisions about whether, what I
liked about them. I would say though that that playing with colour and then on the other
hand being clever with drawing were the things that I would go for, but other than that, no,
not really.
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Did you see any difference between, you know, the fine art Bridget Riley and all that kind
of thing and the, you know, the Gillray, Cruikshank, and just did you see them as being,
one being kind of illustrative and one being art?

Not at all, not at all. I don’t think I realised at all that the Gillrays and the Cruikshanks
weren’t art or that people wouldn’t think of them as art. No, not at all. All of it was art to
me. To be frank, I’m not really, I don’t think I’ve ever made that distinction. Wouldn’t
occur to me to make that decision then, certainly. No, it was just a piece of creativity,
which is what I wouldn’t have called it then, but was just either interesting or it wasn’t.
You know, a rug was interesting or it wasn’t, a drawing was interesting or it wasn’t, or a
painting was interesting or it wasn’t and that was, it was all kind of the same thing really.
I guess because I was never taught that there was a hierarchy of these things, either in my
school art teaching or my mother, you know, never made those sort of – I think she would,
she probably thought that textile design wasn’t as grand as fine art. She would always
say, she would even say now, oh I couldn’t be a painter, but she could, you know. But she
has a great admiration for designers; furniture designers, ceramicists, textile designers –
she doesn’t think of them as, there being a hierarchy and I was never taught to think of
them like that. Being a theatre designer wasn’t, you know, that idea wasn’t a, oh because I
can’t be a fine artist, I can’t, just that I wasn’t particularly interested in drawing people
without their clothes on on a, you know, on a sofa, just seemed it wasn’t interesting.

Were you interested in pictures of that though, you know, not necessarily doing that, but
were you…?

No, because no, I don’t think so. You know, if you remember talking about Stanley
Spencer, it was much more the scenes of people either coming out of the ground or
walking through the village or crossing a bridge or grabbing swans or whatever, not
people lying about without their clothes on. No, I just, I’ve never actually been that
interested in that, it just seemed so [laughs], no I didn’t, it’s just ludicrous somehow, I just
can’t, it’s just not interesting, it’s, not enough is happening. I’m interested in art where
something’s happening, something’s moving or someone’s doing something. So I think
that was maybe what I was looking for and what I was wanting to sort of go and see.
Yeah, something happening in a painting or on a surface I think.
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And were you interested in finding out anything about the artist as a person at that point?

I don’t think so. I’m not sure that I entirely understood the relationship really between the
artist and the art. I don’t think I thought of – not sure I really thought about artists, which
seems odd. But I can see myself looking at these paintings, the Tissots or the Bridget
Rileys or the Giacomettis or whatever, the sculptures as a teenager and not thinking, oh I
wonder what it’s like to be Bridget Riley. They were objects and I liked them or I didn’t
like them. No, I don’t know that I became interested in artists until I became interested in
theatre design and had to find out about everything, which was, you know, and then I
realised that in order to make a room then you had to understand about a person’s life in
order to know what kind of coffee table they might have had. But I don’t think I made
those sorts of connections at all. Museums and galleries were places full of objects and
the objects somehow got there and I don’t know that I engaged really with how they got
there. Even though my mother was an artist, I didn’t really see her making the art because
she went to work to do it and you know, she made patterns on pieces of paper and then
they ended up as dresses in Marks and Spencer’s, but I didn’t really see that process, so it
was a bit kind of – no, I never really thought about artists and artists’ lives. No, not till
much, much later. I don’t know, I don’t think I ever wondered really what, how they, I
don’t think I even wondered how they came to make these things. Perhaps just a complete
lack of curiosity really or else a sort of – I was just interested in the thing.

[End of Track 3]
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[Track 4]

Okay, was it when you were aged ten that your mother married your stepfather?

Yes, just about I think, yes. Yes. It was, she did ask me actually, whether I minded and I
thought oh no, I thought he was very nice, quiet sort of man and very nice and neat and I
rather liked him really.

How were you introduced to him?

Probably out, knowing my mother. I seem to think the Finchley Road came into it
somewhere and perhaps John Barnes, which was a big department store there, which is
now a Waitrose’s, next to Finchley Road station. I think maybe we met there and she
introduced me to him, and he was very quiet and he didn’t say very much, rather serious
kind of man. But I guess, I don’t know whether it was the time or what, but my mother
said it sort of, this is what I would like to do, is this alright with you? Didn’t really,
wouldn’t have occurred to me really to say no I don’t think so, I don’t want you to do this.
I think I thought how good it would be for – because I think, although it wasn’t true, I
think I thought I looked after my mother, you know, kept her company and I think I
thought it would be good if somebody else did that, it would give me more time to do
what I wanted, if you know what I mean. I should think aged ten I think it was a totally
false perception of things, but that’s how I think I thought.

Did you feel sort of responsible?

For her?

Mm.

Yes, oh definitely. You know, and then later when he died, I did again. So yes. I sort of
always – she’s never said that, you know, that that’s what I was supposed to do, but I think
I sort of felt that I was there to replace my father, you know, but whether I was four or ten
or twenty-two, I think that’s what I thought I was doing, you know. Not at all effectively I
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have to say, d’you know what I mean, she’s always been better at money than me and
houses and all those sort of things, she doesn’t need anyone to look after her, but I think I
felt that was what I was supposed to be doing.

So, kind of in adult mode?

Oh yes, yeah definitely. I think I’ve been in adult mode you see for a long time, but it’s so
odd now looking back that I think well, did I really think that. I don’t know if I really
thought that, but that’s how it seemed to me. Yeah, that she needed taking care of and
looking after and making sure everything was alright. But she isn’t really that sort of
needy kind of person. She’s incredibly independent. So it was obviously, wasn’t
something she did, it was just something I kind of thought I should be doing. Very
strange. Yeah.

Had she had other relationships?

Oh yes. I mean my mother was a great one for relationships, I mean always lots of, lots of
different men, who I think she took quite seriously and who took her seriously in the
moment but then went off and they went back to Africa somewhere. They mostly were
African men. Yes, I can remember a few. Mostly sort of politicians and diplomats, that
kind of type of guy, so I suppose you know, have a relationship with that kind of guy he’s
absolutely bound to be here for a while and then go, so I can only either assume that that’s
what she was interested in, that didn’t matter, or she thought we’d go back to Africa. And
I can’t really tell whether she had relationships with men who were going to be in England
for a short time for that, for either one of those reasons, but it was obviously either one of
those reasons. So yeah, lots of relationships with men really. Yeah, it’s the kind of
woman she is really. [laughs] And she’d be the first to say so, you know. That’s what I
mean about her, she’s incredibly un-judgemental, but of course she couldn’t be
judgemental because she did what the hell she liked and didn’t expect to be told otherwise.

Did she bring boyfriends home?
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Yeah, oh yeah. Yeah and they were always very nice to me actually and you know,
brought me nice things; dresses, chocolate. Terrific. [laughs] Yes, very pleasant men
really. But I suppose she’d mostly be out with them, you know out at parties or out at
dinners or whatever.

Were there any that you didn’t like?

Well I always didn’t like them when they left her, d’you know what I mean, because I just,
because she was upset and I didn’t like to see her upset. So, but none that I disliked. I
was fairly indifferent to them I think, I don’t know, I don’t know whether that was because
I didn’t see them very much or whether it was because there were a lot of them. No,
certainly none I didn’t like. I just really began to sort of get rather tired of them leaving I
suppose. So when she wanted to marry my stepfather I think I thought that was really
rather good and sort of settled somehow, you know. And I say, it didn’t seem to make a
lot of difference to how we lived our lives, except we did have more money and went on
what I realise now were rather good summer holidays. At the time I didn’t, I wasn’t very
interested because I didn’t want to sit in the back of a car and go on a driving holiday
because you know, but I got to see an amazing amount of places. You know, we went to
Salzburg and we went to, up the Rhine, quite a lot of the Rhine and the Rhone. We went
across France, you know, we went to Italy. Just saw so many beautiful museums and
buildings and churches and it was just absolutely fantastic. Luckily, I was kind of taking
in the visual kind of impact of it, but I was taking absolutely no notice at all as to what
actually, I never read a label. I’m a complete non-label reader, so I’d look at tons of
things but I wasn’t really interested in becoming scholarly in anything, you know. I mean
they weren’t the sort of people who would go on a beach holiday, the holiday was totally
about going to museums and churches and galleries and I didn’t have the option to stay at
the hotel, I just had to go where they went. So I got to see some amazing stuff.

Would you take pictures or you know, collect things?

No. I think my stepfather took pictures. He was a great one for the latest, you know, the
latest photographic equipment and so there are pictures of me looking rather sullen and
actually rather glamorous I now think [laughing], but I didn’t at the time, on holidays
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across Europe. Yeah, I didn’t take photographs but I think I picked up postcards, mostly
of buildings and I’d occasionally buy a book of you know, sort of souvenir book of
cloisters or stained glass windows or drawings or something like that, which I still those.
And I suppose I must have bought little sort of, perhaps kind of souvenirs, but not of
course, because my mother was influencing me, not your kind of cheap and nasty souvenir
which actually I quite like, but a rather sort of, something rather nice from a little Austrian
gift shop, you know, a kind of nice thing. Would be something that I would like, but the
shop that it was bought from would be, you know, kind of more in the sort of chic gift
kind of thing than the cheap tat kind of thing.

But you weren’t allowed to buy cheap tat?

I don’t think so, no. I mean… no. Don’t think there was any place for that sort of, that
sort of choice, you know. I became much more interested in those sorts of things when I
was much older. But no, I don’t – I’m not sure that I would have been interested, I’m not
sure, but I don’t think I would have been allowed to buy those sorts of things.

Did you have your own pocket money or would you sort of be bought for?

Both. Both. My mother was always buying me things, you know, like I say, books and
clothes and you know, sweets and toys and things all the time. But yeah, I did have
pocket money. I’m not entirely sure what I spent it on so I don’t think it was very much.
You know, it wasn’t the sort of pocket money that, I think it was pocket money that I
could use to sort of go somewhere or go out and buy, you know, Coca-Cola or whatever.
But it really was pocket money and everything that I wanted that was of any substantial
sort of money, my mother, my stepfather, whatever would buy for me. I don’t ever
remember, and of course it’s a habit I have never acquired unfortunately, I can never
remember saving up for anything and I still either have the money or I don’t have the
money, I’ve never, ever managed to save up for anything. And I expect that was, that
would have been quite a useful thing to have learned at an early age actually.

Did you do anything to earn money when you were a teenager?
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Well I have to say, the whole of my life living with my mother I cleaned the house every
Sunday with her, you know. I’m very good at it and I don’t much like it, but the money
was not in direct payment for doing that, but when I look back on it, that certainly is what
it was for. I, you know, I was a sort of small child – I had a fantastic, I’ve remembered
another toy I had when I was a small child, which was a wheelbarrow and a rake and you
know, a fork, sort of gardening equipment, great red wheelbarrow, but I was made, I
would say, to pick up all the rotten apples that had fallen from the apple tree and sort of
put them in a container, you know, to be thrown away. But for some reason or other that
was my job to do and I hated doing it because rotten apples are sort of horrid and they’ve
got things in them, you know. So always I was a kind of little helpmate person. So I
guess that’s what I got the pocket money for, but it never seemed to be in direct payment
for doing that thing. I was just expected to clean and tidy. So I did.

Did you have any kind of Saturday job, that kind of thing as well?

No I didn’t, I never had a Saturday job ever. And I had lots of friends who had Saturday
jobs. But no, I was completely cosseted [laughs], you know, I didn’t need to. I think that
my mother thought that I worked all week at school and that if I wanted anything she
would buy it for me or she wouldn’t and why would I want to work in a shop, you know,
when I could be in a museum looking at stuff.

Having to.

Yeah, yes. No, I never had a Saturday job. Terrible really. I worked a bit in an art gallery
actually, but it wasn’t really a Saturday job. It was this great gallery which was sort of in
a little street that runs parallel to Bond Street. I cannot remember the name of it, but the
man who owned it was a man called Gra… no, something Watson. Gray Watson? No. I
forget his name now, conveniently. And he was the father – the father-in-law – of my
drama teacher at school. Her husband taught at Central School of Speech and Drama and
he had this little gallery and occasionally when I was a teen, sort of I must have been
about sixteen, seventeen, but still at school, I’d serve, yeah I can imagine now I’m about
to say this, I’d serve drinks at private views [laughs] at this gallery. I certainly wasn’t
eighteen, because by the time I was eighteen I’d, you know, I was off doing something
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else. So that was kind of odd, so I did that, I got money for that and I was allowed to do
that. And I obviously looked incredibly exotic, you know, carrying trays of drinks round,
seventeen year old black girl. But it didn’t seem like that at the time, it just seemed like
hard work, you know, you had to wash the glasses up afterwards, you know, and serve the
drinks and be polite to people.

So you knew how to handle the private view from an early age?

Yes, I did. I probably knew better then than I do now actually. I knew it was all about
keeping conversation going and drinking I suppose and smiling and discussing work on
the wall, you know. People would ask me what I thought of the things on the wall. I think
quite often the work on the wall was actually the gallery owner’s work. He was quite an
interesting artist. Lyall Watson, his name was. And his son was called Lyall Watson as
well, which was very confusing. Yes, so no, I didn’t really have a Saturday job.

What sort of work was it, his work?

Well, it was, I suppose now I’d think it was a bit like a combination of late Picasso, sort of
slightly obscene, you know, bulls and women, line drawings. Bit like Peter de Francia and
a bit like late Picasso. You know the sort of, that sort of thing. That’s about the best I can
drum up really. Didn’t seem to make paintings, they seemed to be more sort of drawings,
etchings and pen and inks really. But it was nice and he had very glamorous girlfriends,
very sort of chic girlfriends. He was quite old by then, he must have been about, well,
how old – when you’re eighteen everybody seems old, but I think he was, yeah maybe he
was about fifty, sixty, something like that, but his girlfriends were about twenty-five.
[laughs]

And who else would come to the private views?

Well I don’t, I didn’t really ever, I don’t know that I ever got introduced to them beyond
the moment, but they seemed to be a lot of other artists. Those private views were a bit
like the scenes you see in sixties films of private views, so lots of thin men in thin suits
with thin ties and glamorous young women, yes and sort of, yeah, a great mixture actually
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I’d say. But I never really got introduced to anybody by name, I think I really was the
exotic serving girl [laughs] actually. I didn’t really, yeah, because yeah, I wasn’t, I mean I
wasn’t an artist, I was just a schoolgirl interested in drawing.

Can you tell me more about your relationship with your stepfather?

Well. I suppose he kind of, he knew me at probably the worst time anyone can ever know
anyone in their bored teenage years. And I suppose the worst I would think of him is that
he was dull, because he was quiet and he didn’t speak very much, and he didn’t really
seem to have incredibly strong opinions, you know. I think he did, but I think he just
wasn’t in the business of arguing with me. He was quite distant in a way, but he
introduced me to all sorts of things like he would listen to music a lot, he always had
lovely cars and he had things like you know, tape machine in the car. So we’d listen to
sort of Mozart, so he was very cultured in that way but not, just not particularly forceful
about anything really. And we would, on Sunday afternoons we would go to visit stately
homes, you know, which I am deeply grateful for, frankly, because again I was just
looking at lovely things and going to fabulous buildings; Blenheim Palace and really
gorgeous. So I liked that a lot, I liked the fact that he drove a car and that he knew about
cameras and he introduced me to really I suppose European music, in a very light sort of
way. But I can’t remember ever, ever sitting down and talking with him or being with him
much without my mother being there or us doing something together really. We always
did something as a sort of threesome. But you know, it was quite a lot of years that we
lived under the same roof really. But I suppose I was often out doing stuff.

What was their relationship like?

Well it seemed to be quite sort of, now I think about it, a little bit tense I’d say. You
know, there was this kind of strange thing about money I think sometimes. They used to
work in the same company and then he seemed to work in different companies, so I’m not
sure whether he perhaps didn’t stay in places that long once he left the firm where they
both worked. I think she’s quite sort of, well seemed much stronger than him. He seemed
more or less to do what she wanted him to do really. But yeah, they seemed to get on
well. Well, quietly, slightly strained and tense, but not really, no big rows or she didn’t
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really like it that much, you know I said that he would amble off and talk to the people in
the delicatessen for hours on end and I think he liked people much more than she did. He
was interested in what people, other people’s lives and the music they listened to and the
food they ate and I don’t think she really wanted to talk to people quite as much as he did.
She’s much friendlier now than I think she was then. But yeah, it’s funny that. We had
quite a big falling out, he and I, over the Arab-Israeli war and I think we kind of, well
neither of us were in that sort of extreme political sort of place of being Jewish and being
Muslim, but in a time when the world seemed to be taking sides, I think we kind of did
take sides and then therefore couldn’t quite speak about it with each other because we
fundamentally knew that we disagreed about whose land that was. But I can’t ever
remember us having kind of fallings, you know shouting or arguing, but that was much
more because he was that kind of man, you know. But I think he probably thought that I
was a – which I was – a naïve teenager that only knew the facts that I wanted to know.
But I think I was trying to, you know, how you do, I was trying to make kind of alliances
and find who I was and where I stood and that was a sort of instance where I thought I
knew where I stood, you know. Needless to say, as years’ve gone by, I’ve sort of seen it
for the complicated issue that it is. But I often used to dream about him after he’d died.
Just dream about him being kind of fairly, again, being fairly normal, but that he was
alive, which was odd and you know, I’d wake up in the morning and realise he’d died. So
I think there were perhaps lots of things I didn’t say to him or do with him that I should
have. You know, he just sort of was quietly in the background really. But I think I kind
of missed him, you know, that was the thing.

And what was it like for your mother when he died?

Pretty bad I think, in the kind of, it was about, it was 1976 but I was incredibly
preoccupied with my relationship with the man I was living with and my final degree
show. And so I was a bit angry because his dying sort of interrupted this, what I thought
was incredibly important, but I was also, she was very upset. I mean kind of incredibly
upset, but for a very short period of time and then she seemed to move on. So I think he
died in about, I guess it must have been – it’s quite hard to remember – but I guess it must
have been after Easter, about May, April, May, something like that I think, hard to
remember. And they’d, I think they’d booked to go on holiday somewhere so she
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obviously cancelled that holiday and I went with her on another holiday, I think, I don’t
think we went to the same place that they were going to go to. Anyway we ended up
going to Morocco, on a kind of coach tour to Morocco, and she was still really trying to
sort of get over it then but I seem to think that after about a year she had, she was much
better. That was a bit, you know, she was very unhappy. And whether she did take a lot
of looking after or whether I felt that I needed to do a lot of looking after, I’m not entirely
sure, but that’s what it felt like, you know, I needed to take care of her again. But I never
did move back in with her. I nearly did and I think I thought, if I do, I’ll never leave, ever.
And I think I thought no, I don’t think that’s what I want to do, but I sort of felt that I
should. But I didn’t. I think she must have been married to him about twelve or thirteen
years, something like that.

What did he die of?

He seemed to have a stroke. He wasn’t ever really ill, but you know I think he had had
just the most difficult life, you know. He left Austria and I think all his family were killed
in the concentration camp and he was an unbelievably forgiving man. He kind of joined
the British army and did some kind of, you know, undercover kind of stuff for them
because obviously he could speak German so he did some stuff, which I never really quite
knew what it was. I think I always thought he exaggerated it, but actually now I think he
probably didn’t, I think he probably really was, you know, quite sort of importantly under
cover. You know, perhaps he just pretended to be a German to get some information or
something, I don’t know. And he made friends with other people that was, I think he
would say captured by Germans and kept in Trieste and I think some people that he met
there, maybe somebody who brought him things while he was in prison there for a while,
he became friends with them and later life my mother and he would go and visit them.
And Italians that had been his, you know, brought him food or water or whatever. And
also some German people who had either been officers and kept him captive or something,
but he seemed incredibly forgiving and I, of that whole, you know, of Germans and I think
it was real, you know. But I can sort of think that seemed to be an incredible strain on you
somehow. I always felt that, yeah, that it was a strain. So I say he died of a stroke, well I
kind of think he died from actually trying to keep all that stuff in and together. But that’s
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not what I, I didn’t realise that at the time. I don’t think I knew enough about people to
sort of understand that.

Did he ever speak to you about his early experiences?

Not really. He said something, I remember him talking about a plane journey, leaving
Austria where he looked down on sort of, I think he was looking down on lakes and I
don’t know whether he was thinking about jumping out, but he seemed – I still have this, I
have this image of him as a young man looking out of an aeroplane and what seemed to
me to be the sort of aeroplane you could jump out of rather than a, you know, flight that
you’d go on today, a sort of you know, army aeroplane or something and looking down on
these kind of vast areas of mountains and lakes. But he didn’t really speak about it at all.
He might have to my mother, but that’s what I mean, I think he was very much a man who
sort of kept things in. He didn’t talk much. I think that’s really it, really. I don’t know. I
do remember when he died actually, that it was my job to take all his clothes to the Oxfam
shop and he was a man of many suits and many pairs of shoes and many shirts and many
ties. So that took a lot of journeys, you know, backwards and forwards carrying this stuff.

So your mother didn’t want to keep them?

No. She’s not really a person to keep things like that at all. She didn’t want to keep
anything I don’t think. She might have the odd thing, but I don’t know. And she couldn’t
deal with throwing them away either. But I’m quite good at that, kind of if there’s a job to
do then I just do it. But I kind of remember it and it was rather a long time ago, so I think
it was quite hard. You can imagine how someone could have so many suits.

You mentioned that falling out over the political situation.

Mm.

Was that the first time that you’d sort of, you know, taken an interest, become aware in a
world event?
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No, I used to go on anti-apartheid marches when I was about fourteen - fourteen fifteen.
Not a lot, maybe only about two or three, but – and I wasn’t really, you know, a paid up
member of the anti-apartheid movement or whatever, but I knew people, the boy really
that I went, that I talked about at the art centre, was quite political and was a white South
African and I’d go on marches with him. That was a kind of fairly important political
stand for me. Much more important really than a Palestine versus Israel stance. I guess
because my mother knew black South Africans. Certainly in that time before she married
my stepfather and then again later, much later when she kind of knew that set of people
again. So that was a kind of political cause I suppose, dear to my heart from an early age.
I went to a meeting I suppose, once, a rally I suppose you might call it, that Harold Wilson
gave at Swiss Cottage library, which was pretty amazing. It was amazing because I’d
never been to a political meeting before. I seemed to go to that on my own, which seems a
bit bizarre, but anyway, teenagers do funny things. But he was incredibly kind of witty
but people heckled him from the audience and I’d never been to any, I didn’t really
understand I don’t think, dissent at all so I was quite fascinated by the kind of cleverness
and the wit of the hecklers and how he was able to kind of reply and take up the points
that they’d brought up. I was pretty impressed by that. And pretty aware of kind of party
politics, British politics from quite an early age, from reading the newspaper…

What age?

Well I seemed to be reading the newspaper for some reason early on when I was about
five or six, my mother and my aunt seemed to get The Sunday Express. I’m sure they’d be
deeply ashamed to think of that now, but anyway as they’re now Guardian reading people
and Independent reading people, but anyway then, they got The Sunday Express and then
when they knew the Astors better they started to get The Observer because he was very
involved with The Observer and then they knew journalists on that paper. But, they did
used to read The Sunday Express and I read about the Profumos and Christine Keeler and
all that stuff in those newspapers. But I think I really read that newspaper for a cartoon
that they had in those days called The Gambols, which were a little suburban couple that
were always bickering and I really loved that cartoon, I loved the way it was drawn and I
loved just them, an insight into Mr and Mrs Normal I think, which wasn’t really my life
then at all. Yeah, but I think it must have been also that my mother and my auntie were
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always talking about politics and politicians and I kind of got interested in that, I’m
interested in that sort of, I love it when there’s some kind of political argument, interparty, internecine war between politicians and Cabinet members and reshuffles. I’ve
always been interested in that.

Why?

I don’t know, I suppose because it seems that it’s an insight into important people’s lives.
I think I’ve always thought it was just interesting about how public comings and, those
comings and goings were. They seemed, politicians, you know, when I was younger
seemed to be incredibly important, they made decisions and then suddenly they were out
of favour or you could – and voting, my goodness me, you could vote people out. That
seemed like brilliant that you had the sort of, the power to change things. Yeah, so I’m
always really interested in what different parties’ policies were. But I think it was because
my mother was always talking about it, you know. And newspapers were the sort of
places you could read about it. I was kind of aware from an early age I guess that you
could read things and listen to people and make up your mind about something and then
you could vote. But I never really was tempted to be political in that kind of party
political sense. Never thought to join the Labour Party. I’m not really sure why. I think it
seemed dull at that level, I think I was more interested in the sort of, the glamour or the
thrill of the country – what do I mean, you know, the sort of Houses of Parliament sort of
politics, but never thought that I could be that kind of person. But I don’t think I was ever
prepared to go on the sort of plodding way that you have to do to get to be that kind of
shaker and mover really.

But if you could have done a sort of short cut, would you have been interested?

I think so. I think that’s what a lot of the art’s about, I think it’s the way that I do it. If
there’d been a minister for culture in the real sense of the word, I think I’d have been
really, really interested in that. But, you know, local politics, no.

Could I recap to ask about your mother’s parents – did they have any kind of political
views?
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Yes. They did really. There is a story of my grandparents going to a Mosley meeting to
see what he was about, you know, to actually, they, obviously they’d heard about you
know, what his policies were or his ideas or whatever were, and they went and my
grandmother might have even gone on her own and sort of stood at the back. But always
at those kind of meetings fights broke out, so I know that she’d decided or they had both
decided to stand at the back because fights were indeed bound to break out. But I, yeah
they were interested in politics, I think they were interested in hearing the opinion of, you
know, what people had to say, but they, I mean I think they, pretty much the story she told
anyway was that she wasn’t at all interested in that kind of politics at all. Whether it was
because, whether it was because it wasn’t what they agreed with, which I don’t think it
was, or whether the – I kind of get the feeling that it, the sort of political meeting that
would incite a kind of total ruffian behaviour, my grandmother would have known that it
was rubbish, you know, that she didn’t want anything to do with anything that incited such
kind of mayhem. But I always think of them as rather conservative people, not really
socialists. But they did a lot of things in their lives that were quite, you know, feeding
people in the strike in 1926 and, you know, I don’t think they felt they were so far
removed from their roots, but I don’t really think of them as socialists or communists. I
think of them as sort of conservatives with a small ‘c’, respectable working people, but
quite aware of politics and aware of, and voting being an important thing to do.

Which way would they have voted?

Well that’s what I mean, I can only think that they must have voted to the right,
Conservatives, more to do with their policies on money I think really than their policies
perhaps on, social policies, d’you know what I mean? I think, I actually don’t know for
certain. It seems strange that, but I can’t imagine them voting Labour, except that my
mother and my aunt always have and so that does seem like maybe they did. I’d say in
those days people tended to vote what their parents voted unless there was a kind of big
kind of falling out. Perhaps she voted Labour early on and then gradually as she became
older she became more of a Conservative, but it’s funny that. The facts would say that she
voted Labour, that they were more sort of socialist, the things they did and then what their
daughters did, but the way she sort of was by the time she was an older lady would lead
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me to believe the opposite. But yeah, pretty aware of political situations I think always.
Even if only through newspapers rather than being involved on a personal sort of level.

And how involved did your mother and her sister become?

Well again, I’d say they knew, they were always very aware of what was happening
politically in the country through reading newspapers and they were aware of what was
happening politically globally because of the friends that they had, but they never thought
of themselves as influential in that way or wanting to be or being able to be influential
politically. I think they thought that, you know, you had a duty to vote and you had a duty
to know what the hell was going on, but I don’t think they ever thought they were the sort
of people who would make something happen, they didn’t. I don’t think they ever
belonged to Labour Party or were active in that way. No.

How did they know Lord Astor?

Well you see, I think they knew – no, I don’t think they knew Lord Astor, I think they
knew David Astor who’s either his brother or his cousin, I’m never quite sure which.
Well because they knew people who were journalists on The Observer newspaper and
they owned The Observer newspaper then, the Astors. So these journalists would hang
about with the African lawyers and they all became a kind of set of people and then the
journalists on this newspaper obviously knew the owner-editor sort of, of this paper.

So would they be people that would come to the dinner parties?

Oh, not so much dinner parties, but party parties, you know. Yeah. Yeah. They were sort
of music and drinking, dancing, you know, they’d roll up the carpet for dancing in my
house. [laughs] Really fantastic party givers, but not sit down to dinner.

What was your role during those parties?

Oh, well I was tiny. Oh well I’d be in bed, but I could hear it and I would sometimes open
the bedroom door and listen to it, but I’d know better than to go down into the party. I
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think maybe did cry once or twice, you know, because things were incredibly loud, but I
was just put back to bed I think. [laughs]

So you always knew about the voting?

Yes, yes. And always very aware that it was one’s duty to vote. You know, always told
that people had fought long and hard for us to be able to vote so that’s what you did. And
I did feel, you know, that you couldn’t vote unless you knew something of what was being
offered. And I guess we believed it all more in those days.

And you were aware of apartheid?

Yes. Very, very aware of that, complete, well, I don’t know. A complete inhuman
situation I suppose I viewed it as. People of one colour being able to, you know, drink at
certain fountains or you know, eat in certain places, go to school in certain places, you
know. It was just beyond my comprehension that this could be allowed and to discover
that it was happening in America as well was just, you know, unbelievable. I still find the
States a fairly challenging place to cope with because of that recent history of what to all
intents and purposes was also apartheid and I just, the just outrageousness of it I suppose
has always made me, has always motivated me, driven me and been a kind of, you know,
really important part of what I do. That complete failure of one set of people to see
another set of people as equal, to make you know, the most outrageously obscene
assumptions based on skin colour. Just, you know. Yeah, so all that kind of early
exposure to the world of riots in Alabama or apartheid in South Africa did really, it was
always there under the surface I suppose and I guess that’s what was the most challenging
thing about art school and theatre design was that it refused that kind of engagement.

Were you aware of racial tensions in Britain?

Well, I have to say not particularly. No. I didn’t… I guess it was a lot to do with the kind
of school I went to, you know, the sort of, you know, Angela Davis, Black Power. I was
very aware of it and I had the images, I had the information, but I didn’t really quite relate
it to life in Britain. Life in Britain did seem to me a much more, I don’t know, gentle
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place really. I didn’t really ever experience any kind of what I would call aggressive
racist behaviour. I think there was plenty of subtle stuff going on, but I wasn’t aware even
of being sort of, I don’t know. I was definitely aware of being thought of as different, but
– and looked at, but not particularly in an aggressive sort of way, you know. No-one
really called me names or gave me a hard time, you know, people I didn’t know or people
I did know. So I was really lucky. So I was looking at those situations knowing that that
was important to me and that I cared about it, but it was definitely over there and
somewhere else.

What about women’s politics?

Well, it’s interesting. I can remember deciding not to wear a bra ever again, you know,
the fact is that actually I didn’t really need one, but I do remember picking up on the kind
of what you would call the surface sort of buzzwords, you know, of that whole movement
and understanding that the way I thought was very much like this. But I didn’t really, I
was quite young I suppose, so I didn’t really engage very heavily with it. Certainly my
mother wasn’t interested in women’s movement politics and she wouldn’t have ever called
herself a feminist and still wouldn’t call herself a feminist. So it was more something I
was aware of and was relieved to think that there were people, women who I suspected
thought the same way as I did about who should be ordering whom about, but because in
my family I was sort of very aware of my grandmother being important to me, my aunt,
my mother, the fact that women were important never really needed drumming into me, I
just, yes, and? Men were always rather in the background anyway, so I suppose I might
have thought that it wasn’t, that I didn’t it that much because I’d already got that far in the
thinking, but I have to say I didn’t go very deeply into it, wasn’t really very aware deeply
of the key players or key texts or, you know. But I certainly understood what they were
all about. I didn’t really start to read feminist books until, yes, until probably even after
art school, I mean really quite late into the seventies. Yes, I don’t think really that sort of
early seventies I was completely taken up with, well certainly at art school, I was just
completely taken up with art and history and architecture and interior design and all those
sorts of preoccupations. I think I tried to get some politics into the early work I made at
art schools, but it was pretty much kind of [incomp] out, it was too much thinking and not
enough visualising. I can see that now, but at the time it seemed ludicrous because I’d
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only sort of wanted to be a theatre designer because I wanted to make sets for Brecht plays
in the street. Wasn’t ever really interested in that kind of pay to sit down in a theatre type
theatre. I certainly went into theatre really because I think I thought I could be political
with theatre. It was, you know, the late, sort of mid seventies I suppose was quite a time
for political theatre, street theatre, fringe theatre. And that’s what I went, you know,
thought I could – it was the beginning really of really using art to change the world as I
was so often, you know, glibly sort of said and I think I thought I could do that through a
kind of free or public street sort of theatre way of working. It was only really when I got
to art school I realised that theatre design course in its reality was much more about the
commercial West End theatre and not about the political theatre at all. I think that’s it, all
I can think of at this minute.

Were you aware of, you know, politics around sexuality? Was that something that was in
the air or not at that point?

No, I don’t think so at all. It’s a funny thing to say perhaps now, but I never really sort of
made the connections that way. No, I don’t think I was aware of sexual politics until long,
many years after I started to sleep with women, I didn’t realise at all that I was making any
kind of political statement or act at all. And in some ways that’s still rather a kind of…
it’s probably where I am least political. Which is a bit kind of complacent, but I think
that’s the fact of the matter.

Do you…

I… yeah?

Oh sorry. I was just wondering, did you ever speak to anyone about the feelings that you
were having as a, you know, a young person growing up?

No. I really don’t think so. Who on earth would you speak to, in a way? Because I didn’t
think it was either – well I certainly didn’t think it was wrong, I think I just thought that I
didn’t quite know what I should be doing, so – but who the hell would know? So, you
know, no I can’t imagine talking to anybody. I did, again you know, that seems odd now,
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odd to me, but - if you think about it now - but I don’t know that I did talk about, I don’t
know if I talked all that much. I’m very much a person who thinks a thing and then does
it, you know. I think I probably thought, I wonder why, why would you talk about it, you
know. Yeah, but I guess that’s just a much more contemporary way of dealing with
things.

Was it not something that was a concern? I mean, you know, what other people’s
attitudes might be?

No, not in the slightest. No. No. I cannot say I have ever cared what other people
thought, even then. And I didn’t think you see either then that you had to do one thing or
another. I guess people to me were a little bit like paintings, it wasn’t that you only liked
Picassos, you only liked abstract paintings. Came across something, you either thought
that was good or you liked it, or you didn’t. It wasn’t a sort of, I didn’t know that you had
to sort of decide in that way. And I still actually really think that there’s probably much
more, I guess in a way, not so much trauma but certainly difficulty when people have to
decide that they belong to either one set of people or one way of doing things. You know,
the thought of having a football team and supporting it forever seems mad to me, quite,
quite ludicrous. I can’t, you know, that sort of not being able to kind of be free to go with
the flow or do what you felt like doing is completely alien to me. So no, there wasn’t
anything about concern or difficulty or having to speak to somebody, it’s just, you either
did it or you didn’t, you know.

And that not caring what other people thought, did that stretch to like everything that you
did, like you know, the art you were making, the writing you were doing?

Yeah, absolutely. I mean I’m sure I was approval seeking, but not towards some
particular set of people or I didn’t, you know, it wasn’t that I wanted to belong to a
particular set so I’ll paint or draw or write poetry in this way so that I can belong to that.
No, I didn’t care, I just wrote what came out of my head and I just drew what I felt like
drawing. I wasn’t aware that you were supposed to, again, be part of a movement.
[laughs] I suspect I wish I had known that now but [laughs], no I certainly didn’t realise
that or think in that way as a teenager at all, or as a young artist.
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[End of Track 4]
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[Track 5]

Okay, so yesterday you were talking a little about the schools that you went to and you
said – oh, what kind of secondary school was it?

Well, it was a girls’ grammar school, not particularly good one in that there didn’t seem to
be high flyers or didn’t seem to be a great emphasis on going to university, we weren’t
really pushed. We seemed to be slightly left to our own devices in a funny sort of way.
But it was quite an interesting place to be; good teachers and interesting other students,
you know. You know, I liked it and didn’t like it, but I didn’t hate it. You know, it wasn’t
– it was a useful place to learn how to be with other people and, well certainly a useful
place to learn some of the things that actually I did want to learn, like about poets and
yeah, I suppose the most useful thing I probably learned was how to read poetry and how
to write it, or that you could write it, that it was an interesting way of being creative. But I
didn’t learn much else that was really useful. The things I learnt in the art room were
absolutely useful, just that kind of discipline of working on something, you know, for
great long periods of time and the usefulness of sitting round talking, which you seem to
be able to do in an art class that you can’t do in any other class, you know. So it was just,
I get the feeling that it was perhaps a school that had once been good and there were bits
of really good things about it left, but looking back on it, it seems rather a mediocre kind
of place really.

And you were head girl?

Yeah, yes, but I was very popular and being head girl at that time was about that. I think
in previous years it had been the most suitable person that the staff should be the head girl
was the head girl, but by the time I got there in the sort of rather crazy sixties, it was about
democracy and as I’d been playing Robert Browning in the school play and Count Orsino,
you know, I couldn’t really [laughs] fail. So, I mean I have to say I wasn’t playing those
parts in order to then become head girl, but it’s, wasn’t that much of a strategist, but it’s
put me in good stead because everybody knew who I was and I played incredibly romantic
leads. Wasn’t wildly good at sport things, you know, I can remember playing hockey and
I was in the school teams but we weren’t a very good school team so it wasn’t very
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intense. D’you know what I mean, it wasn’t sort of, you know, we weren’t in all these
leagues and all this stuff. But I could do it. I was hopeless at swimming, I would avoid
that if I possibly good. And tennis, I was absolutely the pits at kind of summery kind of
[laughing] pointless kind of sports. I’m quite good when you have to bash something
really hard with a stick and then I was quite good.

If we go back to the drama, you played male leads?

Yes, well I was in a girls’ school. I’ve got a deep voice and yeah, I don’t know, I just had
a sort of, well strange male leads because neither Robert Browning nor Count Orsino as
far as I know were black, so to have women in the leading male roles was weird, if you
think about it, and then having a black woman in those lead roles was even more weird.
But the drama teacher we had was a kind of – well by the time I left she was writing plays
and we were acting in those, because I think she was a bit fed up with putting us in plays
where we had to dress in men’s clothes to make it work, so we did much more kind of
abstract dramatic things really where, you know, there wasn’t this kind of man/woman
thing going on. But yes, I played these male leads and I loved it actually, except that I,
yeah I wasn’t really acting I don’t think, I was just sort of saying the lines with gusto I
think. [laughs] That’s probably about the – and I didn’t really enjoy it, I enjoyed the
rehearsals, I enjoyed all that learning about the part and all that stuff, but the actual
performances, for me I was just glad to get them over. So that’s when I sort of realised
that I liked the sort of, the idea of theatre and the idea of all the things you kind of
discovered in theatre that, on the way to a play, but actually I didn’t, I’d feel totally
ludicrous actually, standing there speaking somebody else’s lines night after night, year
after year. It was completely, you know. But I like that whole, the thing about plays
really. I like what plays are and what spectacle and performance are, but I don’t want to
do it. But yeah, I enjoyed that, that whole time really.

Was narrative important?

Was it important? Yeah, I think it’s always, yeah, it’s always been important. Yeah I just
think I’m always searching for what’s underneath a narrative, that’s true. I’m not always
that convinced by what’s written. I think it’s written to fill some of the gaps or else it’s
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written and I’m looking for what’s between the gaps, but I am interested very much in the
way narrative is constructed. You know, I like Shakespearian plays, I like Gerard Manley
Hopkins’ poems or you know, I like a kind of well made, a well made narrative. I don’t
mind I suppose if it’s telling the same six stories but in a kind of really interesting way.
I’ve never though been particularly interested or thought I was capable of writing, prose
narrative particularly. Never thought to write a novel or a play even, I don’t think. It’s
always been a kind of short text, it might be a series of short texts but, you know, and
poems. Yeah, I think I admire the kind of construction of language, but I don’t feel, I’d
have to be, I’m too much of a perfectionist, d’you know what I mean, I just, I don’t think
I’d be, I could never make anything that was good enough for me.

How did you first become interested in poetry?

Well, I think at first it just simply must have been at school. Just the most marvellous
English teacher, called Miss Wallace, who had a fantastic understanding of language and
was really interested in the meanings of words and the construction of plays and poems
and really interested in instilling us a real understanding of English grammar. I think she
thought that was, you know, a terrific piece of armour or a terrific weapon or a terrific
tool. If you knew how a language was constructed then you could do anything with it and
you could, if you didn’t understand something at first you could find a way of
understanding it because you understood the difference between a colon and a semicolon
or a comma or a full stop or, you know, different sort of sentence structure. And she
encouraged us to write poetry and we read a lot of Shakespeare and understood that that
was poetry, and it seemed like you could say something quite big in a very concise way
with very everyday words. And you didn’t have to spend a lot of time physically I
suppose getting from the beginning to the end of it. You might spend a lot of time once
you’d written something quite short making it better, but you were fiddling about with
something that you could almost see on a table, you know. Whereas writing at great
length just seemed endless. I was never really very interested in it. Even now, the writing
I do, either the official writing I do or whatever, I try to make it as short and to the point as
possible. I can’t see the point in adding words for the sake of it really. So I like that sort
of concise way of expressing something enormous. Yeah, and I read quite a lot of poetry
myself. It’s funny, seeing all these programmes about John Betjeman. I was a great, great
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John Betjeman fan and bought those books. I went to poetry readings quite a lot and read
the poems I’d written and read the poems I’d written in sort of, used to be, the place is still
there, a place called The Roundhouse at Chalk Farm, but in those days it was just, recently
had, just recently come from being the sort of railway turning circle thing that it was and it
was a sort of hippy gathering place I suppose, there were all kind of events and yeah,
events and poetry readings and things there and my friends, mostly friends from Camden
Arts Centre Saturday morning art classes rather than school people used to go to these and
listen to poetry and read our own poetry. There were hundreds and hundreds of people
there, I don’t really know how I had quite the nerve to do it but I kind of thought, I don’t
know, I liked it, liked it. Where was, yeah, I suppose we were about fifteen, sixteen,
something like that.

You’d stand up and read your own work?

Yeah, yeah. Yeah I know, but everybody did. It was a bit like, I suppose it was like
karaoke or something now, you just did. There wasn’t anybody judging it, it wasn’t a
competition or anything, it was just, just a friendly thing to do.

What did you like about Betjeman’s work?

It was funny. I liked that it was funny. I liked that it was very everyday, very sort of
normal. And quite recitable, you know, I liked that as well. It didn’t seem like the kind of
poetry that you sat in a quiet room pondering in your melancholy, it seemed the sort of
thing, almost like singing in a way, that you could say out loud and it was fun to do. I
don’t think I saw him on the television, I think it was – maybe heard him on the radio –
but I think it was, mostly was the written word, which I don’t know, there was something
just friendly about it really. But then I also liked Gerard Manley Hopkins and Browning
as well, you know, which were also not particularly complicated poems but rather more
pretentious I suppose, rather more full of their own importance. But I still really read
those poets even now.

But it was English poetry rather than sort of more international?
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Yeah, absolutely English poetry. I was reading things like Maupassant and you know, sort
of Flaubert and all those sort of things, but in English and not poetry; short stories. Lots
and lots of those French short stories in English all the way through my teens, my late
teens. And lots of Russian stuff as well. I was very into sort of Chekhov plays and…
yeah, sort of liked the richness of that. But I don’t think I ever read any Russian poetry or
any French poetry, even in translation. I think the poetry was very much English and the
sort of short stories and sort of other people’s lives were this sort of, the Russians and the
French, somehow rather exotic and tragic and romantic. Kind of liked that.

Anything American or African or…?

No, I don’t think so. Not at all in my teens, I can’t, I didn’t really come across you see,
well mainly because they probably weren’t writing it then, but I didn’t come across Toni
Morrison and Alice Walker until much later, till they were writing. I’m talking, I’m
sixteen and seventeen and talking the very late sixties. So I wasn’t really into any of those
black American poets then, or any African writing, although there was lots of it published
at that time, I don’t think I read any of it. No, it’s a strange thing not to have engaged with
it because it was quite easily available really. And as I was living in London there were
the right sort of bookshops, you know, but it wasn’t really on the shelves. But you know, I
still think, as we were saying before, I still think I was a little bit afraid of that. I think I
could stand the kind of drama and tragedy of nineteenth century Russia or nineteenth
century France, but I’m not sure I could deal with the drama and tragedy of twentieth
century Africa, I think it was too, it was too frightening, I think.

What was it that won the Observer competition for poetry?

It was a poem called The Night Raid of the Gnomes [laughs] and it’s really, isn’t too bad,
it’s a bit surreal. Just about a girl who, I think she’s carried off by these gnomes and I
think she’s rather sort of rude and arrogant in the beginning of the poem and then she’s
carried off and there’s sort of nothing left except a hole in the floor where she’s sort of
been. It was very short. And I remember, you know, as I say, writing a lot of poems at
that time and they just seemed to sort of just come. You know, I did have to fiddle about
with them to make them sort of better, but they really kind of just fell out of my head in a
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way that I don’t think art really ever did, you know. Art needed rather a lot more kind of
thinking about and working at. But I think because it came so easily I was never really
convinced that it was good, I don’t know, you know, I might have won a competition, but
you know, it never occurred to me to go to university and read English, you know. And I
wish, I really wish I had done I think, but it never occurred to me to do it or nobody
suggested it so I didn’t think of it. I sort of quite fancied the idea of, you know, the idea of
sitting around at university reading stuff and writing it, you know. But I don’t know what
kind of books I might have been writing now had I done that. Not Zadie Smith. Although
I like them actually a lot, especially this latest one, I like it a lot, very funny. But it would
have been much more sort of, I think sort of, again, kind of a bit surreal sort of writing
really I think to start with. Could have been just because I was a teenager, I don’t know
really.

Did you continue to write poetry?

Well I think there’s text in every single bit of work I’ve done in the last, I don’t know,
thirty years probably. There’s always text there so you might, I don’t suppose a poet
would call it poetry, but yeah, I think I did. I mean Naming the Money now has a hundred
five line texts. Yeah, almost all of it has some kind of text element alongside, either in the
work or that you kind of can read to juxtapose against the visual work. So yes, I never
really stopped. I just stopped calling it poetry.

I was wondering if you could sort of explain to me how you enjoyed the art department
and you enjoyed writing, and how did you sort of formulate the idea of going to art school
as opposed to following some other route?

Well I’m very much a person who does what, not so much what looks easy but what looks
possible, and although I was encouraged by this English teacher, she didn’t ever suggest
that I try to get into university to do English. And having failed to get into drama school
to do stage management, which seemed a fantastic thing to do, I suspect I must have
thought that doing that I could sort of be in the theatre, of the theatre, but not have to
perform, but have kind of, you know, useful tasks to do rather than actually being creative.
I’m not sure that in the first instance that being creative that I quite had the nerve to do it.
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And then this same drama teacher, who was different from the English teacher, who had
the husband who taught at Central School of Speech and Drama, said that or, you know,
told me that Wimbledon Art School would do their end of term degree shows, end of year
degree shows with Central School of Speech and Drama. So he kind of suggested and
they talked to me about that maybe as I was actually, I liked the theatre and I liked making
sets – lots of my A level work was making the sets for Cyrano de Bergerac, so I liked the
idea of being a theatre designer, I just don’t think I quite knew exactly what a theatre
designer did, if you know what I mean. And because he knew of this course, he sort of
said well, why don’t you go and do theatre design, and then of course I had to look into it
and realised that you had to do a foundation first. So I suspect that somebody suggested
that I did the foundation at the same college as the degree I wanted to do so that I could
see how that course was and whether I would like it. And that’s what I did. So although I
supposedly spent the foundation making all kinds of things in all kinds of different ways
as you’re supposed to do, I always had my eye on getting into that course. So I was sort
of encouraged by people who were friends and relatives of my teachers who came up with
these suggestions. I think sometimes what’s happened to me is that I’ve looked as if I was
going to be quite successful at doing something and then something didn’t quite work out,
I wasn’t successful and I’ve always been incredibly lucky that there are people around
who then try and rack their brains for a way of righting the situation or suggesting
something else that I might go for. I think I probably look as if I’m the kind of person that
if you make a, you know, a kind of sensible enough suggestion I’ll give it a go and so
there’ve always been people like that around; friends or friends of friends or people that
people knew who just say, oh well, it’s strange that didn’t work, don’t really understand
why, why don’t you try this, and I’d go for it and quite often then it was successful. So I
was lucky really. Just being around the right people really at the right time. And in the
end really in the right school, for a person like me. Well, I wasn’t academically clever but
I was a bit, I did have a mind of my own, so it was the right sort of school, full of people
with minds of their own, actually.

Can you give me a picture of what it was like as an art school – what sort of building…

Oh, as an art school?
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…and spaces and people?

Well. Yeah, the art school, the foundation took place about, I don’t know, a good whole
district away from the main art school when I went there. So the foundation was down at
South Wimbledon, near South Wimbledon station. It was very much that kind of office
block sort of building; extremely dull, cold, square, pale office block type of rooms but
filled with really interesting stuff going on. I mean, I mean there were the rooms full of
people who wanted to do fine art eventually, so you know, full of life models and bowls of
fruit being painted and stuff. Then there were the people that wanted to do sort of theatre
and our rooms were full of, I made things like Samurai warriors or as I said, you know,
suitcases that popped up. So we were making sort of three-dimensional things in a kind of
botched job sort of way, you know, like foundation students do. And then there was
etching; you could etch glass. I don’t remember any printmaking actually. There seemed
to be sort of room after room on floor after floor of really rich and exciting sort of things
going on, but not in a very art schooly sort of building. It was a very kind of suburban
office block in this really dreary part of town as it was then, at South Wimbledon, which I
have to say I’ve never been back to. And we were taught, the people who wanted to do
theatre were taught by somebody who also taught on the theatre course. So obviously
what she was doing was talent spotting in that group, so it was important to do things that
she found interesting and it seemed like the bigger and the madder that you did a thing, the
better it was. I don’t think the people that ran that foundation really thought I had much of
a chance of getting on to the theatre course. They tried to sort of, you know, let me down
lightly, you know. I think they thought, you know, they wanted to know why did I want to
do theatre. I think they were very much portrait painters and fine artists and I think they
thought that theatre was fairly ridiculous and tried to sort of, I think tried to say if I didn’t
get on it really didn’t matter, there was something else I could do and not to worry about
that. I kind of now get that kind of impression from sort of remembering the kind of preinterview talks that they gave. They really were quite supportive, but quite harsh and
made you work very hard. I mean I think all those years at art school, foundation and
theatre, I just worked incredibly hard. They were very much the sort of people, you got
there at nine o’clock, so lectures at nine o’clock and then really you didn’t leave till nine
o’clock. Of course, except you’d been out drinking at lunchtime and then at nine o’clock
when you left, you know, there was more partying, but the working was very intense
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somehow. I don’t know whether it was or not, but it felt like there was always something
that needed to be finished. And that making things just took forever. There weren’t any
quick solutions because very much sort of – I suppose in foundation I was sort of making
things that were like costumes and props but they were made of found materials and you
know, bits and pieces glued and botched together, but they still took time to make. So I
wasn’t doing any kind of painting really. Wasn’t very good at painting, but mainly
because I wasn’t particularly interested in what it was that you had to paint. And very
much at that time, if I wasn’t interested then I wasn’t really very good at it.

So were you given the impression that fine art meant life painting and…

It definitely did at Wimbledon on the foundation at that time. It meant portrait painting,
life model and still lives and you spent, well the people doing that spent what seemed like
weeks and weeks painting the same thing [laughs] over and over again. Or the same thing
and slowly building up the painting, you know. It just didn’t interest me at all. The thing
about theatre design is that you have to know a little about hundreds and hundreds of
things, so for any one production, even if it was a tiny, tiny thing, you know, if you’re
going to make a Samurai warrior’s outfit then you have to look at all kinds of different
depictions of Samurai warriors and that leads you off into all kinds of directions. You end
up reading things you’d never read, you end up looking at ways, you know, you end up
looking at prints when you don’t know you’re looking at prints, what you’re looking at is
Samurai warriors, but you’re looking at prints, you’re looking at photographs, you’re
looking at paintings, you’re looking at the costume itself, you know, looking at leather or,
you know. So every time something, you were kind of given something to do with a kind
of theatre design it opened up all kinds of avenues that were never open before. And I
loved it because it had lots of layers really. It wasn’t just what you see is what you get.
And it’s a great excuse to look at pictures, to copy things, to read things, to cut things out,
to collage things, you know. It just seemed a really exciting way of working.

So did it mean moving into a different sort of space when you went on to that degree
course?
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Yes, then it was up at Merton Hall Road, which was sort of still not into the sort of hilly
heights of Wimbledon, still is really sort of South Wimbledon, but much further along the
road. And then there was the sort of main building where I spent the first year. Again, it
seemed to me to be a sort of office blocky sort of art school. Not particularly attractive or
comforting or comfortable. Bit like a school really. And that first year, all the first years
were all in the same room and we made, you know, sort of expressive little threedimensional things. You know, a piece of music is played and you make something that
suggests this piece of music, you know, with ping-pong balls and bits and pieces. Seemed
to me to be ludicrous because I was wanting to think and turn those thoughts into objects,
not feel and turn those feelings into objects. So that was a bit difficult really. But I did
somehow get through the first year. Mainly because I very much liked the people I was on
the course with. For a while a woman called Lucy Annan was on the course and she left
after a year and became an architect and of course obviously I first met Richard Hudson
on that course. And so the people were really interesting and fun to be with, but the
classes were a challenge. I mean I think I kind of argued my way through art school. But
I seemed to get through the first year.

What was the sort of course structure, what were you supposed to do?

Well, they would give you say, in the beginning, very much exercises in just trying to
express yourself in a kind of three-dimensional way by making these funny little sort of
models. I suppose little sort of almost table sculptures. But then a little bit later on in the
year you were given say the opera, Dido and Aeneas is one that sticks in my mind, and
really it was the beginning of, the rest of the time was like that, that you were given either
a choice of three operas or three ballets or three plays and you could choose one and then
you made the sets and – in model form – and you drew the costumes and then it was
marked. But the process for that was the really exciting bit, the research for it I suppose,
but I don’t think I called it that then. The different sorts of music you’d have to listen to
or worlds in a sense that you’d have to visit to be able to make a costume for a, you know,
the sort of person that you couldn’t have imagined, a kind of a god or a witch or whatever,
you know. And I suppose in that first year, probably we all had the same opera or
whatever to do. But it suddenly then sort of dawned on me that that was the way of it, that
it was really opera and ballet. There wasn’t much in the way of spoken word theatre and
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what there was was rather camp actually. Things like Streetcar Named Desire were all
rather cocktail dressy and camp rather than the sort of theatre that I was interested in,
which was Brecht and Bond. So that was a bit of a shock really, but the process of it was
really fantastic. The sort of looking for ideas and mixing ideas together and coming up
with something as extraordinary as possible. I kind of did warm to that really, in the end.
But I was never that great at technical drawing for instance. There was a fantastically
dreary exercise which was that you had to make a technical drawing of the inside of a
railway carriage and then you had to build this inside of a railway carriage in model form,
scaled down, and then that was sort of marked. It was like at school, making a shoe bag,
d’you know what I mean? It took me months and months and it was dreadful and I, pretty
certain I must have failed, I can’t see how I can possibly have passed. So I was useless at
technical drawing. I was pretty useless at making costumes as well. I was okay at
drawing them, but I could no more have, you know, looked, I could draw a sort of ruffled
shirt but I wouldn’t have the faintest idea about how to put one together at all. Which of
course then made me make theatre designs that rather were less probably, extravagant
because I knew I then wouldn’t be able to make the thing. We didn’t have that much
technical help I don’t think. Quite a few people were very, very good at making costumes
and sort of excelled at that. There were sort of electives, I suppose you might call them, in
dyeing, so we did, we got quite good at dyeing – dyeing fabrics.

[laughs]

I could sort of understand what would happen if you put, you know, a piece of linen in a
colour and a piece of, you know, white cotton in a colour and a piece of wool in that same
colour, I kind of knew what sort of results you’d get and I enjoyed that sort of matching
colours and that sort of work. I was quite good at that. I wasn’t too bad at making props.
So also, you know, well as actually sort of designing, you had to learn how to make things
from latex and from wood and polystyrene and clay and all those sorts of things, so lots of
prop making classes. ‘Cos in the second year, we were in sort of two huts that were sort
of attached, we were out of the main building and in these kind of almost big wooden
greenhouse things. Most peculiar. And the two huts had two different, almost two
different factions I suppose of the same year. I’d say that there were sort of the more
designers were in one hut and the sort of makers and prop makers type of people were in
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another hut. In the end it didn’t sort of turn out that way. I mean the people that were sort
of I think thought of more as the people who’d end up being prop makers ended up
making adverts for television, you know, and not actually making things at all, you know,
sort of pop video and advert director sort of type. I was in the hut that had designers in
because I was obviously pretty useless at making things really, which I don’t know,
maybe whatever hut you were in felt the best hut to be in, but I quite enjoyed it. I did have
an enormous, enormous argument with a tutor about a set I’d made for Galileo. He began
to argue with me about whether it would, if it was made in the real whether it would stay
up. It was a sort of double-layered thing and it had columns holding the top floor up and
he’d said that structurally it would collapse and somehow that seemed to me to be sort of
cheating as it wasn’t about the technical business of it, it was about the idea and I argued
with him, which wasn’t terribly sensible. And then he came again to do another thing for
Streetcar Named Desire with us and I had done all the sets for all the scenes and he said
I’d missed a scene out, which was the scene where all the windows, where Blanche
DuBois flings open all the windows, and I said there’s no such scene in that play. Big
argument ensues and of course it transpired that that scene does occur but it occurs in the
film, but I was doing it from the book, from the play. So I was that sort of person, you
know, I did argue and I did you know, shout back to the tutors and I did throw things
about if I got angry. So it’s a bit tumultuous in that way, I just didn’t seem to be able to
conform. But that was a sort of conflict with tutors, but what was sort of more important
to me were the kind of relationships with people I was with and the life I lived outside art
school, so that the tutors were important but I never really felt that they had my life in
their hands probably as much as they did really. I can’t remember any marks for anything
or being worried that I would fail. And I don’t know whether that was because we were
never given any marks or whether, or what. But we didn’t, it wasn’t sort of run like that.
You got the feedback and the sort of, the idea about whether you were doing well from
conversation or from – the favoured few would be asked to do things in real productions.
Mostly the men. In the end the women students were really, there were more women than
men and we were really the scene shifters and the lackeys at the end, you know. I mean
we were good at it, but for years afterwards I could lift enormous pieces of furniture by
myself and thought nothing of carrying things or working all day physically and I think it
came from that’s what you were expected to do. There were sort of six or seven men who
were, it sort of transpired as the years went by, were the sort of stars and we were there to
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more or less service them. But because they were our friends it didn’t feel like that. They
didn’t impose that on us, but the staff kind of imposed those sorts of roles. So I was rather
aware of that, but on a personal level, it didn’t matter at all, they were good, they were
good at what they did. Richard Hudson was superb when we were at art school,
fantastically marvellous way of making models and a marvellous imagination. But he
started very early on then getting work with designers, you know, making their models
and I think that’s, some people did get introduced on into the theatre world but I’d
obviously shown early on that I didn’t really have a sort of [laughs], well I didn’t really
have a passion for it. I certainly didn’t have a passion for theatre by the time I left. In
fact, I’m not sure I’ve actually had a passion for theatre since [laughs] really. I can just
see through it too much, you know, I just, I don’t know, I can’t be doing with it I suppose.

Can you recall that kind of transition whilst you were on that course? You know, to
feeling that way that perhaps it wasn’t the right thing for you?

Well I think you see, the thing is really that I knew it wasn’t the right thing for me once I
realised I couldn’t spend my days designing Brecht plays, but I kept suppressing it, you
know, and then some super project would come along and I’d do okay with it and then I’d
rebel and want to design such-and-such a thing for the street and you were supposed to do
it either for, you know, Theatre Royal Drury Lane, the Lyric or something or other and I’d
say, well I don’t want to design it for any of these places, I want to do it for a field in
Spain and I’m going to. So I’d keep, these things would keep, arise and then I’d keep, you
know, being squashed down again and making, you know, making that work and then it
would emerge again, you know. So I think I was always aware this was not ever going to
quite work for me, but that was what I was doing, so I did it. But I’m not sure whether it
was that I wasn’t very good at it, or that I didn’t conform to that way of doing it. But I
think even now there are certain plays and operas that I would like to design, but the
thought of being a theatre designer, dreadful, I couldn’t bear it. I suppose maybe if I got
somebody else to make my models for me it might be alright. So fine if I did all the nice
bits, but then if you can only think of a career where you only want to do the nice bits I
don’t think really it’s true commitment, you know.

But which operas and plays still have an importance for you in that way?
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Norma, Bellini’s Norma, I absolutely adore. Dido and Aeneas is still incredibly
important. Yes, it kind of, the sorts of opera like Magic Flute that you can do a lot with,
not so much updated, you know, and make it all happen in a launderette, I wasn’t really
ever interested in that kind of transformation, but I was interested in making fantastic
worlds. There was a funny little Spanish play called Celestina where people sort of went,
had funny, you know, odd relationships with each other and went from house to house, it
was a sort of farce, which is the thing I did for the open air, all in model form. But yeah,
sort of not too realistic. I did a great, great model once for Hoffman’s… I’ve completely
forgotten what the opera is called, but there’s a sort of wind-up doll and she sings and then
eventually she’s sort of overwound and she can’t be used any more. And for some reason
or other I had a scene in which there were musclemen, you know, body builders strolling
on and off, all covered in cellophane. No idea where that came from, they went
completely bananas at this because I think they thought it was taking the piss actually,
which it wasn’t. I just had this imagining of a kind of, instead of having scenery, having
these men just coming on kind of almost as kind of décor really. So I’d come up with
ideas like that and I don’t think, it wasn’t particularly practical for the West End theatre of
the 1970s, you know, just didn’t fit.

So if you felt like perhaps you couldn’t perhaps become a stage designer, what did you
sort of, did you have a replacement idea?

No, not really. I actually became a stage designer, but I worked with a little theatre group,
a Greek family that I knew, were actors and were very interested in doing fringe theatre
productions of their own of updating and translating Greek drama, which I was very
interested in. And so I worked with them for a little while, but there wasn’t any money
and so I waitressed in this restaurant of the man I was living with and needless to say, I
became somewhat frustrated with the idea of waitressing. I was not that great at it, bad
tempered I think is the word I would use. Although I can do it for long hours, you know,
physically I could do it but I quite like the theatre of restaurants, I quite like that coming
and going and that sort of interaction, a man comes in at lunchtime with one woman,
comes in the next day with another woman, comes in the evening with another woman.
You know, that sort of thing, I liked that. And I was making theatre sets in that kind of, it
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was more like making furniture and costumes and props and throwing them in the back of
a van. It wasn’t sets for a, a sort of a proscenium arch theatre, it was much more Brechtian
in that sort of way of making stuff and re-using it in another play and re-making it for
another play. But I was very broke and having to waitress to have any money to do
anything and steadily got more into the idea of turning restaurants into interesting places
to sort of be, I suppose. And I designed the menus and the tables and the décor and
everything for this restaurant in Covent Garden and made cut-out men for the menus to
hold outside, which was mad because it was very windy so they were always falling over.
But I became just much more interested in that, in sort of how to make art for an even
more sort of real place than theatre. But I still wasn’t interested in being a painter, I think
I still thought that painting was rather pretentious and I was interested in this idea of cutouts and painting directly on to the wall or making menus that were artworks in
themselves. So I did that for quite a long time with him and then I started to put work on
the walls of that restaurant in Covent Garden and the restaurant that he had before that in,
which was just off The Cut at Waterloo, which is now some tube station, which it wasn’t
then, so he must have got tons of money from selling that building. Anyway, so I suppose
what I started to do was encourage the artists that I’d been to art school with to make
drawings and paintings and so, and try and put them on the walls of these restaurants and
run these restaurants as sort of gallery spaces. And those were the artists that I knew and
they could all draw and they could make great paintings, little paintings, drawings, and we
had private views and they sold stuff and that was a different way that they made their
money when they weren’t model making or making props or stuff like that really. So I
sort of just, after art school I became much more interested in being a kind of, I suppose
that’s not what I’d call it, but a kind of a curator or a gallerist, but that isn’t what I’d have
called it. I just knew lots of artists who – and I knew lots of people because of all these
restaurants, you’d just get to know whole swathes of customers, customers that then
become friends, waitresses, waiters, chefs that become friends, you know, that sort of
whole world. And I, kind of was the beginning of my thinking well I know this lot of
people and I know this lot of people, why don’t I get them to sort of work together. And I
think I thought I’d go into restaurant design and running restaurants and gallery sort of
spaces in tandem with this guy. So I think that was the sort of direction I was kind of
moving in. So I didn’t really kind of invent it. Well, I might have invented it, but I mean
I sort of just drifted into it, I didn’t have a plan. Just have a plan for next week or next
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month. I didn’t think this career is not working, I’ll do another career. I just thought, well
I think I’ll do that then.

And that felt okay?

I think it felt slightly unsatisfactory and a bit kind of, I don’t know, sort of… bit
directionless, I do think so, but I didn’t really have a plan. I certainly, you know, I didn’t
suddenly think I ought to retrain as something else or that I ought to buckle down and do
this theatre design thing, I was just sort of floating around. I think I just thought, well I
think I thought I’d waitress and then I’d marry this man and then I’d do a bit of art and a
bit of this and a bit of that, you know. I think I just thought it would turn out alright
really. No plan. [laughs]

And who were some of the artists and designers that you got to put their work up on the
wall?

Well, there was Richard, Richard Hudson put his work in, a man called Peter Farley who
now teaches at Wimbledon, and Terence Bartlett who’s another designer. I think he’s still
designing, he did a bit of teaching at Wimbledon as well as designing, much later on. And
then there would be friends of the people that I’d met at Saturday morning art class, so
friends that I knew from there. At one point Minna Thornton put her work on. Yeah, so
sort of just people who knew people. A man called Phelan Black and Suzie Black, who
now have a lovely Tuscan B and B in the middle of the countryside. Yeah, people who
were friends of chefs and friends of artists that I knew, it was just, it wasn’t very formal
really, people would suggest people, usually after they’d had a show and they’d sold a few
things at, you know, ten pounds and fifteen pounds, it wasn’t expensive or anything. And
then they’d suggest people and then they’d take it down and put theirs up and, I don’t
know, I don’t think I did it for very long really, a couple of years maybe, but we got
through quite a few artists.

And were you kind of selecting them and selecting the work?
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No. D’you know I’ve never been into that, I’ve never, ever been into selecting work. It
seems to me, you’re an artist, I like the general thing you do, put on a show. I’ve never
done it – oh I’ll have this one, this one and this one. Can’t be doing with it. I just think
that if you’ve made the decisions on the paper or whatever it is, you know, you put blue
here and brown here, then you can make a decision about which of the work is good and
which is the work you want to show. And I wasn’t trying to dictate that this was better
than something else. I wasn’t trying to make my reputation, so that’s why it wasn’t
curating. It was facilitating art on the wall, it was choosing artists, it wasn’t, I wasn’t
trying to, certainly at that stage, I wasn’t at all trying to make a name for myself as a
curator. We had empty walls. This guy didn’t want to spend money buying work that
would then be the same for months and months on end. He didn’t want to put tea towels
on the wall, which is what you did in restaurants in those days, and so it seemed like a
good idea. You know, he got free art on the wall. All he had to do was have a private
view every few weeks, give away a bit of cheap wine and he got stuff that people liked
and customers liked it because it changed every time they came and they could buy things,
so it was great.

How did Minna Thornton come to show?

Well, slightly complicated perhaps in that Minna Thornton was a friend of Claire
Pajaczkowska and Clare Pajaczkowska’s sister was the… Clare Pajaczkowska’s brother
was – no, now I’m confused now. Just a minute. Minna Thornton was a friend of Clare
Pajaczkowska and Clare Pajaczkowska’s sister was going out with Marlowe Russell’s
brother and Marlowe Russell was the woman that I went to Camden Arts Centre with and
who I later lived with after I lived with Paul Tutton, so that was a kind of whole set of
people that I knew because I’d gone to Saturday morning art classes. So [laughs] it’s
slightly complicated, but that’s that sort of train of people. So that was before she was
with Gary Stevens, long, long before. But that’s how I know Gary Stevens really, because
I knew Minna Thornton. [laughs]

When did you get to know Gary?
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When? Well, much later, I suppose by the time I’d moved out of living with Paul Tutton
and lived with Marlowe Russell and then she was a great person for dinner parties. Every
single Saturday we would either have dinner parties or go to dinner parties. Fantastic
things, she was a fantastic, unbelievable cook and shopping was a whole kind of ritual,
preparing was a whole thing, it took all of Saturday, and then the dinner parties were just
brilliant. And so I met him because he would cycle over from right the other side of
London, sort of the East End, right to Clapham on his bike and he’d be part of that set of
people really. I couldn’t say I knew him well because he always was a quiet sort of man
that he seems to be, he was not in those days particularly, you know, I don’t think he was
quiet, but he was obviously observing everyone for later work I think, now that I think
about it I can see the sort of observations he’s made really. I think he was always in the
company of lots of very expressive people and he was observing them. Yes. So that
showing work was interesting and exciting and that’s really how I got then to work in a
gallery just round the corner from Tutton’s. Tutton’s was on sort of the corner of where
the market itself is and - Russell Street I think – and then I, if you go up past Covent
Garden station and along to sort of Shorts Gardens, there was a gallery on the corner and I
don’t know what it is now, but it would just be sort of halfway between sort of Neal Street
and Seven Dials and it was a gallery called The Artists’ Market, run by a woman called
Vera Russell. And I knew her because another sort of slightly complicated thing, but I
went to art school with Peter Farley and that was the place where I very first showed my
work actually, a series of drawings of transvestites that I’d, that he asked me to show as
part of a black artists’ exhibition that Vera Russell was putting on. I think she put it on as
a favour to someone, it didn’t ever again seem to be something she was interested in, but
I’d sort of heard of the gallery because of that and of course it wasn’t that far away from
Tutton’s where I was hanging out. And then he, Peter Farley introduced me obviously to
Vera Russell and then she needed gallery girls, you know, as you do. And Peter Farley
and I and some other people that were at art school with us helped her in the gallery. So
we’d either be serving wine or we’d be writing invites or – so I understood the notion of
the mailing list, I learnt from her – and how she sold work, which was the most brilliant
and incredible thing, you know, the work would be on the wall, always young, emerging
artists and she would be in the gallery all the time and she would have someone like me in
the gallery and she’d see someone come in and she’d know they were somebody
important. But instead of her approaching them, she’d get one of us to approach them and
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just chat about whether they’d come to see anything in particular or whether there was
anything they’d like to know about any piece or whether they’d like a cup of tea or
anything like that. And in a sense we were sort of warming them up and welcoming, but
we weren’t sort of gallery girls that sat behind a desk and just went, ‘Hello’, we actually
were standing up and walking up to them and you know, pointing things out. And then
when she felt that they were sort of relaxed and that they weren’t just passing on their way
to somewhere else, then she would come out and have a fantastic anecdote about one or
two or three artists and she sold things. I mean I remember in the winter of discontent, she
sold work. So while there was the three-day week and God knows what, that woman was
selling art to people who wanted to buy it, she was utterly brilliant. Very, very fierce, but
brilliant.

What sort of work was she selling?

Well, this contemporary emerging work. I mean Gary Wragg. I mean I suppose one of
the most memorable shows, which was not an emerging artist at all, but was David
Hockney’s Paper Pools. He only showed them in Britain in that gallery. Sold them all
already in the States, but she was a very good friend of his and he brought them to
England just to show them and obviously he came to the gallery and I made him cups of
tea and I made his parents cups of tea and I was completely, you know, besotted with the
work, I mean it was just fantastic. In the flesh that Paper Pools stuff is brilliant, you
know. He made it in a print workshops in, I think they’re actually on the East coast, but
they’re really sort of almost soaked and dyed paper, so you would make a kind of big
frame and then make paper and get it to the colour that you want it and then kind of
squash it and press it into this sort of frame and then squeeze all the sort of water out of it
and then there would be these, in a sense were big paper prints really, but they were just
magnificent, because the whole, the painting as it were was right through the whole object.
And I suppose they must have been on the wall for about, I don’t know, well at least a
month and everybody, I mean everybody came because this was the only opportunity you
were ever going to see them. So that was kind of, I don’t know, really importance of
experience; the experience of those pieces of work and of the power of paintings I suppose
to draw people who were passionate about it. I suppose that was the first time, all that
kind of time of showing work in Tutton’s and working at The Artists’ Market was the first
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time I’d realised the real power that fine art could have. Of course if I’d thought about it
and realised that every three weeks I was in some gallery or museum I would, it was
obviously the same thing, but I hadn’t made the connection I don’t think before between
artists and the art. Now I knew the artists, I’d met them, that were showing this work so it
then began to connect and I could see that it was quite a sort of real thing to do. But it was
good. I’m not entirely sure it was enjoyable, but it was exciting. Because it was kind of
nerve-racking. She was very, she had a lot of particular ways you should do things, you
know, you didn’t serve tea in mugs for instance, you know, you served it in cups and
saucers and you did it properly and you got older people chairs, you know. Although it
was a very sort of radical space, you know, concrete floor, plain white walls, almost
warehouse space, it was run as if it was a Bond Street salon, you know, it was very
properly done. It was great. Really interesting. Sorry?

What other kind of people did you meet there?

Well, I suppose I met other people in the world of theatre like Yolanda Sonnabend who
had done a bit of sort of teaching on the fringes when I was at Wimbledon, but I came
across her much more to do with Vera Russell’s gallery, and Maggi Hambling I met there.
I suppose those were the sort of most significant and sort of, to me, important people.
Again, I met them and you know, I guess they would know who I was but they weren’t
really people I went round to tea with, d’you know what I mean, I didn’t know them
intimately, they were very kind of, I don’t know, I was pretty awestruck by them really.
[laughs] I don’t know who else. It was exciting meeting David Hockney, but he was very
into his own kind of world, extremely caring of his parents, you know, and treated them
with complete, you know, respect and was delightful to them. But when they weren’t
there he just had this entourage of men who he was interested in, I don’t think he saw
anybody else, he was very, good relationship with Vera Russell but we were just mere
dust. But that didn’t really matter, I think that’s what I expected, you know, and I didn’t
expect artists to be friendly or real particularly in any way if they were that well known,
you know. He was a celebrity and I got to look at the pictures all day and that’s really
what I cared about, I wasn’t really interested in knowing him. I don’t know that I’d have
had anything to say except I really like these pictures, can I see some more pictures, you
know. That would have been interesting, to see his studio perhaps and talk about the sort
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of process of making things, but I didn’t really have witty conversation so I wasn’t
worried about not being introduced to people because I didn’t really have the equipment to
build on it. But you know, it was an exciting time.

And of the contemporary art that you were seeing, which really had some sort of impact
on you?

Well, it was funny because the work I was making at that time was all cut-outs. Some
drawings still, but I was trying to make work that was different from anything else that I
had seen, I didn’t understand the idea of make work that’s similar to what’s happening and
what’s being bought and then you can belong to that world, I didn’t understand that. But
of course I wasn’t trained as a fine artist so I didn’t think of myself in that way. I was a
cut-out merchant, I think that was exactly even the word I would use and cut-outs were
sort of almost pieces of furniture for a room, or I didn’t think of them even as art in the
same way as a painting. So I wasn’t really influenced, although those Paper Pools, I’ll
never, ever forget them, I didn’t imagine at all that I could make work like the work that
was on those walls. But I don’t know that I wanted to, I wanted to make cut-outs, I
wanted cut-outs to be, I don’t know, exciting and important things. They were thought of
as ordinary things. Either they were things that you put outside a restaurant to hold a
menu or I’d seen them in stately homes for years as either servant shaped people or as the
sort of Lord of the Manor, so they were almost like photographs I suppose. People,
aristocrats seemed to have these cut-outs made of themselves, so then when they were off,
you know, fighting against the Irish somewhere or whatever it is that people like the Duke
of Marlborough would do, he’d leave behind a cut-out of himself that sort of seemed to go
next to the fireplace or next to the window, to I suppose to sort of inhabit the space either
for his wife as a kind of family photo, you know, to look at while he’s not there, but I
think also to deter thieves. Seems a bit ludicrous to me because I would have thought
you’d know whether the Duke of Marlborough was there or not, you know, servants
would tell you wouldn’t they, but that seemed to be the myth that they were kind of, to
give the idea of occupancy. But they were kind of ordinary things, they were neither
furniture nor paintings and I liked them very much and I wanted to make things that were
neither furniture nor paintings that you just leaned against the wall in a space. So I wasn’t
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really influenced by artists directly, I was sort of influenced by an idea yet again of trying
to make the ordinary something more special I suppose.

And how were you making your cut-outs at that point?

You mean physically…

Yeah.

…how was I making them? Well, I would get very large pieces of paper, in those days,
and I would draw the shape of the person – it was either a person or a, animal or
something, I had a great big sort of black panther once and a kind of, call them
contortionist – so I’d make a very large drawing on a large piece of paper, then I’d cut the
piece of paper out and I’d lay the piece of paper on an eight foot by four foot piece of ply,
which I in those days was able to carry single-handedly from the wood shop to where I
lived, and then I would cut it out with a, electric jigsaw and then I’d paint them. And I
made them like that for a while and then I found that I didn’t need to make a paper cut-out
first, I could just draw directly on to the wood, and I suppose that’s really how I’ve always
made them. The last ones I just made, the hundred I just made, I made very small paper
templates and somebody else blew them up and somebody else cut them out. But that’s
the first and only time somebody else has cut them out for me. All the rest I’ve always cut
out. Yeah.

And how were you painting them?

Well I suppose early ones were painted with any kind of paint; house paint, any kind of
paint that seemed available. I wasn’t really very interested in paint, didn’t know very
much about paint. I knew what I wanted a thing to look like, I knew what colours I
wanted it to be, but it wasn’t, I never made, I didn’t really have a relationship in those sort
of early things with paint in any way. The black panther was black, the contortionist was
sort of gold and red and, you know, they were the colours that were required if you like.
Yes, I used any kind of paint that I could get hold of. I think it took a while, really much
later maybe, the very late seventies or early eighties before I started to realise that paint
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could actually tell its own story, rather than just be a coloured covering for something.
But that just came from the more I did it and the more I kind of related what I was looking
at to what I was doing. It’s a funny thing being trained as a theatre designer, it’s quite a
different thing, so much more to do with sort of getting a job done and the practical
project managing of something, the steps of it, the sort of imagination and the creativity is
always tempered a bit by cost and practicality so those kind of things are probably still
there, but they were very much there in those sort of days. I made these cut-outs in the
same spirit that I enjoyed Cruikshank and Gillray; they were witty, satirical, fun things to
have. They weren’t great art, they weren’t serious, they were amusing.

So it sounds like you were making a sort of differentiation between great art and what you
were trying to do?

Well I wasn’t interested in making paintings, they seemed – I liked to look at them, but I
didn’t, they weren’t ‘in the room’ enough. I wanted to make things that were ‘in the
room’ that weren’t sort of special and distant, because I’d come from wanting to make
theatre that was in the street, so the transition from theatre in the street to paintings in a
gallery was enormous, so it took a long time to sort of realise that paintings in a gallery
were something that someone like me could make. You know, I understood that human
beings had made them, but I still had that relation to them that they were sort of other
worldly somehow and I wasn’t interested in that, in being that kind of artist. I was
interested in being the sort of artist that you put a figure in a room, the room changes
because there’s another figure in the room that isn’t real, but has a meaning. So it seemed
at the time that perhaps work on the walls of domestic places were merely decorative.
They were very pleasant but they didn’t really sort of make a difference to the room, but if
you put a cut-out in a domestic place, domestic space, it changed how that space was.
Doing theatre design made me very addicted to changing how space was. You know, I
knew that if you put an enormous table in a banqueting hall that was round, it was
different than if you put a rectangular table. It just made the relationships and the actors
different, so I understood that different furniture and the placing of things made a
difference and I wanted to make that difference in a domestic space, not on a set.

[End of Track 5]
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[Track 6]

Okay, so it’s the second of October 2006. Okay. Last time you’d mentioned only briefly,
doing some theatre design as well as the interior design for the restaurant and so on,
could you tell me a little more about the actual theatre design and so on that you did at
that point?

Yes, well it was a kind of, it was a kind of brief encounter with theatre design because I
kind of got to the end of my course and realised that I wasn’t a theatre designer. So, but I
had made some good friends, strangely enough of course, not at art school but many years
previously had this very good friend at school who was from an acting family, a Greek
acting family and her name was Rhea Frangafinou and I went to school with her although
she was a bit, a few years ahead of me, and by the time I sort of left art school she and her
family had started this small theatre company and they were looking for somebody to help
them with the kind of design side, but it was very much a kind of throw things together,
make some things, throw them in the back of a van, do a small tour type of theatre
designer. In a sense that’s what I went into theatre design for, that was kind of perfect. I
wasn’t that interested in that kind of grand proscenium arch stuff, or even the kind of
contemporary, which seemed to me at the time slightly pretentious, theatre in the round
kind of stuff. I was interested in theatre in the street or theatre in places that wasn’t meant
for theatre. So I did some work with them and I wasn’t really that successful at it, the sets
and the costumes. They looked alright, they functioned okay, but it was so, I found the
world of theatre so kind of fraught, so to do with a kind of anxiety. There was always
terrific high anxiety to do with deadlines, to do with money, to do with being there on time
and all those sorts of things and of course there wasn’t any money to do it, there wasn’t
any pay for doing it. And so although it was a professional theatre company and they
made plays in venues and people came, there was never any money for design, it wasn’t
that sort of, you know, here is your fee for design, so I was waitressing at the same time.
And in the end, you know, after I think about two plays, both of which were kind of
contemporary adaptations of Greek dramas, neither of which I can remember the name of,
I thought I’d pack that in and realised, I mean really more or less well and truly that I
wasn’t cut out for being a theatre designer. I mean I did work a bit for Talawa Theatre
Company run by Yvonne Brewster and I did one play with them, a play called Fishing
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directed by Yvonne Brewster and written by Paulette Randall, and that appeared in a
theatre I think, sort of just near the Photographers’ Gallery, I don’t know if it’s really there
any more but it used to be, the Unicorn Theatre Club used to meet there. I can’t
remember, maybe it was called the Arts Theatre, I’m not sure. I, yeah, I designed a set for
that which was made up entirely of packing cases. So the two girls’ flats and they kind of
had this kind of argumentative relationship with each other and their flats were sort of
divided – I was certainly making some political point about council housing being like,
being you know, thin walls and tea chests and all that, but it was also about another set of,
another theatre set where there wasn’t any money to make the set so that was a bit more
successful. I suppose that was my West End debut and finale really, but I just didn’t like
it, I wasn’t happy in that kind of whole acting, theatre world. It seemed too, it was just too
fraught really. So yeah, so that’s really all the theatre design I did for the years and years I
spent supposedly learning about it. And I was just more interested in the theatre of real
space and so, although waitressing if you’re actually waitressing is horrible, but the idea
of waitressing and the idea of, I suppose it’s how I made sense of what I was doing really,
how I made sense of having such a stupid job really after all that supposed education and
not liking the thing I’d been educated for was to pretend to myself, but I think it was kind
of true, but you know there was this thing that I pretended to myself that what I was
interested in was how people were in a space, that’s what interested me about theatre and
about plays, how they interacted with each other, how the space made some kind of stage
for them to be on; people coming and going with different people who were acting out
kind of arguments and conversations that they wouldn’t have in their houses because they
would end up fighting or something. So I kind of found it interesting when I wasn’t
finding it hard work and that compensated for not doing that. And I’d gone some way into
creating that space along with the architects and the boss obviously. So I, there was
always that feeling of coming every day to waitress in Tutton’s and sort of watching
people interact on a theatre set that I’d created and that sort of whole idea of then turning
the downstairs space at Tutton’s into another restaurant with art on the walls kind of came
again from that idea of initially trying to turn the space into another theatre set that I’d sort
of created the look of. And because the exhibitions that I put on changed every month or
every six weeks once that bit of the restaurant got going, then again I was kind of
changing the space. So I suppose that’s really how I came into changing gradually from
thinking that theatre design was what I wanted to do to thinking that making art and
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showing art and showing other people’s art was what I wanted to do kind of was just
again, born out of a sort of set of circumstances that I’d got myself into, not entirely
accidentally, but I didn’t really have a clear game plan. Yeah.

Would it be possible to sort of describe the space that you created? I know it kept
changing with the artists that you brought in.

Yeah, well this space was downstairs at Tutton’s and Tutton’s was on the corner of the
piazza in Covent Garden and Russell Street. And so downstairs was really a cellar but –
and it was dark and obviously there weren’t any windows and it was kind of low – but as a
consequence, unlike in a way street level places, it was quite well lit because if it weren’t
well lit it would be pitch dark. And so there were, I don’t know, knowing that place
probably a good twenty or thirty tables, I mean it was, you know, there were a lot of
tables, many of them were all sort of way round the walls and this beautiful bar built into
one of the kind of archways of this cellar that I painted that kind of tumbling block pattern
that I’ve used forever, since there that kind of comes into all sorts of paintings. And I
painted that directly on the wall of this little bar and then all round the walls was space for
I suppose your average size piece of work. You could hang anything from about maybe
sort of three by three, four by four feet and then – but it also lent itself really well to kind
of very small watercolours or drawings because it was quite an intimate space, although it
was large, it was low and dark, kind of spotlit and you could get very close to the work if
you wanted to and if you were sitting at a table, because basically that’s who it was for,
the whole idea of it sort of in the first place was that people would come to the restaurant,
eat whatever they were eating, act out their scenarios as you do in restaurants, and have
something to kind of engage with if engaging with each other was difficult, it was a sort
of, quite a lot to do with conversations. It wasn’t really to do with the impact in a room, it
was how you engaged with it as you were eating or as you were kind of warming up to
whatever your issue was. So it lent itself well to that kind of domestic hang of work rather
than a kind of museum. It wasn’t about vistas or big impact. But the thing about it was
that at that time, there weren’t really many restaurants that did that. It seemed at the time
a kind of natural thing to do, but yeah, I mean I suppose, you know, we’re talking late sort
of seventies, it wasn’t the thing you did, you know. You sort of, I don’t know, on the
walls of restaurants you’d see, you might see artwork but it was artwork that the restaurant
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had bought and that was that really. It wasn’t about change, it wasn’t about encouraging
emerging artists or changing the space with any regularity and I think lots of people at the
time would think, and I think still do, that restaurants are supposed to sort of have an
identity and keep that identity and that customers will be disconcerted by things changing.
But we, Paul Tutton and I were very interested in things changing and being a kind of
different sort of space altogether. So you might have, I mean lots and lots of the work that
I showed in the beginning were the drawings and small paintings of people that I’d gone
to art school with, so there’d be Peter Farley, Richard Hudson, you know, and then friends
who were at other art schools. So all kind of art students just having left. A guy called
Phelan Black and his soon-to-be wife, Suzie, I mean they were kind of people who were
related to the restaurant, either they’d built things there for extra money to being artists or
they were people who were friends of theirs. It was all a kind of quite close set of people
in a way, in the beginning. Because I think that’s the thing, if you put together an art
space, you always have more artists than you’ve got time slots or space so I wasn’t
looking for artists, there was always, someone would come along. Minna Thornton
showed, you know, and Marlowe Russell showed, I mean it was one of those sort of
things, people would show there and they’d sell work because we’d have a private view
on a Sunday when that downstairs space wasn’t open, but also then the work was up on
the walls and Tutton’s and Covent Garden at that time was really about showing off and
about impressing people, so people would buy people’s work. And it didn’t cost very
much either, you know, we’d have things there for ten pounds and twenty-five pounds,
you know, which at the time seemed, well at the time it seemed a lot of money. Now I
think about it I can remember thinking, should this thing be five pounds or ten pounds,
you know, but people who spent whatever they spent on those kind of meals, although
they were kind of brasserie sort of food, could afford to buy things and the things were
small so it was sort of, it was a bit of a shop in a way, it didn’t really have pretensions to
great art. It was about art being part of your life really, and I really started to make cutouts around that sort of time, that late seventies time because cut-outs as I said before,
were kind of part of your everyday life. Wasn’t really interested at that time in kind of art
being something that you do on a path to a museum. So yeah, that’s sort of what it looked
like. Sort of domestic really, almost.
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And you sold other people’s work, did you at that point put your own work on sale,
promote yourself?

Yes, yes I did. I mean I have to say that all the way through the curating that I’ve done has
always had sort of two points to it. I was always promoting myself, but I also wanted to
belong to something bigger than myself. So I wasn’t interested in promoting myself by
myself, I was interested in promoting myself as part of a group of people, however loose.
So the first cut-outs was, that I made, I showed them there and they were, the best one was
a cut-out called Joseph Clark Posture Master and he was an engraving from a theatre
engraving of a contortionist. So because everything was still very tied up with theatre, I
was still interested in that, I was interested in the idea of Italian street theatre or mediaeval
street theatre sort of thing, so those were the kinds of books and things I was still sort of
looking at and engaging with. And I made another cut-out of a black panther of the
animal variety, if you see what I mean, but there was the pun that it was a black panther,
and it was kind of the length of a panther, you know, sort of three and a half foot long sort
of thing, cut out black panther with gold black lettering on it that said ‘hunger’. So it was
kind of pandering to those sort of restaurant sort of things, the kind of circussy atmosphere
of Covent Garden in a funny sort of way, it was always very kind of noisy and very,
people kind of showing off, it was a very kind of theatrical – the opera house was round
the corner, tons of theatres round the corner, so it was full of actors and theatre people and
opera people coming in and out. So that kind of work seemed to lend itself to that. I also
made some cut-outs, some sort of portrait cut-outs which I’ve really never done until
much, much later of Stravinsky and of David Hockney. So they were very much, in a way
they were quite buyable, commercial sort of things, but I was a theatre designer so I didn’t
really have the kind of concept of art being in several tiers and several layers. You know,
that you don’t make things that people want necessarily, so I made the things I wanted,
didn’t surprise me that other people wanted them, so people did buy them and so they’re
in somebody’s houses somewhere. In fact I’ve no idea where the panther ended up or
those two portrait cut-outs, but the Posture Master I sold to a friend of Marlowe’s father
so I don’t know if he still has it. So yeah, that was kind of, and I kind of got the, I suppose
I got the feeling that what I was trying to do was a bit – the only way I can think of to do it
was a bit cheeky I suppose in the atmosphere of the time was when I tried to get Sarah
Kent from Time Out to review the exhibitions, because I thought these exhibitions were
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good and the art was good and some of the people did actually want to be artists in the
artist sense of the word rather than the ones that wanted to be designers and were showing
drawings and things that they happened to be making. There were artists there who really
wanted to be artists. And she wrote a letter back which I don’t have any more which said,
you know, that no, she didn’t have the time to review this, you know and that you know,
did she think, if she did she said she’d be reviewing work that was on the walls of every
newsagent and launderette in London and I really wish I still had the letter. I mean I’ve
had some not bad conversations with her since, but I thought that was a kind of key
moment. I should have kept the letter and said, I was actually the first person to think
about putting work in places where you wouldn’t normally do it. But I wasn’t doing it for
grandiose reasons, I was doing it for very kind of just quite cosy, domestic, having a nice
time reasons. So I didn’t think I was into a sort of battle until somebody said no I won’t
do this. And that’s like a red rag to a bull to me, you know, I just think, oh really.
[laughs] And I never did get those exhibitions reviewed but then I sort of started to
understand that if I wanted to help myself and help other artists, then I was going to have
to get the work on the walls of places where the press would come. And in a way that was
a kind of, I don’t know, it was a kind of, I regret it in some ways because then I began to
engage with a world that I think was even more difficult than I ever realised. Because if
I’d realised the battle I had on I might never have started. All sorts of things might not
have happened, but I should have understood from that that there were hierarchies and
systems and ways of doing things and people you needed to know that I didn’t understand.
So that’s when I sort of began to look and see what was on the walls of what I’d call
commercial art galleries. I’d always been in these state-run institutions and I hadn’t sort
of thought of myself as being on the walls of those places because I never was that kind of
artist. I wanted to go into theatre, I wanted to do some things that were all to do with, of
the everyday, nothing so removed. Galleries seemed removed even though they were
fabulous to go to. So these commercial galleries seemed to be the sorts of places that
would be the next kind of thing to try and engage with and there were lots of little ones
popping up and there was one at the Artists’ Market that I was introduced to sort of fairly
early on and I had relationships with and then I began to wonder whether the reason that I
couldn’t get on the walls of these galleries was more to do with who I was and what I was
than whether my art was any good or not. And obviously there always had been kind of
underlying kind of political kind of undertones to what I was doing but it wasn’t very on
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the surface. So that’s when I started to sort of think, okay, if I make a certain kind of work
that actually is as political as the theatre work that I really wanted to make, or I thought I
wanted to make, what kind of challenges that to those sort of spaces and is this the sort of
freedom that I can have…

[break in recording]

what kind of challenges that to those sort of spaces and is this the sort of freedom that I
can have…

[break in recording]

Yes, it’s political. Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. See I think I thought that, I began to think that
making artworks as opposed to being a theatre designer would give me that kind of
freedom, not the freedom of expression in a kind of sloshy paint sort of way, but a
freedom to say what I wanted to say because as I say, I don’t think I understood at all how
commercial art galleries worked and I didn’t understand either how the bigger system of
how the state run gallery worked. I just thought that you could use pictures then as a way
to communicate ideas from one set of people to another. So as I began to try to get the
work on these kinds of spaces, I then realised that it was difficult but I think I made a
mistake perhaps in knowing what it was. Certainly no-one seemed to have come across
black women artists before. There was a definite kind of how strange, different kind of
strange sorts of conversations about not thinking that black people made art. I’ve had
conversations [incomp], which sounds odd now, sounds completely bizarre now, but
conversations where people would say that they knew that black people were, you know,
creative and interested in making music and really good at sport, which sounds like
something from the television now, but people actually said that in those days and I’d say,
well I don’t think that’s so, you know, because I knew about African art so I knew that
black people did make art. I just didn’t necessarily at that moment know other black
artists in Britain. But I’ve always thought that if I’m doing this thing, there must be
somebody else doing this thing. And sometimes that’s a mistake because there isn’t
anyone else doing this thing but – that I’ve come across – but still, you know, it’s still,
even in terms of sort of the time I always have thought if I’m thinking in this way then in,
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there’s no reason why in 1640 someone wasn’t thinking in this way, maybe not about the
same things but I can’t see how human beings sort of are so very different, you know,
or… Anyway, the point was, I thought if I’m making this stuff, I’ve managed to get from
one end to the other end of art school, there must be other people and that’s really when I
sort of thought well I’ve got an ability to encourage people to bring forward their things,
to hang them on the wall, I can write a letter, I can get people to come to private views or
launches, I can get people to buy things. Why don’t I try and do this and why don’t I try
and do it sort of as a, perhaps in more kind of not so much community spaces, I suppose I
was very much aiming towards a sort of community arts spaces. So the first sort of two
places I had in mind were Battersea Arts Centre and the Africa Centre, which were sort of
community arts spaces of a completely sort of different type, but that seemed a kind of
halfway point to me. Places that were committed to getting people in the door, getting
people in the door to kind of engage in cultural activities in a vague sort of way, but they
were also places to have something to eat in those places or cinema or you know, you
could just meet someone there and then go somewhere else, you know. So I was always
interested in that kind of space, I haven’t, I enjoyed going to that sort of space so I think I
thought that would be a good idea. And so the very sort of early part of the eighties, that
was where my thinking was kind of going.

But did that come before actually knowing other black artists, the want to do it, did it
come…?

Yeah, it did come before knowing other black artists. Yeah, there’s a sort of key, that’s
the kind of key in a sense that I just felt that if I was doing it there must be other people
doing it, and so the idea sort of came to me because by this time I was living with
Marlowe Russell and I needed to concentrate rather more on earning money than I did
when I was living with Paul Tutton, which I sort of, I did have to concentrate on earning a
living but it was a rather more serious matter then. And I was working in a bookshop near
the Tower of London. And it was fantastic, I read tons and tons of books when I was
supposed to be stacking shelves and all that sort of thing. But I was basically kind of quite
bored when I wasn’t reading the books and I thought what I needed to do was go back to
education and change tack because I clearly was never going to go to follow the theatre
design thing, I knew I’d really, really left it behind. I hadn’t got any connections in that
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direction, I wasn’t interested politically in it and I realised I wasn’t actually very good at
it, they were right, you know, I wasn’t a team player in that kind of way. So I had this
idea to go to the Royal College of Art, which I had, I think I had that idea which sounds
grand now, but I had that idea because my mother had gone there so I think it was a bit
like a sort of, you know, if your dad’s a coalman, you’ll be a coalman. I never really
thought about it as something impossible to do or incredibly, yeah, incredibly difficult to
do. I realise it was difficult in some senses because I had had such a sort of bad time at
the previous kind of institution so I did think it was going to be a challenge, but the time
that we’re talking is a very, very early eighties. The political situation in Britain is, you
know, it’s falling apart and all around are initiatives from the GLC, government kind of
being fairly set in its ways, but local government challenging government on issues of race
and class and gender and I was picking up on this and seeing that those issues could be the
reason why I hadn’t sort of made the kind of progress that I might make. Didn’t really
ever occur to me to think that it was just the work wasn’t very good. I never thought that.
It’s only many, many years later that that occurred to me that perhaps that ought to have
occurred to me. So I had this idea to go to the Royal College of Art but I didn’t have very
much money. I didn’t have any money really. And so I didn’t have the money to pay the
fees and I spent quite a lot of time trying to, you know, writing to charities and all that sort
of thing, wondering how I was going to pay the fees if I got in. But anyway, I didn’t get
very far, but I went to the – because I suppose the point of going, of thinking about going
to the Royal College of Art was the reason I realise now that a lot of people do an MA is
that they have an idea, they perhaps think that they need more connections or they need a
bit more discipline to get the idea sorted or they need some kind of structure or perhaps
other artists to work alongside to bounce their ideas off and I think that was definitely the
case with me, I just thought I know I can do this if I go back into a sort of structured
system and I was pretty institutionalised as far as education goes anyway. You know, I
find it a bit challenging to be outside that system. So I applied and said that I wanted to
write about young black artists in Britain today and of course the political time was right
so I got to the interview in which I suppose late eighty-one, very early eighty-two
probably, and I was in this interview that, Chris Frayling was the Head of Cultural History
then, as it was then and there was another person who was kind of completely blank, I
don’t know who that was, and a student and the student was part of the interviewing sort
of panel. And they asked me all kinds of questions which I was okay with the answer with
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because I don’t know, I had a kind of strange sort of confidence in the idea that what I was
going to do there was spend the first year, because it was a two year MA, part-time, two
year part-time MA, I think – sort of complicated by various things – but I was going to
spend the first year looking for these artists that I knew were there and the second year
writing and making exhibitions happen. And I think in the interview, I think it was
obviously one of those first instances where I realised that there were some people here
who could tick a box and they were very enthusiastic about the idea and, but weren’t sure
that there was anybody in the institution that could be my tutor, because nobody in the
institution knew anything about this thing as I realised, because nobody knew anything
about this thing. So when I got the acceptance letter, so I got in, terrific, but unfortunately
I hadn’t got a bursary so I did have to find the money to go. And I didn’t have any money.
So – or I didn’t have enough money, there seemed to be a whole kind of conglomeration
around money and I don’t remember ever asking my mother for the money. Probably if I
had asked her she might have given it to me, but by that time I was twenty-eight so I
wasn’t really – although I’ve asked my mother for money since [laughs], when I was
twenty-eight I sort of didn’t think you know, you could still do that I suppose. And so I
wrote to a lot of these charities that I’d found in this book and I didn’t really get anywhere
and I must have found enough money just by borrowing it from various people. It’s
conveniently completely blank where I got the money to go. But the minute I got there I
was sort of very aware that I needed the money to finish it and to do it and I went to the
head of the students’ union, who was a guy called Paul Gough who is an artist, then
obviously and now, and he, as somehow you could do in the eighties, came up with some
kind of fiddle whereby I registered as a part-time student but did it fulltime, so it was
much, much less money to do it. And he, you know, I do see him occasionally, you know,
about every five years or something his university has something to do with mine and I
don’t know if he even really realises actually that I just would have got absolutely
nowhere without this incredible sort of scam really that he managed to fiddle, or he told
me to do, this sort of piece of paper that he told me to fill in. And it sort of really turned
on that. So then I felt quite confident about being there, but then I looked around of
course and I thought there were very few black students there and the thing about the
Royal College is there are tons and tons of students. But the other thing about those
students there is that they didn’t want to engage at all in the idea of identity politics. They
were there to be the painters and the textile designers that they wanted to be and they
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really didn’t want to sort of scupper that in any way. And I put out adverts in, well I just
sort of sent postcards to art schools, to community centres, to all kinds of odd places up
and down the country and I’ve still got a kind of, a copy of one of these, a handwritten
kind of leaflet thing that says, ‘Do you think of yourself as a black artist? If you do and
you like making work and you think you might want to show it and you’re interested in
talking about it’, something like that, ‘write to me at this address’. And I just sent out
these tons of leaflets and I would put them on the cars in the streets and I’d send them out
and all sorts of things. And artists started to write to me and some people sent their slides
and some people sent letters back and arranged to meet and most of the people that replied
to me were women artists. So it was a sort of, you know, it just sort of happened that way
and by this method I discovered that, as I knew all along, you know, somewhere in my
head that a group of artists in the Midland – Eddie Chambers and Keith Piper and Donald
Rodney and Claudette Johnson – were actually getting together their own work while they
were still at art school and organising exhibitions and organising conferences. And so,
you know, it’s incredibly sort of – not incredibly of course because as I said, I knew it was
happening somewhere. You know, three-quarters of the way through the first year I’d
made connections with them and I’d made connections much nearer home, although I was
a bit more afraid of making that connection, strangely, with Shakka Dedi who ran the
Black Art Gallery in Seven Sisters Road. So now I had confirmation that I was right that
there were black artists going through art school. There were black artists making work
who wanted to show it and who wanted to talk to other black artists around the subject of
what they were making and the processes of what they were making and the idea of they
wanted to get into showing, they wanted to be part of the mainstream. So we wanted it all
of course, we wanted a sort of particular identity, but we wanted to kind of make some
kind of inroads into mainstream culture. And I suppose then that the connections that I
had with the theatre company, Talawa Theatre Company, meant that I had this connection
with Battersea Arts Centre and by this time I had, because of the connections with
Tutton’s, I had in my sights as it were the Africa Centre. So, and now I had the artists that
were ready, or seemed ready or were interested in showing. So now all these kinds of
elements in a much less, you know, not in a very particularly strategic sort of way, were
starting to sort of come together. So the several elements were kind of in place now. And
I sort of set about then trying to put on these shows. But, I have to say in both places, the
sort of set up there was really open to it because of the kind of venues that they were. So
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again, I had a sort of false then start because they were open to that, they had to, they were
aware and willing I think, I don’t think it was a kind of ticking boxes thing, but you know,
they were aware of the kind of necessity to represent the whole population. And it was
London after all. So the first exhibition then was Five Black Women at the Africa Centre
and I look at the pieces of paper now and I realise that Five Black Women at the Africa
Centre happened really, really close to the next show at Battersea Arts Centre. So while
one is kind of right at the end of eighty-three, the next one is right at the beginning of
eighty-four. So they were kind of, it was kind of a two-part exhibition in a way. And the
first, the first one, the Africa Centre show – the Africa Centre in those days had this sort of
big central hall, I suppose and then round the, on a mezzanine level round the edge of it
was the gallery space. So the gallery space, you couldn’t walk from one side to another,
you had to walk all the way round. So again there was this kind of intimate relationship
with the work, but of course when you were standing at one end of it you could see the
whole kind of vista. So I was used to hanging work and I was used to speaking with
artists and it gave me an opportunity to show my own work and belong to something. And
the work that I put in that show was a series of cut-out men, which I had tried to get into a
show called Women’s Images of Men in something like eighty-one, 1981. But what they
were, were life-size cut-outs of men with three or four foot penises in different sorts of
shapes, you know. So there was one with this dog shape penis, another one with blocks of
flats and big businesses, you know, he was a kind of business man. Then there was the
kind of family man who had a penis in the shape of a TV set and a happy family kind of
setting. So – and then there was the artist who was a cut-out of Michelangelo’s David
with a three foot penis in the shape of a paintbrush. So to me they were, I mean I thought
they were very funny of course, I would think they were funny, but I’d never showed them
in public and the Women’s Images of Men women didn’t want to show them. But you
know, it was the usual thing, it was an open show, an open submission so I sent the slides
and they were returned, no thank you. I of course took it as a sort of, I never thought for a
moment that it was either – I never thought that it was risky work. I can’t quite
understand that now, but I think it was because again I didn’t have that kind of overview
of what actually is on show in art galleries in – although I went to art galleries I sort of, I
don’t know, I never thought of them as staid or conservative places and I think I thought
that the ideas in them overrode the visual, well I suppose they were censored really and I
realise now or I’ve realised since. So I had these cut-outs and I kept making more of them
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from the first sort of one that I entered into that first open show, and so I showed those.
And I might say of course, the show was reviewed in Time Out and the whole idea of
black women showing art as black women became a thing that you could do. Sonia Boyce
was in that show, some beautiful huge pastel drawings. And Veronica Ryan showed her
tiny sort of gourds and natural objects made of lead. Houria Niati showed the beginnings
of her series of tiny paintings – I completely forget. And Claudette Johnson showed her
portraits of women. So it was sort of, it was a beautiful show really and although I can’t
now tell how many people were at that opening because it was packed, it was absolutely
packed, but of course you could only walk round this sort of mezzanine level so had the
whole room been taken up, if you see what I mean, maybe it wasn’t so packed. But the
whole sort of thing of that opening was of people just going round and round and round.
And I don’t know, I think some people were kind of shocked by the work, some people
had found what they were looking for, other black artists. I think the African, the usual
African clientele of the Africa Centre were totally bemused, especially by cut-out men.
There wasn’t this sort of at all a notion of being critical of Europeans in that way because
if you like, the whole sort of political kind of conflict of the early eighties was a conflict
really between black people from the Caribbean as it were, rather than the people that
mostly occupied the Africa Centre were young African lawyers or students of some kind
who were going to be in England for a short amount of time and then leave. So it was that
kind of community, it was a sort of different thing really. And I think to some extent,
although I thought of the Africa Centre in Covent Garden as a very central location, one of
the criticisms from some of the black community was that it was miles from where any
black people lived and so it was pandering to a kind of elite sort of way of thinking about
art. But I didn’t sort of think that through because I’d functioned in that district and never
thought of central London as not belonging to everybody. I hadn’t sort of lived in
outlying areas like say, Willesden or Harrow or Wealdstone or I don’t know, way in south
London, you know, at that time, really really south London and not gone into the centre.
I’d always, wherever I’d lived, I’d always gone into the centre and felt that that belonged
to everybody. So that was a sort of, one of those kind of wake up calls where I think of
something as, you know, very accessible and very open to everyone, there are whole
sections who think what I’m doing is a kind of elitist sort of thing. But I kind of learned
as the years go by how to have a bit more of an overview of things rather than see
everything as my point of view. And that I suppose was the really good thing about Black
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Woman Time Now, is that not only was it in Battersea nearby where a lot of black people
live, but it was also on in a black festival put on by Yvonne Brewster and all the sort of
Talawa Theatre people, but, so there was an exhibition in the exhibition spaces, the
women artists’ slide library actually functioned out of that space, Jude Kelly ran the space
and Yvonne Brewster had run this festival and she had hundreds and hundreds of sort of
connections. So that then made much more sense as a place to have a bigger exhibition
and there were around fifteen artists in that exhibition.

I was wondering, as well as, well what was the sort of mix of the audience as far as you
could tell to both of those exhibitions, was it, who were you interested in targeting and
who do you think actually did see that work?

Well, I think certainly in the Africa Centre because of where it was, lots of black people
did see that work and because of who we were as artists, of course we knew lots of black
people. So lots of the black people that we knew and the ones that naturally came to that
space saw that work. But that was a kind of accident of who we were, I’m not entirely
sure that that was our target. We were more concerned about ourselves showing. Well,
shall I say I was more concerned with that. I think that because Sonia Boyce had pointed
out that the location of that place was so central and that other black people couldn’t get to
it, that she was much more aware of who was it speaking to than perhaps I was. I’ve
always been, I suppose motivated by where does an artist show her, his work and who is
looking at it came much later for me in the kind of debate and it came out of speaking to
other black artists. You know, I kind of stumbled into that idea and those are the kind of
debates that came from it. So I’d say in that first show, Five Black Women at the Africa
Centre, people we knew and because we were who we were, a great mix of people saw
that show. Now of course if it’s advertised in Time Out then that has its own sort of
audience in the early eighties and I guess if black people were reading that magazine to
see where they might go or what things they might see or cinema things or whatever, then
they would come across the exhibition, as it were by accident. So, but that wasn’t sort of
audience, the motivation for that wasn’t audience centred I don’t think. But I think by the
time I’d kind of entered into those sorts of conversations and obviously the more black
people you put in a show, as I’ve tried to point out on many occasions since, the more
black audience you have for that show because those people, that’s who they know. They
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know their families, their families know friends, their friends know families. So that’s
how you build audiences for black work, is by having black participants in the event. And
yes it grows slowly, an audience grows slowly that way but it grows organically and so
it’s more sustainable if you do it that way. And so I think obviously for Black Woman
Time Now, then the audience for that exhibition was very much the black creative
community. So then there were actresses, there were people, filmmakers and then there
were the family and the friends of those actresses and filmmakers. So, but I would say it
still wasn’t centred in that way, it’s just that we were making work about our lives and
how we engaged with the world and so it was in a sense aimed at other black people
because that’s who could understand the conversation that we were having. But I think
probably all of us at that time would say look, anyone can look at the work. I think as
black women artists we were much more sort of interested in engaging in a debate about
how we saw the world, how life was for us and we were eager to see whether other people,
other black women saw the world in the same way. I mean the cut-out men were very
much that. They were very much, this is how I see these power brokers, these powerful
men around me, but I suppose I was naïve in thinking that the audience then would
necessarily see things from the same point of view and I definitely started to switch at
Black Woman Time Now kind of stage to making quite, work that was much more literally
how I felt. So the cut-out that I made for that, which was called We Will Be has a text
written on it that goes something like, we will be who we want to be and the time is now
and the place is here. So that was quite literal but I suppose I was wanting to engage with
the audience that came, but we didn’t go out looking for a black audience, we were just
convinced by being who we were and knowing who we were and expecting the audience
to grow that way. I don’t think I really understood the idea of audience development in
that – well I didn’t understand it, I certainly wouldn’t have called it that. But I think I
realised then that the cut-out men, successful though they were, I mean they were a wild
success, but actually for completely the wrong kind of reasons. I guess actually if I’d
carried on making those I probably could have fast tracked it to having a dealer and all
those kind of trappings of British art world much, much quicker, but I came from a
thinking that I seem to have invented for myself from reading Brecht or whatever, that I
wanted to make art that changed the world. I wasn’t that interested in making money. I
was probably interested in having enough money, but I wasn’t interested in making money
so I sort of, I just wanted to show the stuff. I didn’t think about selling the stuff and I
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think that was a key mistake, but yet what makes all this work hold its integrity, the work
of that time, is that none of us had the strategy in place for selling. We weren’t building
collectors, we weren’t building contacts in that way. We wanted to shift how we as black
people were seen in the world and we were using art to do it. I suppose in another, in
another world we might have been – there are whole sections of people who did it that
way – local politicians, local councillors, community leaders and do it that sort of way.
We did it with art. We did exactly that kind of thing; made connections, had
conversations, planned for things, had a good time, but round art rather than round local
politics. So we weren’t strategising to sell, so we weren’t building that plan for having
dealers and changing the art world in the way that young British artists did. We were all
doing that same thing at the same time, showing in alternative spaces, but we weren’t
looking for collectors. We were looking to change government policy and looking to
change how we were seen in the world.

But were you interested in communicating with the art world itself?

Well, I think we must have been, but we didn’t, I don’t think any of us really knew how to
do it. I don’t think at that time I particularly thought that you could go to curators, I don’t
know that I would know who they were particularly and that you could go to them and
say, here is my work, show it. But I think I must have thought that putting that work on
the wall, that the press would come and review it, but I think that was about getting more
people in the door. I think we were using the press to get people to come and see it, I
don’t know that it, I really was trying to communicate in a direct line with curators or with
big museums. I think the people we knew were in the GLC, you know, there were, there
began to be shows being put on at the Festival Hall, and so it was all around kind of
politics and not round art world. Art world was sort of happening over there, so I mean it
seems odd now to think of us sort of working in that way, but still going to exhibitions but
perhaps not thinking, or not imagining that this is where I belong, you know. But I think it
was, well I mean I think it’s the same, the same thing is still happening. I still think that
young people are not necessarily relating to those institutions because they don’t see
themselves in there often enough, you know. It’s kind of obvious really if you don’t see
yourself in a place, especially when you’re younger, then you don’t necessarily work out
that you could be in that place and I think that’s what it was. Art galleries were places you
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went to to look at stuff, but that you didn’t necessarily – I mean because of course I didn’t
do a fine art degree, so I didn’t have that training either, you know. And that sounds
bizarre now, didn’t teach you at art school, how come you didn’t know how to do it. But
you know, it was only now that I was sort of at the Royal College where I kind of was
being taught, you know, my tutor there was a guy called Paul Overy who didn’t know
anything about black art. He told me that Madhur Jaffrey, apart from being a chef, also
made artworks and that was about the sum of what he knew. But he knew Tag Grunberg
who’s an art historian as well and his whole area of expertise was Dutch modernism, so he
understood about groups of artists, he understood about how they come together and how
they fall apart and the kind of issues they deal with, so in that way he was really
fantastically useful because he was just kind of mapping what he knew on top of what I
was beginning to know, I realise now. And also he just kept me very disciplined and
doing the work and asking all the time what was happening and how it was going. But
I’m not sure I understood enough about how the art world worked to make proper
conversations with it.

But did you say that you’d tried to approach galleries, commercial galleries beforehand?

Yes, I’d taken drawings that I’d made and – oh and slides actually of drawings that I’d
made – to little galleries, commercial galleries, up-and-coming ones in Covent Garden and
you know, you’d be met by the charming and delightful leggy girl on the desk who’d take
your slides out of the envelope and hold them up to light and say, ‘Oh I don’t think this is
quite suitable for this place’, you know, and put them back – ‘And thank you so much for
coming’. And off you’d go, you know, to the next one. But I had no concept that that
wasn’t the way that you did it. It seemed like that’s the way that people had done it with
me. They’d said, I’ve got this friend makes this stuff, oh yeah, what does it look like? Oh
yeah, that’s okay, let’s put that on the wall. So I thought, you know in my usual way, I
thought if that’s the way I did it, that’s the way they did it. And I thought the drawings I
was making were interesting enough and not that much different to what was on the wall,
so why wouldn’t they show it. You know, I didn’t understand that you had to already
have a bit of a kind of collector base somewhere about your person or aligned to your
friends or family somewhere and you needed to bring that with you to a gallery. I didn’t
know that, it took me decades to understand that.
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What were your drawings like?

Oh they were pencil drawings, lots of pencil drawings, sometimes made from
photographs, kind of hybridised drawings of lots of transvestites, so lots of men in suits,
men in men’s suits with women’s shoes or women in men’s suits with skirts. So kind of
taken from old photographs and old collages on old magazines sort of thing. So instead of
collaging photograph on magazine, I would take photographs from, take the sort of images
from both those things and make a new drawing. It would come a lot also from the sort of
theatre design stuff where the whole of my theatre design sort of short career was about
stealing and borrowing and mixing and matching really, adding one thing from another.
They were okay drawings, I mean I can still in my mind’s eye see them so that probably
means they weren’t too bad, you know.

Have you kept them?

No. [laughs] I lost them somewhere along the way. That’s happened with a few things
really, I move and I leave them behind, you know. But hey, it’s only art. I think there are
slides of them.

Have you given any consideration to the idea of documenting your own processes?

Yes, I think because I had asked for slides from people I’d entered into the idea of an open
competition at least once, I’d realised that I made very big things. They did teach me at
art school to document because you make sets and you make sets as little model boxes, so
I think I was kind of in the loop of documenting work. I didn’t particularly keep it very
well or very, in any kind of order or very efficiently, but I kept those slides and however
many years it is later, twenty-five years later, thirty years later, I still do have very early
slides. So yeah, the idea of documenting’s always there. I wasn’t always that efficient,
but I knew to do it.

And did you show at the Artists’ Market with those drawings?
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Yeah. Yeah, I did and I have a great problem here in that probably the very first time I did
show artwork at all was with those drawings, but that, I didn’t go along with those
drawings and say could I show these. This was a strange exhibition which was one of
those odd kind of happenchance things in that I was friends with Peter Farley who knew
Vera Russell who ran the Artists’ Market, which is how I got into sort of being with them,
working with them in the first place, and she wanted to put on an exhibition. It was
obviously organised by I think perhaps somebody from the Africa Centre of African
artists’ work and this Peter Farley said, oh I know an African artist and I think, you know,
yet another man actually who kind of changed the face of things without knowing, I think
knowing Peter Farley he was, you know, being opportunist in a sense you know, that he
knew somebody who he could genuinely call an African artist and he said to me if you
bring this work along we’ll show it. And so I brought it along and nobody was saying oh
yes or no, it was quite obvious that it was an early kind of stab at this and they put the
work on the wall. So yeah, I did show them in public there and I suppose they must have
been for sale because – but not necessarily, it was a kind of strange, very short show and
sort of hotchpotchly put together. I don’t have an invite for it or a leaflet or anything. It
was just a sort of, I think it was let’s do this in between two shows, you know, it was one
of those sorts of things that used to happen in those days, you know. But it was a beautiful
space. But I suppose it was one of those early galleries that was really a recently
converted warehouse space so it had some very, yeah it was quite radical when you think
of how commercial spaces were then, much more like shops. Well like they are now, sort
of beautifully designed shops. So yeah, those are the pieces, but I don’t really know what
happened to them but I have the slides.

What sort of scale were they?

Oh, just A1 drawings. Yes.

In pencil?

Yes, totally in pencil and kind of, yeah, drawn as if they were drawn from photographs.
You were supposed to tell, you know, there were kind of very extreme shadows and very
kind of sharp sort of lines. They weren’t supposed to look as if they’d come from real life.
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They were supposed to look like collaged photographs and drawings, supposed to look as
if I’d sort of mixed and matched things, cut things up and stuck them down, but made as
drawings rather than collages.

And was that amongst other people’s work as well, or was that just your work?

Oh no, it was a big show in the Artists’ Market, it was an enormous show. There were,
yeah, there were paintings, there were carvings, all kinds of things and I just don’t have
the documentation for it any more and it was just such a, it was on for such a short time
and at the time I suppose it didn’t seem very significant. I think it must have been the sort
of, perhaps the way that I kind of came to it so that I was asked then almost, you know, in
a week’s time there it was. My mother came to the opening though, and my mother then
met people there that she knew. A filmmaker called Lionel Ngkane who she’d known
when my father was alive, she re-met him then, I don’t think they’d seen each other for
about eighteen years and then she ended up actually living with him. But I think actually
she, that was kind of the most significant thing, strangely enough, about that exhibition
that – and I think it wasn’t on for very long, I’m not entirely sure I even went back to it
after that opening. I think I found actually openings like that, I find them a bit hard work,
you know, I think that’s a bit frightening, a bit overwhelming. But it was probably one of
those unique opportunities missed I somehow think now. I don’t think about that show
very often, you know, I don’t know what it was called. I’ll try and find it.

And did it include the work of sort of contemporary black artists? Was that a chance
to…?

Yeah, it must have done. But I think it was African artists, so I think they were African
artists who were much older men and who were, or perhaps they were actually making
work as everybody was, in West Africa and South Africa and the work was sort of shipped
over. I don’t think, I’m ninety-five per cent certain it wasn’t really, it certainly wasn’t
young artists making work in London. It was definitely a kind of brought together thing
and the artists seemed to be from somewhere else. I certainly didn’t feel that this was a
sort of place or a set of people that I could make a connection with. There wasn’t really
any logical reason for that, as my mother was there making a connection that she had

Lubaina Himid Page 155
C466/249 Track 6

already made, re-making a connection if you like. But yeah, I didn’t see it as an
opportunity to connect with other African artists. But probably because I still wasn’t
thinking of myself as an artist in that kind of – it seems odd, yes I was going round
galleries to see if they would show my work, but I think I was operating in quite a
scattergun sort of way, you know what I mean, trying different ways of kind of doing
things. It should have occurred to me but it didn’t.

At that point, where were you working and you know, how much time were you able to
spend doing it?

Well I think the thing is, it’s the same as when I was a teenager and it’s the same now, I
make work all the time. I’m always drawing something, making something and what I do
for a living, it kind of has almost sort of nothing to do with it. What I am is someone who
makes drawings and makes things and I try I think always to do the sort of work where I
could do that alongside it, you know, I’d make work wherever, in whatever flat or house I
was living in, I’d just make it wherever I could. I didn’t have a sort of studio space, I
made the work for, that was shown in Five Black Women at the Africa Centre in a room in
Marlowe’s house. I don’t think it – it wasn’t her studio. I think it was just a room, it
wasn’t my studio either, I think it was like a, I didn’t really have a studio when I first
moved there in those sort of days, so I would just make things in whatever room was
convenient to make them. I was never a particularly kind of messy kind of studio artist, if
you know what I mean. You’d never find kind of paint everywhere, but I suppose that’s
because in the beginning I was sort of what you’d call, you know, making work in the
back bedroom so kind of don’t make a mess. So I made those cut-outs, cut-out men in
Marlowe’s house and I guess the, well the, strangely enough the We Will Be cut-out,
which I also made in a room in Marlowe’s house, there were other artists living in that
house as well and some of the time they were helping me with it. This cut-out had lots of
little strands of wool and lots of drawing pins. The whole of this woman’s jacket, the We
Will Be woman’s jacket is made from drawing pins. So I thought, oh I’ll buy a few boxes
of drawing pins and I’ll stick ‘em in. And I think I was going to make the whole dress of
these drawing pins, so the whole thing would be this kind of gold dress, but after Sylvia,
who lived in the house, and Marlowe and I had bought, you know, hundreds of boxes of
fifty drawing pins and every time either of them would ever go out, buy a newspaper or
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cigarettes, whatever they got, they’d come back with drawing pins from the newsagent
and they’d stick ‘em in this thing and it took, actually the three of us, our first
collaborative piece actually, the three of us made that piece, the wool – I don’t know if the
same wool is in it now, was Sylvia’s because she was always knitting, and you know, so
various – and there were lovely playing cards on it that belonged to Marlowe – and so the
three of us contributed to that piece really. And I think that was, I can see that standing in
the kitchen. I think it stood in the kitchen and was made along with cooking things and
eating things, it was just part of our everyday really, it stood there and got made like that.
And that’s really the way things have always been made in a way. Very rarely gone
somewhere and made work in a studio. It’s always made as part of kind of whatever I was
doing at the time. While I was at the Royal College and sorting these two shows out, I
guess I might have done a bit of, I think I maybe did some community work, worked in a,
after school kids’ thing, so children would come after school to this housing estate sort of
down the bottom of Lavender Hill, big estate just before you got to the river and Marlowe
would teach them how to cook and I would teach them how to make masks and that sort of
stuff and how to play – they knew how to play pool, so I had to play pool with them and
ping-pong with them and that sort of thing. So I did the sort of, a bit of mask making and
craft making things with mostly black kids and Marlowe would teach them how, when
they came home from you know, school, they could make jacket potato or beans on toast,
or fantastic thing she used to make with them was those chocolate cornflake things. She
was a great cook and she was great at teaching really quite small children how to look
after themselves. And so I did that at the same time as being at art school really. I mean it
seems weird now to think of doing all these things, but somehow, I don’t know, that’s how
I made sense of it or that’s how I, that’s just how I am I guess. I just tend to do several
things at once, believing that each thing will kind of inform the other thing. But it wasn’t
great work, I wouldn’t say I actually enjoyed doing it because I was a bit more nervous I
think of children than she was and I was a bit more nervous of my own abilities to make
things actually, you know, make a mask and they’d want a Darth Vader mask and I could
make a jolly kind of jolly sort of mask, you know, some kind of, I don’t know,
seventeenth century masked ball kind of mask, but they wanted Mickey Mouse, you know.
So that was a bit of a sort of difficult thing to do. They’d often say to me, oh draw this,
draw this and I’d help to teach them to draw the things they wanted to draw. So if they
wanted to draw cartoon characters I’d teach them how to do it or – so I suppose that was
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good and I think we had a good time, but it wasn’t very planned, I didn’t have a great
strategy or a great sort of desire to do that, I just could do it. I was able to do it. Kids had
fun, I earned a small amount of money and it helped me pay the rent and go to the Royal
College.

So Lavender Hill, whereabouts is that, where was the project?

So the project was on the Doddington Estate, which is on the bottom of Lavender Hill, just
by the River Thames. And there were kind of big, it seemed at the time a very large
housing estate, block after block after block with those kind of walkways that lead you
from one to another. It wasn’t really a scary place, but it was poor and we lived at the top
of Lavender Hill, sort of much nearer the common, much nearer Clapham Common and it
wasn’t wealthy up there but there were different kinds of shops, you know, there were just
shops where you could buy, you know, spinach and you know, market things, proper
shops. Shops, local shops that sold fresh food and I think that was how I learned to
differentiate between places, so that the housing estate, there was a Spar and you could
buy baked beans. And you know, and I think those things were actually probably more
expensive than they were at the top of the hill, you know, so I kind of, was always aware
of those kinds of anomalies. But that was London, you know, it still is really. And of
course, where we lived, on Elspeth Road, was round the corner from Battersea Arts Centre
so those sort of people in Battersea Arts Centre wanted to attract people from all around,
you know, they obviously needed the people of Clapham to kind of buy their, you know,
nice coffee and cakes there but they needed people from all over the place to come and
wanted, Jude Kelly would want audiences and children from all over the area to come. So
I suppose that’s where I must have begun this sort of, be occupying several different
spaces at once and being able to see the difference in those spaces and wanting to join
them up.

Well how did you feel about, on the one hand trying to make your way as an artist in that
kind of world, but at the same time kind of being involved with community work? How did
you feel about that, the differences and how they might connect or not?
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I’m not sure I sort of, I didn’t see a connection in a very organised sort of way. I would
definitely if somebody had asked me at the time say that young children making masks
and you know, making drawings and making things out of cardboard boxes and bits of old
tat was a really good thing for them to be doing, much better for them than watching the
television or being out on the street. I mean the point of this kind of after school club
thing was so they weren’t out on the street getting picked up for things they either were or
weren’t doing. So I could see the point of it from that point of view, I certainly never
thought, I don’t think anyone ever asked me whether I had a sort of strategy for thinking
about creativity at that kind of scale and in that kind of way, equipping you for thinking
creatively about how you deal with life, but now I’d say that that was the useful thing
about it. If you could make something kind of that was, well I suppose what I was doing, I
was just working with children in a way that I’d always been, that I’d always played I
suppose, I was kind of playing with them. I was being a sort of big person playing with
them and making stuff out of nothing. Yeah, so I wasn’t really teaching them, I didn’t
really have a sort of plan, it was just, what shall we do today, and we planned, Marlowe
and I would plan what we were going to do, but it would be because it was seven days
since we last did that or it was two weeks since we last did that and there was lots of, I
don’t know, sticky back plastic someone had donated to the club, so what could we do
with that. Yeah, it was playing really and keeping people, keeping small people safe.
Safe from the kind of estate that they lived on and any kind of influences there and from
being picked up in the street and keeping some kids from being, I suppose lonely, you
know, till their parents came back from work, ‘cos everybody worked, you know, it wasn’t
a question of people’s mums, some people didn’t have dads you know, or their mums and
dads would come and go or whatever and I think that was the whole point of the kind of
cooking thing, to, was to teach them some skills. Yeah I mean we didn’t think about
teaching them anything. We didn’t have anything to do with kind of school curriculum,
we were big kids of twenty-eight or something playing with small ones. We were like
their, I suppose when you look at it, we were like their big sisters really. [laughs] I don’t
suppose you could run an after school thing like that any more. It was sort of connected to
a sort of neighbourhood drop-in centre, so there were, so Marlowe had more of the sort of
connections to that and I suppose she sort of got me in, although she was an artist, she was
just much more confident in those days. I think she had the bigger political view than me
and I was more concentrating on, you know, just teaching people how to draw the things
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they want to draw and make the things they wanted to make. I don’t know. I think in the
end that eventually all these different sorts of things that I did, did make some kind of
connection but I wasn’t really thinking in that strategic way. I think I was thinking that if
you did all kinds of things one of them would kind of pay off or blossom into something.
Not sure I saw myself doing that kind of work forever, but presumably the more I worked
on those kind of, those early exhibitions, the more I wrote the thesis itself, astonishingly
now, 40,000 words on young black artists in Britain today, and I can’t, you know, at the
time it seemed a massive task to write 40,000 words, but it was because I didn’t really
have all that much vocabulary, strangely I… I was never one really for either making
complicated conclusions or complicated arguments where a simple one would do. So a
40,000 word thesis was more, how the hell would I know that many words to fill that
much space and I couldn’t really work out, again strangely, how to construct it but an
external sort of adviser that I had, a man called Dennis Duerden, whose sort of speciality
was African art, didn’t, he didn’t teach me all that much about African art, but that wasn’t
really his remit. I think he was another person interested in African artists working in
Britain, you know, but he was quite specific that he was interested in African artists and I
was much more interested in the sort of artists who were born in Britain, no matter where
they sort of, what their background was originally or their parents’ background. It was
just sort of here we are now rather than being kind of purist about where you came from.
But what he did teach me was that I should make this thesis in the same way that I made
pieces of art. So when I managed to write a page or write something, put it up on the wall,
which actually has served me so well teaching people to write things ever since. I’ve
understood that artists need to see what they’re doing, not – which is where sort of writing
on the computer is rather difficult because it kind of vanishes into the machine. So I wrote
this thing sort of piece by piece and put these sections, each of the five sections or
whatever it was, up on the wall so you could actually, by the time I’d finished it, read the
whole 40,000 words around the wall of the room I was working in. So I guess as I began
to write this stuff, I began to write about the artists that I’d met, the kind of work they
were making, why they were making it, who they were and where they’d sort of come
from, where they lived, what their parents, how their parents thought about art. I’d,
obviously in my head I was making the connections between the small children that I was
working with and seeing that although these artists I was looking at were about twentytwo and the children I was working with were about ten, and I was getting on for sort of
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thirty something, I could see that those small children could do with knowing about these
twenty-two year olds, but I never made any actual introductions or connections in that
way. I didn’t really think of it like that, it was two separate things, but I think the more I
wrote, the more a kind of bigger picture emerged of how art or the making of things could,
was a great thing to do. It was just a great thing to do. I wanted, I was interested in more
young black people doing it, being that thing. And I think it’s that that’s sort of motivated
me all along. I’m not entirely sure that that sort of audience for black work is the thing
that motivates me, I think it’s artists, that it’s possible to be an artist, you know. That it’s
another opportunity, it’s another option. If there are a million things you can do, this is
one of the million things you could do and don’t let anyone tell you you can’t do it just
because no-one they know has ever done it before. Other people have done it, you just
maybe don’t know them now. So it was that, it was trying to get these artists known so
that other younger people would decide that they too could be artists and you know. And
I think in the, strangely enough, in the Black Woman Time Now, I very much realised that
some – which didn’t happen to me because my mother was very happy for me to be an
artist – but I think some of those artists showing in a, which was a, it was a proper gallery
space even it was an arts centre. You know, nice walls and nice lighting and all that sort
of thing and nice windows and good light and a decent floor, you know, all those things
that you sort of need to make the work look good. I think that encouraged lots of artists to
invite their families because their families could then see this making of work was
something, was proper and decent and appreciated and not something you kind of, nobody
like us does. So I think I more and more began to think about the art gallery so that we as
artists could… could take a place in the community, in the big community, in the wide
community as kind of proper people. That was a proper thing to do and you showed in a
proper place and people took it seriously. So I think lots of it was, that was the
motivation. It was quite, I suppose it was quite, I wasn’t really looking out very much, I
wasn’t really seeking approval from kind of a bigger or wider or higher art community. I
was trying to make something work on its own and with its own connections and family
and friends. Yeah, I think that was the sort of, the beginning of the motivation for it. Lots
of other people, of course lots of other people that talked about it and then came were
young, leftie, white liberals, but those people were, especially the women, were incredibly
helpful in teaching me how to find money from places. They had cars so they drove vans
full of art from place to place, they could lend us money to do things. You know, I saw it
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as a kind of very supportive wider set of people and I’ve never really, I know it doesn’t
necessarily look like that on the walls, but my whole motivation has always been about
sort of, you know, belonging, not setting up some kind of enemy camp. And if things
were separate, you know, Five Black Women at the Africa Centre, Black Woman Time
Now, it was to form, so that they could form their own, these shows could form their own
identity and their own sense of being and then kind of travel about within the wider world.
It wasn’t, we’re over here and you’re over there and this is a sort of enemy situation. It’s a
bit like, I always – I don’t drive but I’ve always thought that the way I would be able to do
it is to learn to drive, understand the car in a kind of separate kind of place and then deal
with the traffic. And everybody says, no that’s ridiculous, you have to learn to drive in the
traffic. But I couldn’t get that to work for black art in that way, I couldn’t you know, it
was too – I was trying to protect people also from the kind of rejection and the no and all
that and I just thought it would work better if we understood and had conversations with
each other first about how to make something or why you’d done it this way, rather than
comparing it I suppose with something else. Lots of us were making kind of, though,
comments about Picasso and about artists who had sort of appropriated African art. But
they were mostly, they were dead artists, so we were having those kinds of conversations
with art history, but not really with curators and the keepers of art history or the promoters
of contemporary art. So we were kind of reclaiming modernism and sort of implying that
it had kind of been appropriated and stolen from us by the modernists and we were kind of
reclaiming it I suppose. And so, as a result we were making things I suppose that were
rather delightful to look at quite a lot of the time, especially the black women, but I think
we couldn’t have made that kind of work if people like Eddie Chambers and Keith Piper
weren’t making much more hard hitting, out there, aggressive kind of work that was
speaking directly to a white audience that was directly kind of being confrontational. We
would have, I suppose then we would have had to make that kind of work and they
allowed us to make much more the kind of work we really wanted to make. So, I think
there’s always been a kind of, well I mean I’ve certainly said it to their faces and I’ve
certainly said it in print that those men allowed that kind of space for a much more
personal creative space because they were fighting the vanguard out the front, you know.
Keith Piper for instance in those days made a piece that I saw at Wolverhampton Art
Gallery that was a black man, kind of made in a kind of quite cartoon sort of rendition, so
kind of not very realistic, but the reason was that it was about six foot by four foot and
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was a man hanging by his necktie and the text across it read, ‘Another fucking nigger died
today’. Now I know that that painting gave us space to make the work we made. And I
don’t think that men like Donald or Keith or Eddie saw us making as black women artists
as a kind of in opposition to them, but it is true that the women that were making with
them like Claudette Johnson and Marlene Smith shifted alliance if you like. I think in
those groups they were very much, they weren’t quite as equal as they might have been in
those groups and found that they could have an equal voice in the kind of groups, very
loose groups, that I was forming and working with at that time. You know, I think a group
like the Black Art Group that was working in the Midlands, you – for a start it was a group
so it was very kind of set, but working with men like Donald Rodney and Keith Piper and
Eddie Chambers, I mean they were, you know… they were making spectacularly brilliant
stuff and they weren’t afraid at all to confront curators, Wolverhampton Art Gallery or
other galleries in the Midlands and say this is where our work should be shown. They
weren’t afraid to speak to the newspapers and I suppose some of that reason is because
they were clever young men, but it was also because they were very attached to their
communities, so they were safe within that community, but they were also being actively
attacked in that community by the police, by the sort of local authority situations. So they
had a battle to fight and they were on the battleground and in the middle of it. So we were
– and I think that’s the strength of that eighties movement, is that we were fighting subtly
different sorts of agendas at the same time. So we were coming at this thing called the art
world from different directions at the same time. And I’d like to think that we slightly
took it unawares, but I think that perhaps we didn’t, I don’t know. But I think we were,
we became necessary. If you wanted certain grants, you did have to start taking certainly
black audiences and perhaps black artists into account, so that was a good thing, but I
think probably men protesting in the streets and fighting with police did that more than
artists did. You know, so all these things were all happening at the same time and
answering people’s agendas and giving some people like me protection to say certain
things, because you could have this, you could have we will be who we want to be, very
nice cut-out standing at the corner, or you could argue the case for you know, no job, poor
hospital treatment, being picked up in the street for no reason than you were black. Take
your pick, you know. So I think there’s probably an argument to say also I think probably
Stuart Hall and certainly men like probably Darcus Howe, would say that that separating
off, you know, a black women’s art movement if you, you know, or a tiny part of a bigger
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art movement was too soft really, was not confronting the issues head on. But I, my
argument would always be that we were confronting two issues head on. We were
confronting the issue that we didn’t have quite an equal voice in the black political
movement or the black art movement and we needed to be able to speak and that it was
easier to speak to each other and kind of get a clearer, a clearer idea of what we wanted to
say to kind of build a strategy if you like, speaking to each other, than we did within the
wider kind of movement where we would have our place serving the greater good, you
know, filling envelopes, typing letters, looking after children. I think that’s it.

[End of Track 6]
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[Track 7]

Okay, so if we could go back to fill in some gaps. Your personal situation, moving out of
where you were living with Paul Tutton, and how did you then move to your next home
and to your next partner and so on?

Well, I mean as with lots of, the way I make work I’m sometimes doing two things at once
and I had known Marlowe Russell when I was fifteen, sixteen and we’d known each other
when she was at Hull University and when I was at art school and then she went to
Australia to deal with some parent things, grandparent things, and in the meantime I had
met Paul Tutton and lived with him. And while she was still in Australia we started to
communicate, because she’d come back to England quite a lot, and I guess we understood
that lots of the conversations we had were the kind of conversation we really wanted to
have with somebody else and that – I have to say though, that she was incredibly, I don’t
know, she led a really exciting and wild life in Australia and a couple of times said to me
would I come out there and I really couldn’t handle the idea of going to Australia, it
seemed to me a kind of, politically I think quite challenging place. I think a friend of hers
had tried to get a visa there and under some thing they had then about how many black
people could enter – I forget what it was called now – it was very difficult for this guy. I
think he actually wanted to live there, but I did think oh, you know, there’s a bit of a quota
system going there, I’m not really sure it’s even a place I want to sort of visit. And she led
a pretty kind of wild life and – drinking and socialising and just being with lots of artists
and… and when she came to England whenever she did, you know we’d meet up and I
guess it became really more and more difficult for us to not be together and I, I realise, in
my kind of rather, I don’t know, stubborn, bad tempered sort of way had absolutely no
intention of going to Australia. But I think some of that had to do with this kind of
political situation. It wasn’t exactly very forward thinking in those sort of early, late
seventies sort of… and so we, and she decided that she would come back to England.
Now I’m not entirely sure she really wanted to come back to England, but she did. I mean
I think the reason I’m not sure she wanted to was because when she got here she didn’t
really have a particular sort of plan, you know. She bought a house, which was pretty
astonishing but her grandparents had left her the money to do that, and I suppose – and
sometime in between there, in between her going to Australia and her coming back to live
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in England, we had gone to New York. I went from England and she went from Australia
and I was, I think I found New York absolutely terrifying actually because I was foul
tempered the whole time I was there and I, now I realise that at my angriest is because I’m
really frightened. But we stayed at the Chelsea Hotel – I’d never heard of the Chelsea
Hotel and I thought well, not that impressed with it, d’you know what I mean, I thought it
was a bit tatty. I hadn’t really stayed in hotels so - I suppose I had in Austria and they
were always rather – and Germany and France – and they were always rather sort of neat
because I was with my parents, so I hadn’t stayed in a hotel I don’t think particularly that
was anything but very ordinary. Even that’s late in life and Paul and I didn’t really stay in
hotels much, didn’t go that many places. And I thought it was a bit scary, you know,
everything seemed to be sort of ornate but very sort of seventies orange and yellow décor
everywhere and rather kind of seedy really. I think I thought it was rather seedy. I think
she thought it was absolutely fantastic because she’d been living in Sydney and as I say,
she lived this kind of wild kind of life and I was just angry the whole time. So that was
kind of really unsuccessful meeting of two people I think who, we really did want to be
with each other but I was just badly behaved really. So that was kind of not that great and
I refused to go to Australia. Think I didn’t, I just wasn’t interested in it as a place. So she
came back, so then, yeah I mean she was just so, it was just so different from being with
Paul really. It was just so much about a kind of equality of thinking and so much… and a
kind of passion on a different sort of level, a whole other level. And she was a really very
exciting woman to be with, you know, she had great stories about her mad life in
Australia, but about her grandparents who were very aristocratic Russians and how they
had escaped in the revolution and how her mother – it was her mother who was Russian –
eventually they ended up in Australia and that’s how that sort of whole connection came
about. So it was just – and her parents were really lovely people and I’d known them a
long time and I think I sort of grow fonder of people as years go by, d’you know what I
mean? I’ve never been one of those people that meets someone one day, falls in love with
them the next day. I know people for an entire decade, then I end up living with them, you
know. So in a way I’m often doing things sort of simultaneously because I’m not actually
concentrating on having an affair with them, they’re my friends and they’ve just become
more of my friends. So…

Can you tell me more about her and her personality and…?
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Yeah. Well, it’s sort of funny but she’s incredibly Russian I suppose, so she’s incredibly,
could be very melancholic, you know, but was the most fantastic cook, I mean absolutely
brilliant, brilliant cook and would introduce me to things like Alice B Toklas’s Cookbook
and she would make, you know, the most extravagant cakes in there that are made from,
you know, eleven egg yolks and you know, two pints of cream and those sorts of things.
And she would make proper food at every meal and that is kind of – thereby hangs a tale
in that I’d moved from living with a restaurateur who knew nothing about food but
everything about earning money through serving food, to somebody who understood
everything about food, experimented with things, we bought amazing sort of food from
the market in Clapham and every Saturday people would come to dinner. And if people
weren’t coming to dinner, we would go to dinner to somebody else’s place. It was a very
sociable kind of house so that people she’d known in Australia would come and stay there
and we would drink copious amounts of alcohol and have huge kind of discussions, huge
arguments. And she was a great gardener; the garden was very small, a little sort of I
suppose tiny little postage stamp of a garden at the back, but she would always be
gardening and buying plants and I really had no interest at that time in either cooking food
or doing gardens. I’m not entirely sure I was all that good at cleaning either, I can’t
actually see myself cleaning but I guess I must have done something apart from make art
and shop.

What was the house like?

Oh, it’s one of those really nice, which I sort of actually would like to live in now, not that
big but one of those Clapham, bay windowed terraced houses. So it was solid, in the
middle of a terrace, and she had the bay windowed room at the front which then went into
the back, so sort of double, the double reception room was her studio and it was painted
white. The first I’d sort of encountered white floors and white walls, and filled with her
paintings, which were enormous things in really, really sort of bright, bright colours.
Because she was painting with the Australian light in her head and I think that was one of
the reasons that was a great shame, looking back on it, that she didn’t stay in Australia,
because I think she was very much an Australian painter. I think that light that you get
here just dulled everything for her. So she would paint portraits, but big, expressive
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things, fabulous greens and turquoises, pinks and oranges. And I’d say that looking at that
work and many years before, looking at her father’s work, her father was a painter called
Ron Russell, and he also ran a big business which I think she now runs, but he was a
painter essentially and he would, in their house when I was in my teens, I’d see his
paintings and he was a great colourist also, but everything of his were kind of in tones of
kind of, if it was a painting the whole painting would be, abstract painting, would be one
shape in this dusty pink that you couldn’t define how that pink was constructed at all. I
can still see this pink painting. It was, in terms of its colour rather than its shape, it was
very tall, eight foot by sort of three foot, strange sort of shape. And you could hang it
either way, you could hang it lengthways, you could hang it portrait, but I think I
understood about what paint could do, living with her and being surrounded by her
paintings and her father’s paintings. I understood that paint was quite an exciting thing.
Up until then I’d been very much kind of theatre designer who understood that space
could be an exciting thing and that furniture and sort of rooms were interesting and I knew
how to kind of manipulate them. But, when I started to make those cut-outs, I began to
put paint on to them in a kind of slightly more painterly way than I’d thought about it
before. Before paint was just something you covered walls in, in a way, or filled in, I
suppose – my mother was a painter but she was, if you like, a textile designer and with
textile designing it’s sort of colouring in and with theatre design it’s a sort of necessary to
the kind of atmosphere you’re trying to create, but with these painters I saw that paint
could, actually had its own language, which I didn’t think I understood before, I never got
taught it at art school and I didn’t make those connections with paintings. So I was kind
of learning on the job really and looking at this. So she painted all the time and I wrote
my thesis and I made cut-outs and we knew other artists. Gary Stevens was a friend of a
friend of hers and Minna Thornton who he’s now married to, but wasn’t then. And I think
some of those connections were because her brother, Julian Russell, knew Clare
Pajaczkowska and eventually he married Clare Pajaczkowska’s sister. So I think there
were all these sorts of connections, different sorts of people were coming into the house,
but I suppose they were, the friends of ours were a very different set of people to the
artists, the black women artists who were coming into the house. I very much held
meetings in that house rather than hung out eating cake, I’d go out with those black
women artists and they would come to the house, but not in a kind of, it wasn’t a kind of
the same thing. I guess I was doing two things at once, as ever. So those were my friends
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and we were sort of politically making work and these other people were more her friends
and I knew them, if you see what I mean. It wasn’t sort of divided and differentiated like
that, I just didn’t quite, I didn’t quite know the people they knew, but it wasn’t unfriendly
and I didn’t really feel kind of left out of it, it just, yeah, I didn’t quite belong in that, but
not in an unpleasant way. And I think we had an incredibly good time quite a lot of the
time and we were quite good at working together in this after school kids’ club and I think
though that I learnt also a lot about political activism, how you could shape the political
climate in a kind of very local way from the work she did with the Race Equality Unit…

What was that, what did she do?

Well, she helped – it was a kind of time when black men were being picked up on the
street daily, hourly by the police in London and they would find themselves in prison cells
at, you know, goodness knows, all times of day or night and they would have been , in
various clubs or places where they had met previously, a telephone number and they could
call this telephone number and that was the sort of Race Equality Unit and they would get
then a lawyer to go down there like at any time of day or night to attempt to suss out what
had happened and Marlowe and all the people she worked with would also undertake to
then tell the sisters and the mothers and the friends of these men that they’d been taken in,
locked up, and so they would be sort of agitating to kind of rectify the situation from
another angle. But it was incredibly hard work, but she, she had the ability to work
incredibly hard in that kind of, you know, quite intense political situation, at a kind of
local level, and play hard, you know. Shop and cook and drink and read books and, you
know, be kind of incredibly kind of culturally engaging.

Was she half black as well?

No. No, no, no.

Oh. I was just wondering what made her get involved in the race equality.

Well, yeah. Who knows really? I think that was the issue of the time, that was the issue
of the moment, the issue of what was happening at that time. If you lived in south
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London, you know, and you got involved in sort of community work, it was black work.
Although lots of the kids that came to the after school thing were white kids, the black
ones were the most vulnerable I suppose, so if you lived round there that was what was
happening. And she was good at it, you know. And I think because in some ways she was
good at it because although she was educated in England, she was born in England, her
mother was Russian and her father was Australian, originally English of course. But she
understood what being from somewhere else meant; the kind of negatives of that and the
positives of it. She understood that, just because you came from somewhere else didn’t
mean you didn’t have something to contribute and I don’t know, she was just, she thought
it was important and if she felt something was important then she’d just do it. That’s the
great thing about her. Yeah.

So did that take you more into the activist sort of side of things? Or was it, you know,
were you sort of doing it separately or doing it beforehand or, you know?

I think we were doing it separately. I think I was probably more interested in a kind of,
well in a kind of softer way of doing it than she was. I think, you know, she again was
like right in the belly of the beast and I only was on the fringes of that. I don’t think I
thought that I’d be that effectual. I mean I would do the odd, the odd sort of period of
time but it probably only amounted to sort of a few months or something like that in that
kind of answering the telephone, putting one person in contact with another person. Yeah.
No, I think we kind of did it separately and then I just learnt a lot about how to be more
organised I guess and how to make connections between one thing and another from her.
It was very important, but I’m not entirely sure that certainly at the time I could see the
connections. And she was brilliant at if we needed artwork taking from, you know, one
side of London to another, she would hire an enormous - what do you call them – transit
van, and she’d drive it. We’d pile this stuff in the back and she’d, you know, she’d drive
all over London picking up the work and do that. And because she understood about
paintings from knowing her father traipsing paintings about and of her own stuff, you
know, so those sort of hidden contribution to black women’s art in Britain, those were the
kind of women that were making those sorts of contribution. I mean you never see, you
never see anywhere that, you know, some of these shows simply would never have
happened because there wasn’t the money to hire a van. She would hire the van, you
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know, she’d just pay for hiring the van. And she knew how to drive a van because she
would take kids, a whole load of kids in the back of a minibus to the swimming baths or
off on a trip, so she just knew how to do that sort of stuff, because her father had had the
good sense to teach her to drive at an early age, you know, because that’s what you did.
But the rest of us, you know, black folk [laughs], never learnt how to drive and didn’t, our
families didn’t have cars and so we just, you know, we found ourselves at a point which I
suspect still probably happens, where you need to have money in an indirect sort of way
and it affects what you can and can’t do. So you could make big, heavy wooden things
knowing that you didn’t have to take them on the bus, you know, that someone would
drive them there.

Did she make a connection between her political involvement and her artwork?

No, I don’t think so. I think the paintings were – no, she was very much making paintings
for making paintings, to make beautiful objects. She was very interested in showing work
but she didn’t join any kind of group of people or make any kind of strategic attempt to
show it. I think that’s what sort of happened to us. As I began to more and more by the,
by being fortuitously and on purpose in the midst of a political situation that needed black
women artists, and needed black artists, she found herself in a feminist art situation that
was being side – white feminist art situation – that was being sidelined in favour if you
like of a new box to tick. And I don’t think that that particularly affected us personally,
but the fact that I was beginning to show and in some senses she was more of a genuine
kind of artist in the real kind of, you know, painter in a studio but wasn’t showing it.
Probably, although that was never what any argument was ever about, that perhaps was
becoming kind of more difficult. People were more interested in talking to me than they
were in talking to her, but I’m not entirely sure I thought about it at the time, as ever. I
think I was probably not concerning myself with it, but I do think that that, that the way of
working, the way she was working, she could have following I think a strategy by using
her father’s connections into that world, but didn’t. And I think you don’t because there
are not enough people at the time saying to you, this work is really good. She didn’t have
as much support as I and my other, the other artists I was working with, my other artist
friends were giving each other, you know. Yeah, so it wasn’t really a political way of
working. And I suppose if you’re working in very politically, in your everyday and you’re
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making work that isn’t political, then to follow the kind of perhaps – she may say different
– but to follow then the kind of privileged path that she could have followed was maybe
one privilege too far.

Did you say that there were other artists or other people living in the house?

Yeah, some of the time someone would, you know, as Australians used to do probably
more than they do now, they’d always be coming over for six months and doing Europe,
and so when they were in England they’d come and stay in Marlowe’s house and then
they’d go from there off to different places in Europe and come back and then get jobs in
bars or whatever and then go back to Australia. And I suppose all the time that I lived
with her, maybe half a dozen people did that at one point or another. I think sometimes
it’s kind of fantastically annoying because I wasn’t that sociable a person. I’m a bit of a
kind of, I like my sociability kind of organised, you know, and controlled by me, but it
wasn’t my house so – a big deal wasn’t made of the fact that it wasn’t my house, but it
wasn’t my house so I didn’t make the decisions about who’s coming to stay or not. So
you know, wild guys coming and, you know, and drinking and bringing their friends was
not my idea of a great time, but they were old friends of hers and good friends of hers so
that’s what happened. But yes, I suppose there were people in and out of our house all the
time. A great friend of hers, Richard Jones, who’s now a theatre director, sort of opera
director really, she went to university with him in Hull and I think they were both doing
anthropology and he would talk I think for hours and hours with her and with me, but he
really came to see her, really trying to make up his mind to be a theatre director and not,
you know, not follow the path that they’d followed at university. So he was busy kind of
trying to make his way in that kind of world. I mean I think at one stage early, in the
beginning I think he wanted to direct Rossini’s Thieving Magpie, I think it’s Rossini
anyway. And so I introduced him to Richard Hudson. So that was kind of quite a good
thing for both of them I think. I don’t think they worked together very long but, you
know, so sometimes people we knew connected with each other, but that was one person
that was sort of coming and going and Australians coming and going and…

What was that like for you, that sort of contact again with the theatre world via him?
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Oh…

Or the idea of the theatre?

I was glad I wasn’t in it really. [laughs] I think the kind of theatre that he was dealing
with was even more conservative and establishment even though he was cutting right
across it, you know, the way that he was thinking about directing was cutting right across
it, but the set-up was still that kind of set-up. I understood really, really from early on that
the theatre is just too conservative a place for me. I think if I’d known more about the art
world I’d have realised that was too conservative a place for me but I didn’t understand
what it was and because there were ways into it, you know, ways into being an artist. You
didn’t have to set up a whole production company, you didn’t have to have a theatre, you
could still make art. You can make stuff even if you aren’t showing it, without anyone
else. You can’t really be a theatre designer without belonging to a company. I mean I
suppose you could sadly make sort of little theatre boxes in your back bedroom, but I
don’t suppose anyone does. [laughs] Well, they might. If you were never going to show,
it would seem weird. Yeah, so no I think, I mean I still think, I do think I think about
great productions I would put on, but they’re fantasy productions, you know. I’d still like
to do open air production of, you know, Bellini’s Norma, you know. So in that way I
think about the theatre and think about productions, but not, I think I would hate to
actually do it. I just wouldn’t be very good at it.

Okay, back to you and Marlowe. How would you sort of describe how you were getting
on? I mean it was quite a long-term relationship wasn’t it?

Yeah, about six years, something like that, we were living in the same house.

And did that sort of, how did you sort of negotiate that relationship?

Well I don’t think I understood about negotiation or relationships actually. I didn’t
negotiate the relationship, I did what I wanted and I think I thought she was doing what
she wanted. But… I don’t know. I think you see because we were negotiating quite, quite
big issues of political engagement and art – it sounds so weird now – but you know, I
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don’t know that I ever spent all that much time really thinking about how you formed,
grew, nurtured, relationships. I think I thought you just were in them and you got on with
what you did and they survived. I don’t think I worked hard enough with trying to make it
something that would – I never imagined it wouldn’t last forever I have to say, but I didn’t
work at making it last forever. Now I understand that that’s what you have to do, you
have to actually work at it, you know. Feed it and water it. But I needed, if I needed help
she gave it to me, you know, if I wanted to do something she would try and help me do it.
If there was something she wanted to do that I didn’t want to do, I think I was a bit sulky
about it. She was sort of, at our worst she was melancholic and I was sulky and at our best
we just had a really great time. I don’t think I was that good at kind of managing things,
you know, in like sort of managing money or particularly managing time, I just – and I
still do it – I tend to have an idea and I want it to work and then I kind of muddle through
and try to make it happen. So I have a plan, but I didn’t always have a strategy. I think
she helped a lot with that. [pause] But yeah, there seemed to be quite a lot of really good
times. Good times partying, you know. Good times – I can remember sort of strangely
good times, like good times watching the telly, I don’t know, good times shopping, doing
ordinary things really. We didn’t travel that much. Did travel to La Rochelle, both times
we went to La Rochelle were Clare Pajaczkowska’s parents had a holiday flat and so they
lent it to us for a while and so we went there. Sort of had a good time there too, you
know. As ever, shopping in markets and as ever, her cooking fantastic seafood. And
visiting some island, whose name I’ve forgotten, not a main thing, a very tiny island where
Napoleon was sort of held, just for a short while on the way from one bit of captivity to
another. And that’s where I really got into the idea of, the kind of idea of the small
museum and how you could put, you know, a pair of spectacles on a shelf and say these
were the eyeglasses that Napoleon wore. That was a kind of great influence actually in
later years. And wonderful things that I saw there like performing poodles in the street, all
with lovely little dresses on, which sort of reminded me of my previous fantasy of
Blackpool Tower Circus. And I don’t know, other delightful things. There was also a sort
of siege at one point in La Rochelle and – you know, way back somewhere or other – and
Richelieu was a great, you know, part of this siege [laughs], I can’t remember in what
capacity, but there was this fantastic place that you could go to where the whole of La
Rochelle was made as a model and this model kind of lit up if you paid your, you know,
three centimes or something. So it was a kind of, I enjoyed kind of little delightful things
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about that place and those are the sorts of things that I think about when I think about her
really. Just discovering those sort of quirky things and being able to have a conversation
about that and it not being mad. [laughs]

Were you monogamous during that relationship?

Erm, yes. I was actually, I was. [pause] Yeah, I was. I guess the hesitation is that I
suppose it’s, it was quite a struggle to be and it seemed like it was kind of important. And
also I was working pretty hard I suppose, which also is a sort of, a consideration. But I
guess I’d sort of begun to realise that the art is who I am often unfaithful with, you know.
It, I spend such a lot of time thinking about it and did then, you know, and strategising
around how to do it and how to make it work and how to afford it. And so that was sort of
where I was taking my eye off the ball I suppose. Yeah. Yeah, seems sort of… I think
because I’d been so not monogamous before that, but… Yeah, I think my sort of
preoccupation if you like, my not engaging fully with that relationship, especially towards
the end of it was because I was trying to make something else work and it was that, that
how to get this art seen, talked about, made. How to get those artists to be the people that
changed things. Yeah.

Could we sort of move to where your own politics were at that point – well, that point I
say, sort of late seventies. How engaged were you with the sort of political situation in the
world and in London around you? Was it sort of evolving in some way – you’ve
mentioned feminism and so on?

Well I suppose I’d always been sort of, I’d gone on anti-apartheid marches as a teenager.
The minute I could vote I did vote. I went to, you know, meetings of Harold Wilson and –
just Harold Wilson I think – at least twice, sort of thing, you know, so in those sorts of
days. And so I was kind of very aware of party politics. I’d read a lot about it but I didn’t
ever think to join the Labour Party, it never occurred to me to actually join it, but I was
interested in what the main political parties were saying they would or wouldn’t do. So I
was very sort of aware of what their agendas were and how I did or didn’t fit into that.
And I suppose the involvement in feminist politics was again, sort of I would say in the
beginning, kind of through newspapers, you know, I guess articles in newspapers and
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articles in magazines, you know. I wasn’t ever really a reader of Spare Rib until much,
much later or I didn’t go to feminist meetings or – I just think I thought that’s what I was
and I didn’t sort of come across people for whom that was a problem. It’s much more of a
problem now. Yeah, I mean I think Marlowe and I would think of ourselves as feminists,
but we’ve thought of ourselves as feminists – I suppose it’s sort of easy, it’s an easy
option. We weren’t political feminists really, nor were we political lesbians. We just, we
just were and we just got on with that kind of way of life, we didn’t, I suppose our politics
were much more international politics or party politics. Actually, come to think of it I
think perhaps Marlowe was a member of the Labour Party. But I don’t think they ever got
their three and sixpence off me. I didn’t really like the people that came round, you know,
just couldn’t relate to them at all. It all seemed a bit, I don’t know, I just couldn’t get on
with it. I don’t really have a very good explanation. Yes, so all those, so I was very aware
of what Margaret Thatcher was doing in government and how the GLC, the Greater
London Council were kind of actively working to, if you like, undermine that government
and overthrow it to some degree or at least be a model for how local government could be
a force even though national government was the opposite force. So I understood that and
knew people who were much more heavily involved in that, but I never really thought I
think that things in that kind of way of working could move fast enough. Always been
very anxious to make the changes fast. In retrospect of course the changes took decades,
but at the time it felt as if progress was being made very fast. But I didn’t really have the
political intellect to see the broader view at the time, to see that while I thought I was and
what I was thinking about moving forward, in fact other forces were coming from the
flanks to kind of head a lot of that off at the pass, you know, so that some of the same
black political situations that are in place today were in place then and not a lot has
happened, but you might see more black people on television than you ever did, so…
Well you have to see more than you ever did because there are more, there were none
then. But you know, say I wasn’t really into say black music in a kind of particular, in a
particular way. I liked whatever music happened along, you know. I was deeply, deeply
enamoured of Joan Armatrading, you know, from 1973, but because she seemed like a
kind of ordinary person that I might have known. But I wasn’t really into any of the
black, into any of that sort of black music in a particular kind of way. Music would come
along and I’d like it and it might happen to be black. So I was all the time looking at the
kind of bigger kind of picture and seeing what was happening, but never really, except in
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terms of art thinking that I could make any impact on it. And then, all I wanted to do was
make sure that people understood that they could be artists if they wanted to be, you
know. Yeah.

Could you, I mean I asked for a sort of self-portrait before when you were a teenager, you
know, what kind of things were you doing and what did you look like and all that kind of
stuff? I mean at this point, post art school and all that, I mean what sort of person were
you?

Ah, I think I was a kind of angry person. A kind of quite frustrated sort of person.
Forever trying to understand situations that seemed larger than I could deal with. I expect
I felt quite an inadequate kind of person because although I was managing to put these
things on, as anyone who puts things on knows, the kind of disasters and sort of chaoses
that happen before something’s actually on a wall, those are the things you remember. So
you remember trying to drill a hole in the wall and not being able to make the screw go in
more than you remember the impact of the whole show, so I suppose I, yes, I didn’t feel
all that confident or all that competent and I was pretty aware that I didn’t have a handle
on the bigger picture. But I suppose now I look back on it, because I was sort of dealing
with the Royal College and its own political being, black women artists and their
multifarious political beings, the art world without actually knowing that that’s what I was
sort of engaging with head on, being a lesbian I suppose without actually engaging with
the politics of that, just engaging with the, yes, this is what I do, this is who I am-ness of
that. And still not being particularly adept, competent at earning a living. Just sort of
muddling my way through from thing to thing. I was a bit, I think if you’d asked me,
those were the sorts of things that I, was the picture of myself. And I was living with
someone who owned her own house, which I did think was actually something one ought
to do, but I hadn’t the faintest idea of how I was ever going to do it. And someone who
had, pretty much had a job and I didn’t know how I was ever going to do that, a proper
job, you know. So I just was floating about and I think – but, because I was putting,
making work and putting those particular exhibitions out and sort of being written about
even in a small way doing that, I obviously looked as if I knew what I was doing. So I
became quite adept at looking as if I knew what I was doing. As I say, I did always have a
plan but I didn’t always have a strategy, or even an itinerary that was particularly well
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thought out. So I’d say the picture of myself at that time was a bit vague and floating, but
very good at putting on a front. I’m very good at speaking on other people’s behalf, you
know. If you ask me why were we showing, you know, if people asked why we showed
as black women, what we had to say to each other or asked me about their work I could
have spoken about it. I understood the relationships between it. I understood what was, I
understood a lot of what was happening, I could articulate that, but myself, I didn’t really
know whether I was coming or going I think. And I think I thought that by that time I
should be able to. I don’t think I realised that because I was occupying myself with so
much of this other stuff, I obviously hadn’t given it time. It’s like I hadn’t given time to
nurturing the relationship, I hadn’t really given all that much time to nurturing the who I
was, just the what I did.

How did you present yourself, what did you look like?

Yeah, it’s hard to say actually because one always has a picture of oneself as fat, but as
one gets fatter one realises one was not fat. So [laughing] I suppose, what did I look like?
Well I always wore trousers, I think I always wore trousers since the very moment when
from school I didn’t have to wear skirts. I wore skirts a bit as a waitress, but you know,
fairly respectable ones, skirts. Yeah, so I always wore trousers. I think I always wore
kind of baggy things, you know, baggy jumpers and baggy things because I thought I was
fat. And I never wore make-up and I still didn’t wear it. And I think my hair went from
long to short, I think some of the time Marlowe cut my hair so I think some of the time it
was short and curly, which is how it is if it’s short. And I suspect I looked tired as I
always, in all the photographs I always looked exhausted. Yeah, I had a penchant then
and I still have a penchant now for wearing fancy men’s shoes. Yeah, I think that’s how I
looked really. But if I wore a baggy jumper it would be, you know, it would be lots of
colours, but I think I spent most of my time in kind of jeans and t-shirts and jeans and
jumpers, you know. I certainly didn’t spend money on clothes. If I spent money on
anything it would be on shoes. Which is not entirely true now.

You say sort of feeling fat, did you actually spend time thinking about how you looked?
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Well, ah, thing is – this just kind of seems an obvious thing to say now – I didn’t actually
spend a lot of time thinking about how I looked but the minute you went to buy clothes, if
you are bigger than a size twelve, then there are less clothes you can buy, so I’ve always
loved clothes. I love the look of clothes and I’m very interested in clothes, but I’ve never
been, not since I was a teenager have I been a size twelve, you know, I’ve always been –
you know, I just went from fourteen to the size I am now which is, you know, a few dress
sizes up from that. I mean, so I was aware of feeling fat because you are if you go to a
clothes shop. And if you have a mother that’s very kind of slim and elegant and stylish
and tells you that the way to be slim [laughing] is to eat less. And you don’t. And drink
less, and you don’t, then you know, that’s how you pay for it. But I suppose I was pretty
energetic, you know, in those days.

Did you do anything…

You know, I walked…

Sorry, did you do anything to sort of keep yourself fit? Was that something that…

Well it wasn’t, I don’t think it was a thing you did in the early eighties unless you were in
California somewhere. But I walked everywhere. I wouldn’t think twice about walking
from Battersea to Chelsea, you know, I would walk across the bridge. I wouldn’t think
anything of walking from Euston to Waterloo or Euston to Lambeth. You know, I mean I
would walk huge distances because the bus was slow, I might not necessarily have had the
money that day for a tube and I knew the way and the city, I’ve always walked round
London. Or I’d, you know, I’d walk three-quarters of the way and then take the tube for
the last bit. So that’s just how I was. I’d always leave enough time to be able to walk big
distances. So I didn’t get as fat as I might have got and I was incredibly fit. Yeah, I guess
– well I say I was incredibly fit – I was incredibly fit but actually I did have asthma. But I
didn’t have asthma from an early age, I kind of developed it when I was at art school and
then probably by the time I was about thirty something I’d got rid of it. But it was, I
absolutely know now that it was an anxiety thing, it was just that whole thing of doing too
much work, worrying too much about not doing that work properly. Not particularly
eating badly, but eating well and eating often and so I found myself often short of breath

Lubaina Himid Page 179
C466/249 Track 7

and so quite a lot of the time between sort of seventy-six, maybe even earlier than that,
and probably eighty-six, which is much too long of course to be on Ventolin, I was
actually – because I don’t think of it now because I know what, because I suppose in the
age I am now it was only a ten year blip and that seems quite a short time. But yeah, it
was kind of major part of my life in a way. I did sort of measure time by that inhaler, if I
think about it now. But I don’t know. I think actually the pollution of London wasn’t
great for it, I think that didn’t help. And I suppose perhaps, you know, I think about that
walking now but I suppose I was in the sort of fumes and the sort of, the traffic for a good
part of a lot of days. The house where we lived was actually, it’s quite a sort of, a lot of
traffic used to go up and down it, Elspeth Road, from sort of the Clapham Common to,
down to whatever the street is that Battersea Arts Centre’s in.

[End of Track 7]
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[Track 8]

Okay, it’s the third of October 2006. Yeah, at the end of yesterday you were telling me a
little about your sort of politics and so on, but I didn’t really ask how you brought that
together with your artwork?

Yes well, I suppose the thing is that it’s, it was never a question of sort of bringing it
together, it just was exactly the same thing. It was never a question of how do I get this
idea to match up to these beautiful things or something that I want to make. It just, it was
how, the only way to get across the ideas I had was by making a piece of work and so, say
around that time, to make the cut-out men was to say what I wanted to say about how I
saw the world, I mean who had the power and my kind of understanding that the situation
was all stitched up, if you know what I mean. It’s always been just interwoven into it. I
mean I think I, for a very, very, very long time I cared much, much more about what the
piece of art said and what it made you do much more than what it looked like or how long
it would last. How long it would last never ever occurred to me till, oh I don’t know, well
into the nineties I think. I was just interested in the impact that it had on your day, what it
made you do with the rest of your life and so yeah, they were just totally integrated. So
the cut-out piece, We Will Be, you know, even the politics of three of us kind of making it
really, but not in a kind of, oh let’s make a collaborative piece of work, but oh, please go
and get the, some more drawing pins or ooh, I like that wool, can I have it. It was just part
of how I’ve worked really and I think lots of that comes from training as a theatre designer
in that you’re not that, actually that precious about the thing you make, it’s not made to
last, it’s not thought of as great art, it’s something that’s used for the duration of the
performance or the run of the play or the opera, whatever it is, and it’s part of the story,
part of the kind of narrative, it’s not the thing. So in that kind of time I wasn’t thinking of
at all about what I did as being precious objects, a precious objects. Which is not to say
actually that the other people I was working with, the other artists thought that way.
That’s just the way I thought about both the exhibitions - what will they do, what can they
achieve, yes how good do they look, but how good do they look in order to achieve
something or get people to think differently or get people to talk to each other. So yeah, it
was never a question of trying to integrate the two, it’s just part of it, it is it. Yeah, and
even, I think even the pieces that I made that perhaps were even just that keeping going,
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that sort of drawing that you do or collaging that you do, even taking photographs of
things, all of it was how then to use that later to make a, to make a point, to get a point
across about you know, the inequality of men and women or the injustices of incarcerated
South Africans or, you know. But I suppose I didn’t think that I was making work about
myself. I did definitely think I was making work sort of, you know, like a politician might
work, but I’ve understood I think later, with hindsight, that of course it was incredibly
personal because that’s how it looks in hindsight, that work to me now. I can see that it
was very much about how I personally saw the world and I think that’s important, that you
need to make art, you know, needs to come from your personal perspective but you need
to see that you’re part of a kind of bigger picture and that’s how I’ve kind of tried, always
tried to make work that was kind of speaking to people, just to say this is what happened
to me today, just say this is how I saw things today and do you see things the same and if
you don’t then how do you see it. So I kind of think about making pieces of working – I
mean I’m thinking about those particular cut-outs now - as a kind of tool to have a
conversation with, with other women I think and other women artists about whether their
view of the world matched my view of the world. I think that was the motivation there
and yeah, so it’s never a struggle to kind of match those two things.

That sort of hindsight you were talking about, you know, reflecting that it was more
personal than you thought it was, can you perhaps tell me about a particular piece of
work and sort of see how your perspective on it has changed?

Yes, well I suppose, well I suppose if we were talking about, if we were talking about We
Will Be then I, when I made it I think I thought I was speaking for many black women and
that this was a sort of, I don’t know, leaflet or pamphlet if you like in cut-out form about
how we wanted to be viewed as a whole, you know. But, so I was thinking about yes, all
the black that I knew and sort of, and historical figures, historical people that I heard about
or read about like Harriet Tubman or you know, Sojourner Truth or whatever, but – and so
that’s what I think I thought I was doing. Instead of writing that down I was making
something that could be lifted up and carried from one place to another or you could, a bit
like kind of on a pleasure beach, you could have your photo taken next to it or you could
read those words about ‘it will be’ and ‘we will be who we want to be’ and relate to them.
I think I thought it was very much a sort of, I’ll do this for us. But now I look back on it I
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think that was absolutely how I felt. I felt very angry and I wanted to say very clearly that
there weren’t rules that I was willing to live by. I would make my own rules and I wasn’t
going anywhere and I wasn’t going to be told about how to live my life, either as a woman
or a black woman, and I think that particular piece was me almost trying to become that
kind of woman. Because the woman of that cut-out is very, she’s very big really, I mean
she is quite tall, maybe about, must be about six or seven foot and very kind of wide and –
no, kind of very, sort of nurturing and kind of womanly I suppose in a way and I think I
was trying to become that kind of person and not the sort of person, rather kind of angry in
a different kind of way, rather cynical sort of way, the person that made the cut-out then
where that was a sort of case of reacting against the world as I saw it and having a laugh
really at those powerful men’s expense, exposing them literally and saying yes, you know,
we understand how, what you’re actually made of and what this is all about. You know,
it’s just so much about control and social control. And I guess I could have made a great
success of that, being a kind of, rather angry kind of bitter, strident, having a laugh kind of
artist. You know, like 1981, eighty-two. But you know, even then I’m not sure where I
could have taken it from there because I realised that those pieces, I realised much, much
later how shocking those pieces were to people and I wanted to make work I think that I
could actually take somewhere, I could explore it. Where could I take that, you know. So
I wanted to sort of become a much more sort of… it’s a hard word really, but I sort of…
the word that comes to mind is generous, but that would be ludicrous, that’s not quite what
I mean. I don’t mean anything as kind of nice as that. I mean sort of, just not reacting
against things all the time, but coming from a sort of positive I suppose you might have
called it at the time, standpoint and able to kind of enrich ideas and grow ideas, which is
what that piece was about, as opposed to the continuously reacting against the kind of
outside force. So that’s how I sort of realised that they were, in retrospect, very, very
personal and I wasn’t speaking for lots of people, I was trying to create an identity for
myself by making these kind of pieces and that was the beginning of that way of working.
So really the cut-out men were the beginning and end of something quite, seemed quite
quickly, but maybe for many years since, since art school in a funny sort of way I’d been
making work that was sort of satirical and knowing in that kind of way and I’m not sure I
knew where else to take it. You know, I can’t even think now what kind of pieces I could
have made beyond those five or six cut-out men. I don’t know where I could have taken
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that, you know. I’d have been a different, completely different kind of person. So I think
that’s what I mean really.

When you talk about wanting to have some sort of impact on an audience, is there perhaps
some piece of art that you can think of that had some sort of impact in a similar way on
yourself?

Well, I suppose the sort of art that had that kind of impact on me were things like political
posters more than paintings, that had an impact on me in that kind of way and not always,
sort of a kind of, not always posters I could actually understand the text of either. I think
that’s the thing. There were a lot of posters like Russian posters and, that I could
understand that the visuals of them were, had this – and I talked to you before about the
kind of impact that Chinese communism had, the kind of impact of the sort of, that
uplifting visual, you know, that kind of yes, together we can change things. The sort of – I
believed the propaganda, you know, I’d have been hopelessly swayed by that kind of
rousing call to arms and I think that’s how I understood how the visual could have a
serious impact on people’s actions. So I don’t – and plays, the plays of Bertolt Brecht,
you know. It was that, that kind of motivated me and made me understand the sort of, the
power of cultural… and creative things. It was never really paintings, I mean the
paintings that I liked were much more reflecting a kind of, I don’t know, a sort of
domestic ideal, a kind of, I loved Matisse’s paintings of women. Not so much the
Odalisques but the kind of, you know, Madame Matisse in the garden having tea, that sort
of thing or Stanley Spencer’s, you know, Swan Upping or whatever it’s called. So the sort
of genteel life I think were the sort of paintings I liked to look at or maybe I would have
liked to be surrounded by, but I didn’t sort of relate to that kind of work, it wasn’t the kind
of work I particularly wanted to make, I wanted to make work, I wanted to spend my life
making work that changed how people thought about things. So they weren’t specific
pieces really, it’s just that kind of, work with that kind of motivation. I don’t know, it’s a
funny thing about, you know, specific pieces or movements or artists. I slightly think it’s
because I’m the sort of person I am, but I think it’s also all those years of, at art school,
being a theatre designer is that I actually am noticing everything so that what somebody is
wearing that I see on the bus [slight blip in recording] important as a bit of a building as is
important as a painting. There isn’t really a hierarchy and I’m taking in all these kind of
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visual things. You know, so I can sort of remember the staircase in Whiteley’s in the
same way I can remember a Bridget Riley painting and I wouldn’t like to see which
memory I’d rather not have. And because I wasn’t taught in that linear art history sort of
way I just take it all in and use whatever is useful and don’t filter all that much out either,
but it’s, yeah I don’t really have – I mean there are paintings that I really love, but it’s
usually being in the room of paintings that I actually like rather than single ones or
remembering the juxtaposition of what somebody was wearing and the room of paintings I
was in or something like that, you know, so the influences are always kind of multiple.
And some of that’s because I’m always trying to do multiple things. I don’t ever seem
that, especially looking back on it, I don’t ever seem to have been trying to do one thing at
a time. I always have this slight, not slight, this strong conviction that in order to do
something I have to be doing two other things at once so I can kind of join those three
things or contextualise one of them by doing two of them or, you know. And I’m not sure
that’s right, but I know I still do it, work in, sort of in that way. So I’d even make two
shows at the same time, you know, begin one show, one set of paintings and then threequarters of the way through that, knowing when the deadline is, begin seriously thinking
about the next set of paintings that needs to be done in eighteen months’ time. And
needing that, needing that kind of impetus to complete the first set of paintings because
the second set are kind of informing the first set. And most of what I’ve ever done has
been like that. I mean, you know, Black Woman Time Now falls perilously close to Five
Black Women at the Africa Centre. I mean I can’t imagine and I can’t remember why they
were so near each other or how on earth that happened and how I imagined that it could be
done, to ask me now. I would say, you know, that there needed to be, you know, at least
five months’ gap between the two. Because obviously circumstances that was the slot for
one and that was the slot for the other, it never occurred to me to say no, we must move
the slot for the second one or I won’t take the slot for the first one. I just said yes and I
can’t remember why and I can’t really remember how I thought it was possible, except as
I’ve said, a lot of people helped who were not really written in the story of it, you know.
But actually quite a lot of those early 1980s shows followed hard, one upon the other, in a
way that doesn’t really make sense when you look at it now. I think in a way it was
because actually that I wasn’t curating, I would never use that word about myself at the
time, although people have used it about me in retrospect. I think I was, because I never
gathered, I never went to people’s workplace. I hesitate to say studio because most of the
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artists I was working with then worked in different kind of spaces than your standard
studio. But I never went to people’s work place and said, I’ll have that one, that one and
that one. I’d go and – to where they were working – and I’d talk to them about why they
did things and what they were doing and to show me things and if I liked the way they
worked and the way they kind of thought about their work, I’d say well, this show is on, I
need almost, you know, three and a half metres of work and you bring what you want to
bring because the way you say things and the way you are, the way your work kind of is
will go with the way that this other work is and it wasn’t a question of linking things. So
it wasn’t a question of thinking yes, that yellow painting will look magnificent near those
photographs of another place. It was a question of this person with this work could have a
great conversation which an audience could invent and they might have a great
conversation in the room if they only met each other and knew each other. So it was like
that, so it wasn’t really curated in that sort of, the exhibition as a sub-plot of your big idea.
They were all the same sub-plot of the big idea, if you see what I mean. And I kind of, I
would still do it like that. I’d still, if I was gathering together artists, I’d still say I like,
you know, I think I can see something kind of where there’s a conversation between your
work and their work and let’s see what happens when we try and make that conversation
happen. Rather than something quite specific to that show that I wanted to say, or you
know. But I never thought, I don’t think I knew what a curator was really. They weren’t
ever curated in that way. But I kind of knew they’d work because I could imagine the
room. I could imagine the sort of flavour of one person’s work and the colour and the sort
of weight or whatever and the message and the power of one person’s work and another
person’s and imagine the rooms with this work in and it working. But I suppose the
motivation for those shows was fairly simple so in a way it was bound to work in that the
motivation was to say we exist, we’re here, we’re making work. So in a sense if that’s
your aim and you fill a room with artists’ work that, where no-one’s is trying to dominate
another’s, because it’s just trying to say its own thing, then in a way it’s bound to work
because you’ve set a goal that can be achieved. But I have been thinking about it and I
don’t have documentation of those shows. I can see, I can certainly see Five Black
Women at the Africa Centre in my head. I can see the picture of it and I know where the
artists were placed, but I never made documentation of those shows and I think that was –
because I was, I knew to make a documentation of my own things, that was really remiss,
not to make documentation of the shows themselves and I don’t know if anyone has it.
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And it’s a pity because it was quite a lot about the experience of walking round the room
and seeing work after work after work, you know. So, in Black Woman Time Now, the
kind of experience of seeing very long thin painting of Sonia Boyce’s where her head – it
wasn’t a painting, it was a pastel drawing, it’s very important that because she doesn’t
make paintings and she never made paintings – a pastel drawing of her head at one end of
the, must have been at least ten foot long drawing and then the head of a man, her
boyfriend at the time, at the other end of this drawing and then sort of looking out over a
kind of cityscape I think. So seeing that along one wall and knowing, and knowing that
opposite it were these tiny gourds of Veronica Ryan’s, arranged completely differently
than they were in Five Black Women at the Africa Centre, in a much more sort of – well
they didn’t need to be sort of as up against the wall as they needed to be in the Africa
Centre, you know, much more taking a kind of space in the room. And then long fabric
pieces by a woman called Leslee Wills; all sort of brightly coloured batik and appliquéd
pieces. And masks, I think made of ceramic but with kind of feathers and beads and sort
of wire and things, by a woman called Janet Caron. And then photographs in a sort of, in
another space, before you got to that space actually, there were sort of three spaces, by
Mumtaz Karimjee of China, you know. Beautiful photographs of China and this sort of
extraordinary, at the time it seemed to me, concept of an Asian woman, south Indian
woman going to China on her own in the sort of late seventies taking photographs. It was
just astonishingly beautiful things and they didn’t fall into the kind of stereotype of her
taking photographs of India, you know, blow me she was taking photographs of China.
And so you can see sort of that, you know, Sonia Boyce’s pastel drawing and these lead
gourds and the textile piece and the masks and my We Will Be cut-out and Ingrid Pollard’s
jumpers, you know. Ingrid Pollard everybody knows her as a photographer, but when I
first knew her and she first put her work into that show, she knitted jumpers and they were
fantastic jumpers and the point about Black Woman Time Now was not, it wasn’t about
pictures and sculpture and art in that high sense of the word, it was about creativity.
Although I don’t think I used that word then, I didn’t use it till kind of later on in fact.
Maud Sulter really first used it in relation to black women, so I think I just used it as, I
would call it, I’d call it art, I’d say these jumpers were absolutely art but I understood that
they weren’t art in the Tate Gallery sense of the word. And she had this, Ingrid Pollard
did this fantastic grey jumper with a white rabbit knitted into it. She’s fantastic at knitting,
I don’t know if she still knits, but now she takes great photographs, but she was just
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beginning to take photographs and then hand-tint them. And somehow or other we had
this discussion about whether she should put knitting in or photographs and I thought she
should put both of them in because, well as I said before, I wouldn’t really make a
distinction between the two and on the one hand I actually knew how to take a photograph
and possibly tint it, but hell, I still don’t know how to knit a grey jumper with a white
rabbit knitted into it, you know, it was phenomenally clever it seemed to me. And so it
was a show like that and, you know, when you describe it, it sounds as if it would be kind
of perhaps a mess, but it wasn’t, it had a kind of real kind of resonance to it, you know.
Those three rooms had a sort of resonance to them and you could see the connections
between the things even and make conversations between the artists. And there are other
artists in that show that were also making perhaps less impactful work but that also glued
some of those conversations together and to spend some time together later on going to
more kind of detail about them. But every artist in that show had a place in it and a
purpose in there to kind of play, there weren’t stars and then fillers-in, it’s just that with
time I worked with more of one lot of artists than I did with another. And all those artists
in there brought other people and other audiences with them that I didn’t know, people I
didn’t know, obviously. And that was the point really. I was trying to make something
that lots of different people could join in the conversation, but mostly, really mostly they
were about saying we exist, we are black women making beautiful things and come and
see them.

I’d like to return to how you actually decided about the hanging of the shows and the
organisation side of it…

Yeah.

…but could I go back to you at the RCA?

Yeah.

What were your impressions of the institution when you first arrived and how did you sort
of get on with the different people that you found in there? [laughs]
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[laughs] It’s a great question actually because I really on the very first day, I didn’t like it
at all. Although I’ve always been in institutions, in educational institutions for the whole
of my life, I have a kind of, I don’t really like them very much and the one thing I sort of
didn’t like about that place was for a start I didn’t know a single person in the place and I
was about twenty-eight when I went there and I kind of got the feeling that everyone else
was about twenty-four. And somehow when you’re twenty-eight, people at twenty-four, it
makes a big difference. Now I can see it’s kind of blurry, much of a muchness, but at the
time it seemed quite different, they seemed quite different. And, ‘cos the first day of
course is just full of people, that queuing and form filling in – queuing I’m not too bad at,
form filling in I’m really dreadful at – and I developed then and there and I’ve had it ever
since, a complete aversion to canteen eating. I can’t, I would just arrive there on whatever
days it was there were lectures, because I didn’t have studio space or anything because I
was doing cultural history so you did it in your own space, you know, at a typewriter, I
have to say, the computers then. But there wasn’t any desk space at the Royal College,
just came in for lectures and seminars. And because I was in cultural history it was quite a
small group of people, of people who thought they were incredibly clever really, but then
of course I realised that everyone in the Royal College of Art thinks they’re incredibly
[laughs] clever, and to some extent that’s probably, they probably are, but that kind of,
there’s no, there didn’t seem to be any kind of, no kind of modesty at all. Very sort of,
always giving the impression really that everything was fine. And yes, I really didn’t like
it, I wasn’t comfortable there, I wasn’t comfortable with the kind of building, although I
actually rather like it now, but found it very kind of hard and cold. But I rather liked the
library, which was very jewel-like and had a rather strange, in those days, whether it’s still
there I don’t know, a strange system. It doesn’t have the Dewey system, it had some
strange other system which I’ve forgotten quite the details of, but it seemed that it was
stacked in sort of poetry, literature, history and something else. But I found it quite easy
to find the things I wanted in there and spent quite a lot of time in there, reading books
actually that I just never would have found anywhere else. Catalogues of a show that had
taken place I think in the early sixties in Senegal, a kind of African art exhibition, but with
no images, just descriptions. I can’t quite remember what it was, but it was fantastically
interesting book. I’d come across books because I couldn’t quite understand the system
and again, there weren’t computers so you didn’t, you couldn’t engage with books on a
screen and then go find them, you wandered up and down shelves looking for things and
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then accidentally came across treasures that you weren’t looking for. So I liked, I enjoyed
that very much. I hardly mixed at all with any other students, making students at all.
They were very, as seen from a distance, they were incredibly sure of themselves. Textile
students were, you know, the most swaggering in the time I was there and the sculpture
students were the most kind of broody and moody. I would always avoid a fashion
student and I never really came across any painters. I mean, you know, I kind of, I dipped
in and out of the place all the time, making some kind of alliances and allegiances. Quite
a lot of photographers I knew, they were at that time sort of trying to build up the idea
still, I suppose it seems mad, but build up the idea that photography could be art and it
wasn’t something that you just, that you did in relation to advertising or in relation to
fashion or – so they were kind of questioning what they were doing and so I had some
good conversations with some of them. And I suppose they were the people that when I
was there, women photographers really, that I was having coffee with or, you know,
having conversations with, I found that interesting. I didn’t really learn anything about
photography, we didn’t really talk about what we did very much at all really. But we,
quite a few people would show me what they’d made and we’d talk about that, but…

Would you sort of present yourself as an artist?

That’s an interesting question actually. I don’t know. I think I must have done, but I
wouldn’t have said I was a writer. I wouldn’t have said I was a historian, I wouldn’t have
said I was a curator, so, because I wouldn’t ever have imagined saying that with any of
those things so I think I must have, but I don’t know that anybody – but I think that some
of those photographers actually came to the Five Black Women at the Africa Centre
exhibition. So yes, I think maybe I did present myself as an artist, but I wouldn’t, I don’t
think I would have presented myself as an artist strangely enough in a very upfront way in
seminars with cultural historians because I was trying to make a stand, make a point about
a whole set of people who those cultural historians would have said didn’t exist, or
certainly didn’t matter if they did exist. So in seminars where I presented what I was
doing, I was called a cultural terrorist more than once and…

Who by?
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By a student. Students there thought that what I was doing was cultural terrorism and at
the time I’m not sure I was insulted by that word terrorist, you know. I mean activist
would have been politer, but now I can kind of, well not just now but since then I’ve sort
of seen how attacking that was and how conservative a set of people that was, although
they didn’t seem like that at the time because they too seemed to be trying to do what I
thought were very interesting things. There were people, there was a guy who was
interested in doing his whole MA on the sans serif letter. Well actually I found that
absolutely fascinating, I was really interested in typography and how different sets of
people would use different typographies, but he wasn’t a particularly political man, he
wasn’t actually going to do anything with this stuff, with this information so I think that’s
what I found. I discovered that people had the ability to be interested in something, to
understand something, to learn the history of something, to do whatever it was they were
doing but they were not interested in the slightest in changing anything and that was
completely and utterly my whole motivation. So there were pleasant conversations I
could have with other cultural historians, there were good drinks and cups of coffees I had
with photographers, but I never really felt totally part of it. But I think that’s the nature of
it you’re writing something in a making place. I don’t think it was totally my experience,
you didn’t have a space, came and went from it. And I never went to the degree
ceremony, I went away to France. But now I think about it that I’d made three exhibitions
of other people’s work in the two years I was there, I realise now that it’s no wonder I
didn’t feel part of it because obviously really busy doing that in order to have something
to write about really. You know, I’d gone there to say, this thing exists and given myself
two years to prove that it existed and get it out there. I suppose to some extent I suppose I
succeeded in doing it, but it didn’t really seem like that, it seemed by the end that I’d done
none of that. You know, I had the piece of paper but – and I wrote the 40,000 words and
the shows happened, but quite often looking back I can only see the gaps in between that.
And I can sort of engage with the end result of it but not quite how I managed to. And it’s
obvious that the writing helped galvanise the facilitating of these exhibitions and that the
facilitating of these exhibitions was absolutely the content of the writing, but [laughs] at
the time it seemed both were quite a challenge in that the challenging things that I hadn’t
really done before but I was attempting to do two major things that I hadn’t done before at
the same time. So all the time it just felt like a bit of a struggle really. But yes, I think I
could quite categorically say I didn’t enjoy being there, but I think I’ve since realised that
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it isn’t about enjoying being there, it’s about making the most of being there and using
being there afterwards to as much the extent as you can. It’s just that everyone looked as
if they were enjoying themselves. But I think that’s the trick [laughs], I think everybody
looked as if they were enjoying themselves because you just tried to, but it was really
difficult.

When you were discovering the artists that you would work with, did you present that to
your fellow students or tutors, did you get some response from them as to this work that
you were discovering?

No I don’t think I did. I think I saw the danger of that because I don’t think I was trying to
ever say – and especially, that would have been a bit like showing somebody a painting
when you were halfway through making it, which you have to do at art school and it’s a
pain because you say things about it that you just have to say because you’re in the room
with it and you, somebody says something and you go off in a direction that you know you
shouldn’t go in, but because so-and-so said it, you do it. So I think I’d never be foolish
enough to say these are three artists I’ve come across, what do you think of this? Because
I wasn’t interested in what they thought of it. It wasn’t about what they thought of it, it
wasn’t approval seeking in that way, it was, these people exist, this is what it looks like
when these people are on the wall, we exist, move on to the next one. So the presentations
I would give would be about, perhaps about conferences I’d been to or conversations I’d
had or ideas that people were working with, but I don’t think I would ever be foolish
enough to either present my work – I think maybe I was a bit of a closet artist in that sort
of small circle of people because I was, I never wanted to be at the Royal College as a
maker, but I think when I got there I thought, oh, perhaps that’s what I should have been
doing. And so I think I was fairly quiet about the objects, either my objects or other
people’s, because I didn’t really want them to be up for the scrutiny in this incredibly
harsh sort of place. So I think the comments I would get were because I was fairly clear
about what I thought was wrong with the way the world of visual discussion and sort of
cultural world functioned and that I intended to do something about it. I mean – and I
suppose I think in that group people were perhaps just a little bit more subtle about what
they were doing. Not particularly focussed, I mean when I think about it I think a few
people never actually managed to finish these MAs and for me that wasn’t really an
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option, you know, I was going to finish it. I found it difficult to do, but it wasn’t a
question of not finishing it. You know, it’s made up of kind of strange sections, you
know, looking at every single postcard on the shelves in the Tate at the time and in the
National Gallery and the, you know, the sort of major institutions and seeing how many
images of black people are there and if there aren’t any postcards at whatever they cost
then, then what is there for black people or black artists to buy, to take away or to send,
you know, as a birthday card if you can’t send a picture that’s got you in it with you
looking moderately dignified, you know. Or having the time or whatever, you know,
greetings or thank you cards or whatever there are. So there were whole sections on that.
Sort of what is it like to be a black artist today. And a whole year of reading The
Guardian, as opposed to any other newspaper, every single day looking for images of
black people and seeing what those images were like and – what were they like in The
Guardian, not what were they like in the Daily Mirror or what were they like in The
Telegraph, what were they like in The Guardian where I expected them to be considered.
And some of the images of black people, even if you look today, with the juxtapositions of
camera angles, the headlines, the nearby headlines, it’s unbelievable racism. And I
suppose that’s where at the viva for that piece of work I nearly came a cropper because the
men that were talking to me about it really as much as said, if you say that about The
Guardian, sort of where are we, you know, and I said well, that’s sort of the point. If it’s
happening in The Guardian, then it’s happening worse, we’re either more invisible or
we’re more objectified in this kind of racist sort of way in other things, you know, sort of
even more. And they said to me at the time, you know, if you ever publish this, then that’s
the bit you’re gonna have to leave out, because I suppose it’s sort of, if you attack the
liberal left, then where are you. And I suppose my point was, well, that’s my point. Even
the liberal left is doing this without knowing it. And my point was, choosing The
Guardian was that I said that university lecturers, social workers, the teachers, the people
who had quite a lot of influence over the better side of black people’s sides read The
Guardian and if those images were popping out at them, how did it then affect the way
they treated black people. So – but I suspect in retrospect those arguments were not
particularly well argued in terms of the history of discussions about representation. Very
kind of conversational in a way, so therefore it was quite easy to have a conversation
about it so it was quite an easy piece of writing to take apart in a way. But I mean, I got it,
but the viva was a bit hairy in that way. I didn’t really know halfway through the viva
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whether I would get it or not. It was a sort of mixture of, you know, Christopher Frayling
was very supportive of it, but the other guy was head of I think, something I think that was
called Environmental Media or something, a strange thing now. Doesn’t sound quite the
right title, but was quite, you know, wanted to sort of take it apart. But that was useful,
but it would have been more useful if it was a conversation rather than the viva for my
MA really.

And did you publish as such?

No, I think, no, not at all and I think I could probably say that I never looked at it ever
again. I didn’t have any idea of how to publish it or how you might go about that. And I
think I was quite embarrassed really by what I hadn’t managed to say, strangely. I mean it
was 40,000 words of very simple English and facts about the world as I saw it, but it
seemed like nothing. It seemed like compared to what I know and the artists I’ve met and
all the stuff they could say, the sort of, the things I haven’t read that I should have read, it
seemed like a very trite piece of writing by the time I got to the end of it and it was
extremely useful as the glue to hang together what I was trying to do, but it seemed like it
was useless. I wanted to make something different you see, I wanted to make a handbook
like a car manual. That was how I started off as I wanted to make a ‘how to be a young
black artist in Britain today’ is what I set off trying to do and Paul Overy persuade me,
having done quite a lot of work on it in this way, he persuaded me that actually I’d never
get it unless I wrote it at least in part in the standard way you need to write an academic
piece of writing. And so I had to take it apart from being that handbook and put it back
together again as an essay, with an introduction, a conclusion and you know, several
argued points in the middle. And so in the end it wasn’t the thing that I started off
wanting to make. Although who the hell was going to read that, whereas if I’d made a
handbook, then the people who wanted to know how to be a black artist in Britain today
could have read it and gone to, you know, ‘G’ for galleries and found, you know, what
galleries there were or ‘P’ for postcards and what I’d discovered about postcards, you
know. And that to me would have been like worth doing, so I never looked at it again and
I presume it’s sitting on the shelf in the RCA, on some shelf, I’ve no idea.

Have you since thought about making that manual?
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Well, I suppose the way I teach now and have taught for the last fifteen years is that
manual, you know. I’m certainly the person that can, if you ask me anything I’ll try and
tell you every single thing I know about how other people have done this thing or where to
go or what phone numbers or what websites or I’ll tell you someone who would know that
thing. And I think the whole kind of interest in archiving and collecting information and
having conversations and try to put one set of people in touch with another is living my
life as that manual. But it would be a great thing to do, but now how to be a black artist
would be quite different actually, because now there would be certain sort of people and
ways of doing things that you would have to have in your sights, you know, you’d have to
sort of, you’d have to take that into account. You know, in 1982 there were a lot of artists
making work but nobody knew who they were, they weren’t in the newspaper every day
or every week or every month. They weren’t a kind of national joke or, you know. So I
could do it but it would be different. Yeah, it still could be interesting.

Is there still a need for it?

…Yes, I think strangely enough, I think there is a need for it because once there are kind
of role models then you need to be able to say, you don’t have to do it this way, you can
actually still try to do it some other way. You see there was always an expectation once
black students started to go to art schools and we as political artists then became a bit
more to the fore. Then there was this terrible expectation that then they had to be artists
like we were artists. And that was a real terrible burden on some people because they just
wanted to go to art school and make nice things. So there was a kind of backlash against
that sort of political way of doing things and then, then I think there’s been this kind of
terrible sort of dominance of what I would call, not often in public, but what I would call
‘coon art’, you know, where there’s an encouragement for black artists to be silly, so that
being serious is not an option. You have to take the piss a bit and take the piss out of
yourself a bit, I think, to be truly successful. So it would be hard to make a kind of
handbook or a set of instructions to kind of bear that in mind, this could be where great
wealth lies, but there are other ways of doing it and so you have to circumvent that a bit,
you know. Avoid using elephant dung. That’s silly isn’t it, it’s silly, it’s a kind of laying
yourself completely open to being described as such no matter how many serious and
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magnificent works you may make and no matter how many beautiful objects you may
make, it’s just, it’s a hook, it’s a line and it’s a great unique selling point, but it’s mad. Or
having a shed fall on top of you or, and then not fall on top of you, like a kind of Keystone
Kops, it’s silly, you know. Whereas in a sense cutting a shark or cutting a cow in half is
not silly, it’s actually incredibly serious, you know. So the black artist needs to sort of,
you know, be well aware of where, you know, there’s a pretty direct line. I mean if you
look at adverts with black people in them, ten times out of ten they’re being silly, they’re
doing something stupid. So visibility comes at a price. And that’s maybe too serious a
line for a manual now. It would be okay for a manual then, but… [laughs] I don’t think
many people would buy it.

[End of Track 8]
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[Track 9]

Yeah, I wanted to find out how, probably at the RCA, you started to find out about
contemporary black artists, but also to what extent you were finding out about the history
of British art or contemporary British art.

Well, okay that’s several things at once, but I suppose how I was finding out about other
black artists was that kind of initial sending out of leaflet things and people returning
those leaflets with a letter, or replying to those leaflets rather, with a letter or with a,
envelope full of slides, that sort of way. And then of course each of those people that I
then was in contact with knew somebody else and so that kind of grew, so one person
would introduce me to another person that they knew, either, also they were at art school
in a different place or they were a sister-in-law or something like that. So my knowledge
of other black artists working came in that sort of way and then also if you recall I was
showing the work of Claudette Johnson who had been inextricably linked and was still
well linked in the very first instance that I knew her with Eddie Chambers and Keith Piper
and Donald Rodney and they were much further ahead in their kind of entering the sort of
establishment and making demands and they organised a massive conference in
Wolverhampton of, I think it was called the Black Art Conference. And for a start I think
I don’t think I’d ever been to a conference before, it wasn’t the sort of thing artists did
particularly, but I was looking for other artists so I went to this conference in
Wolverhampton and I met a whole pile of artists that I’d never heard of and never seen
before and there were, you know, hundreds, hundreds of people in this conference hall
listening to some extremely tedious diatribes by such well-known luminaries as Eddie
Chambers, Rasheed Araeen, et cetera. I mean it was just that it was very, it was very
political, it wasn’t very cultural or creative really and it was very male and it was very
strident, but it was exciting, you know, it was pretty, you know, sort of phenomenal stuff
really. But, Claudette Johnson did something that, I mean actually because she is who she
is, but also I think because she belonged to that group she was incredibly brave, and she
sort of stood up and said, you know, I think the women in this room have probably had
enough of listening to this stuff. I think we should go into another, women should go into
another space and discuss the issues that we want to discuss. Wow. So, and people
actually credit me with a lot of this separate kind of movement and it’s true that I kept
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things going and stoked them up and you know, facilitated a lot of things, but that whole
separation would never have happened if she hadn’t said that. And we just got up and left,
so they were left to discuss whatever it was they were discussing, which I never
discovered, and we talked about what we wanted to talk about, you know. And so there I
met women like Chila Burman and you know, a whole, you know, that’s how the whole
sort of thing sort of became much broader, strangely, it didn’t make it narrower. I
sometimes find, you know, if you focus then you can actually broaden out. So I met a lot
of people there. I mean I met people like Rasheed Araeen that I’d never met before, I’d
read things he’d written. And I guess I understood more also about how having people
write about what artists were doing was very useful. A lot of people there, a lot of women
there understood the notion of writing articles about exhibitions, you know, just to say
they’d happened really rather than discussions about whether they were any good or not or
the aesthetics involved. And so there I was able to say even more, this is what I’m trying
to do, you know, if you’re interested then get in touch with me. So certainly I wouldn’t
have been able to do what I’d done in the time, I think, without having gone to that
conference. I think that it would have taken much longer then for people to kind of find
each other and find me. So it was one of those, I suppose it was one of those things that I
knew that was happening even if I didn’t know those people before I sort of started that
writing. I sort of knew that there must be other people thinking in that way. And that was
kind of absolute proof of it. They weren’t only thinking in that way, they were actually
very organised. And I think really after that conference, which was really a Midlands
thing, was when they decided to come to London, all of them, and started to sort of
connect and organise in London. So, you know, which was really necessary. I mean I
think it’s a sort of, it’s a pity for the Midlands and sort of for the north of England that
that’s sort of what happens, you know, and I guess sort of Manchester or Birmingham, that
many of those artists in those sort of times knew that the answer was to come to London
because I think there was still and there still is tons and tons of work needs doing in the
rest of the country, you know, which is about forty years behind London, even today. So
you know, but… and as for looking into the history of black art and black art in Britain, I
think I was sitting in the room a lot of the time with the history of black art in Britain.
You know, Rasheed Araeen was very knowledgeable about artists that had come here at
the same time as him and who had come from different parts of Asia and mostly West
Africa as young men hoping to make their way in the sort of commercial world of, you
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know, modernist art and had been kind of dashed on the rocks really and were making a
living being bank clerks and, you know, whatever other things. And I think I thought at
the time that the work they were making was so much concerned with aesthetics and so
much concerned with the, you know, say men like Ron Moody and Uzo Egonu, concerned
with the sort of world of European commercial gallery picture making and was yes, telling
the story of Africa and the story of what it is to be African or what it is to be Indian, what
it is to be from the Caribbean, but in a very… well, just in a very exotic sort of way. And
I didn’t have too much time for that and I could see that the strategy hadn’t worked. So I
think it’s perhaps suited me and it, hesitate to, not take the entire blame, but it suited other
people to decide that we were at year zero, that the history started there and then, that if
we were going to succeed in any way we needed to acknowledge those artists, but that was
then and this was now. Which I suspect in retrospect has come to haunt us really, in terms
of how I see things today, that we are now then and now is now and I think – although you
could say it was just a sort of selfish way of thinking about things – but I think if you
understand the history and you really take notice of why things have happened in a kind
of, and you ask those people detailed questions about how they did succeed or they didn’t
or what strategies they used or even what paint they used and who they showed their work
to, then you have information, valuable information and it stops you reinventing the
wheel. But, we didn’t do that I don’t think, not really, not really usefully. And I think
there was an attempt to do it in the next exhibition I was doing while I was at the Royal
College, the one in the Mappin Gallery in Sheffield, which was Into the Open, and there
was some attempt there, but there wasn’t real dialogue with those other artists and I think
that’s what was sort of necessary and I could have sustained the momentum much longer
and been less of a kind of phenomenon of the eighties and able to be then superseded
somewhat by a phenomenon in the nineties that had taken up a lot of our political and
strategic guerrilla tactics if you like and made a rather more successful job of it, you
know. So the kind of work I was looking at, I was looking at quite a lot of feminist work
because in some sense it was doing, trying to do something, trying to change something. I
wasn’t that keen on it, wasn’t that interested in it to – I think what I was, I think the thing
is that… I was trying to make a kind of work that was pleasurable and enjoyable to engage
with, but that was in a subtle sort of way doing some kind of other thing. And I’ve never
been that interested in political work that hit you in the face and wasn’t engaged in trying
to take you with it, it was engaged in – I think, you know, one of the kind of accusations I
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would make of feminist art of the time was that it was too much engaged with what men
were doing, that it was too much engaged with a sort of sidey ways on approval seeking.
The conversation was not with each other, the conversation was with men. You have done
this, you know, and I thought well all that does then is produce a kind of guilty reaction
and then what? So you haven’t produced something that we can kind of love and you
haven’t produced something that’s talking, that’s genuinely feminist which is actually
really engaging with what women think and what women are capable of and can achieve.
It’s engaging with what men have not let us do or what men… how men see us, you know.
It’s a bit like that driving the car thing, it’s like, yeah we’ll get to that, but the thing is we
need to sort of have this, you need to get this language sorted out amongst ourselves first.
So I was interested in that kind of work but I didn’t believe that Judy Chicago or Susan
Hiller were speaking to me. Or Mary Kelly. They may have been, but I didn’t, I didn’t,
that isn’t what I got from it. But it had an impact, I understood its power and then I was
interested in it. But I was still looking at what Bridget Riley was making, you know. I
was still sitting in the Rothko room in the Tate, I was still looking at the Tissots that I’d
always looked at and just enjoying the Matisses, you know, I was still enjoying the
lusciousness of art and not worrying too much about whether it was doing something or
not. You know, but then that kind of sounds as if I was only looking at pictures, but I was
looking at other students’ photographs and you know, buildings and, you know, all kinds
of strange things that you just see as you go about. I mean I was kind of taking in London
as well and – although I’d always lived here, I was beginning to be much more my own
person I suppose, although it seems rather late in life, but I think it did take me that long.
Yeah.

What was your perspective on what you saw in the commercial galleries, you know,
probably I guess from white artists, you know, that were still young – did you look at that
kind of work and get anything from it?

No I think that maybe was a kind of fundamental, perhaps strategic mistake I made at that
time that I wasn’t really looking at it. I don’t think I saw it coming because I didn’t feel, I
just wasn’t interested in selling work, it wasn’t about selling. I did understand and I still
kind of understand that it was about showing and it was about history and it was about
being taken seriously as people. It wasn’t, I never thought of myself as making work to
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put in a gallery to sell to people who would collect it. I think if I had, I think a lot of
artists that I was working with, who perhaps were thinking in that way, might have been
more successful. So I had this political motivation and like curators do, use artists to
forward, push forward an idea, but those individual artists, say Veronica Ryan for
instance, was very much about and interested in the aesthetics of the objects that she was
working with and the memories that those objects had inside them and she was very
interested in selling her work to collectors. So it was excellent to have her as part of that
group of artists, but she had a trajectory of her own, which was not my trajectory. And
then that was the good thing about that, you didn’t have to follow that one set party line,
but I wasn’t looking in those art galleries… with a sort of strategy in mind. I think I was
still looking in the art galleries in a kind of, oh let’s look at something interesting today. I
can’t remember really a single thing that leaps out at me at that time that had a sort of
influence. You know, I was so in the thick of trying to understand what it was I was doing
that I didn’t really have that sort of overview, I didn’t see that kind of world as… as
something I needed to be part of. I didn’t really understand that unless people start to
collect the stuff in a serious way and say they’re collecting it, then it won’t enter the
canon, you know. You can’t enter the canon under your bed or behind your wardrobe. I
don’t think I got that till quite a long time later really. I think I thought that when people
saw work, like I see work and it kind of stays there or it doesn’t and affects your
influences, you thought that was enough. Didn’t engage with the fact that in order for
something to be taken seriously, certainly in the British art world, it needs to have been
bought by somebody because then that validates it and so other people then buy it and
then the state buys it. I didn’t know that. So I didn’t make those connections. But I can’t,
but visually, you know, I can’t think of anything that I was sort of looking at but which
would seem to me that I was going to the cinema, making art, putting together shows,
writing this thing, going out to dinner, having people round for dinner and I wasn’t really
engaging in the commercial art world at all.

I’m wondering about the sort of, the relationship between your work sort of finding out
about other artists and organising shows and at the same time making your own art. Was
it ever a problem? I can imagine it being somehow difficult to make one’s own art whilst
being so involved with what other people are doing.
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No, because, no it wasn’t difficult at all and it’s still not difficult. I mean, you know,
because I make my own art while I’m teaching other people now because they make their
art and I make my art and I certainly then, I certainly wasn’t giving anyone any advice
how they might make their art better and I wasn’t taking any advice how I might make my
art better, which could have been a pity, but you know, I wasn’t doing that. And so it
wasn’t interfering at all, it wasn’t – I mean it’s really peculiar to say and sometimes when
I read, when I’ve said this, I think well, I’m not quite sure those are quite the right words,
but it wasn’t really about what it looked like, it was about what it did. But what it looked
like was important, which sounds the opposite, was important, but only in as far as it made
you do something. So I wouldn’t go around to Claudette Johnson’s space and see her
pastel drawings of black women, which kind of were completely her, completely and
utterly her own way of doing things, they were very strong – well there were really two
sets of very strong work. There were nudes, black nudes which in their way were, it was a
very daring thing to do and a very suspect thing to do from a feminist point of view, but of
course they were delicious and gorgeous objects. And then there was other pastel
drawings she was making of very stern, strong, wise-looking black women fully clothed in
sort of winter coats, you know, black women in winter coats and in winter hats, you know.
Sort of almost looking out and sort of bleakness – I mean you didn’t see any of this but
you kind of felt a bleakness of the British landscape. But it wouldn’t occur to me to then
think, ooh, I’d like to make work like that. That’s the work that Claudette Johnson makes.
I make work, or I did at the time, that was sort of a mixture of kind of theatrical prop,
street theatre puppet, poster, political pamphlet. If I was making the same thing as
Claudette Johnson or the same thing as Veronica Ryan, I couldn’t see the point of that.
The point always for me has been for all of us to come at it from as completely different
direction as we can and one of us is sure to hit the jackpot really, one of us is sure to
succeed in shifting a thing. If we all did it the same way, I think I thought that we could
be cut off at the pass, you know, outmanoeuvred. So, no it wasn’t difficult at all. [pause]
No. I…

And in terms of time, how much time you could spend on your own work?

Yeah. Well I don’t suppose I made very much work, but I, always, I have made work all
the time. You know, every week I’d be doing something on something. But I never sort
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of measured it and even now, you know, with teaching I never really sort of measure it
with, I’m teaching so I don’t have enough time to make my own work. The thing was that
I made my own work and everything else fitted actually into that and it always has. But
that didn’t mean that I was making, you know, seven hours seven days a week, but I’m
thinking about it all the time. I do quite a lot of thinking about how a thing might be,
holding it in my head or making small kind of notes, visual notes, and then I come to the
thing and I do it. But I think that comes from that whole knowing, being related to a
textile designer who very much knows, she isn’t making it up as she’s going along, you
know, and nor is a theatre designer. It’s not about inspiration or emotion, it’s about
calculating, strategising how to get the idea in your head out there in seventeen easy steps.
And so you can do that kind of work to some extent in your head. Then of course you put
it on paper and it doesn’t work and you have to re-do it and it doesn’t work and you have
to re-do it and it doesn’t work, but you can do a lot of the sort of planning of how you
might work it out in your head while you’re doing some other thing and I think that’s how
I managed to do it, because I’m actually working all the time, but I’m actually doing it all
the time. So maybe yes, in those years. I did from say eighty-one to the end of eightythree, I probably did only make the cut-out men, We Will Be and then started to make what
I call Running Women, but they sort of turned out to be kind of major pieces and there
were also bits and pieces in between, but I don’t have them any more. I’ve lost them or
I’ve thrown them away or I’ve given them away, whatever. But it didn’t seem to me then
to be, I wasn’t worried about how much I was making. I don’t think I understood that
quite a lot of your status is achieved by the volume of the work you make, so I wasn’t that
worried about the volume. Everybody I knew made work when they could. They all had
jobs as other things, as, you know, in community art, printing, sort of, Claudette did and
you know, I don’t know, they did other things, they did other ordinary jobs and made the
work when they could make it. So, and I mean the theatre designers I knew didn’t design
posh things all the time. In between time they made models for somebody else or they
made props, so I didn’t think of the artist’s life as this thing where you were very resentful
if you didn’t have every day of every week making stuff, I didn’t, you know, making stuff
for yourself. You know, my mother didn’t make it for herself, she made it so that people
could turn it into cloth and sell it in Marks and Spencer’s. So it didn’t occur to me to
worry about how much I was making, till I realised later that volume and status go hand in
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hand. Yeah, so I didn’t worry about time and it seemed possible to make it at the same
time as doing that. And natural and, yeah.

I remember before when we were talking about childhood, you were saying because of
your father’s death that you had the sense that you perhaps wouldn’t have that long
yourself.

Yeah.

Did you carry on having this sort of, I don’t know, what’s the word, sort of impetus,
pressure on yourself, you know, to get things, you know, a certain sort of sense of getting
things done quickly?

To this day. Yeah. Completely, there are major pieces of work that I’ve made that I think,
I just mustn’t die before I’ve made this piece of work, I just have to make this piece of
work and I’m always astonished that I then manage it, you know. So yeah, that’s a
totally, has been the driver for how I’ve continued to try to do quite a few things at once I
think. One thing is that I like to join things up, make sense of things by contextualising
them by doing another three things, but also if somebody asks me to do something and
then somebody else asks me to do something else, then I will say yes because I can
calculate that I am sure I can manage to do it, I can fit it in somehow and that it would be
terrible not to have done it and to, you know… I mean I never imagined I would live this
long, never. And it’s not really very logical, but once you’ve sort of thought that, you just
think, well you know, this could be it, I just must try and see if I can get that idea out there
or that set of circumstances sort of changed. I mean for me that whole period of the 1980s
was so slow. You know, I couldn’t believe that I could put out the sort of exhibitions that
I put out and that so many people would have engaged with it and talk about it and that it
didn’t appear to be making the slightest bit of difference. But now when I think about it,
we’re only talking, you know, sort of that very intense sort of thing, maybe five or six
years and I think well, you know, I know that some things are taking twenty years to
change. But I was very, very impatient that I might have started something or started
three things and that I would be dead before I’d got those three things complete or three
things joined up. So it’s continued to motivate me in that way. But it still would never
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have been enough just to have made twice as much work but not done those things I’d
tried to do with other people. I don’t think there’s ever a day when actually I think I’d
rather have done either one or the other of those things and those ways of working. The
two things are just so inextricably linked. Yeah.

You’ve mentioned people like Eddie Chambers, Donald Rodney, Keith Piper, finding out
about them and how they were doing a kind of more political work perhaps. What did you
actually think aesthetically, could you sort of tell me about their work that you were
finding out about?

It was absolutely brilliant, I mean it’s sensational stuff. Was breathtakingly daring for a
start, I mean Eddie Chambers when he first started was just the most exquisite printmaker
so that he would make prints that looked as if they were posters, you know, they were
posters. He could make posters that were marvellous screen prints, you know, and was
just so cutting and so rude really. But yeah, it’s kind of mean work, you know. Work
about Ayatollah Khomeini, you know, when nobody was making work about Ayatollah
Khomeini, you know. Yeah, so his was sort of dynamic because it was beautifully made,
really excellent kind of understanding of print and he made a whole lot of work about
golliwogs, which again was kind of shocking, but so thorough, you know, he didn’t just
have six golliwogs, he had every single one of those sort of badges you could collect and
he was very conscious of and aware of the black image in advertising and the power of
advertising, the power of sort of, the sort of the colour and the composition and the
lettering and the aesthetic of advertising and used it to make his own work. And it was
very, very concerned also with images of slavery, so he would take sort of iconic images
of slaves in irons or slaves, you know, engravings of slaves packed into slave ships and
reuse those, make repeat patterns from those. Or he would doctor sort of cartoons and
change the images. Say sort of cartoons about, not funny cartoons but sort of illustrated
stories I suppose about the great white hunter going into darkest Africa, those sorts of
things you could find in encyclopaedias even and in sort of Boy’s Own comic annuals, you
know, and he’d subvert those. So he was very brilliant at manipulating the printed image
and real understanding of naming things. You know, the Black Art Group wasn’t the
black art group, B-L-A-C-K, it was B-L-C-K. So you read it as The Black Art Group but
it was actually the Blck Art Group, but you know, then you noticed it because it was sort
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of awkward, an awkward word to look at. So yeah, he made very, very sort of strong
things and he would write letters to people in that cutting out letters from a magazine or
from a newspaper in that kind of, you know, detective story blackmailer letter, which was
incredibly scary to receive so he was, he played into the stereotype of the frightening
black man in a very daring way which was, you know, deeply admirable. And then Keith
Piper also made incredibly strong work but it was much more, I suppose you would call it
more painterly, although when I first knew him he was making things I think as well, but I
think really – and he was printing on to cloth. But I think his images had a more sort of,
the kind of what you’d call the timbre and the sort of colour and the depth of a kind of
bible, Christian bible kind of power to them and he could see, he could see what was
coming. I suppose if you looked at one of his things he was a kind of messenger from the
future who could tell you what was happening. If you don’t do this, this will happen.
These are the kind of four horsemen of the Apocalypse. Or he would have a very bold
take on what had happened yesterday, he wouldn’t try to be subtle about it. So Another
Fucking Nigger Died Today, a fact. So in a sense he was making big, grand, well-painted,
beautifully drawn statements about just the dreadfulness of the world as he saw it and how
really I suppose nothing to him seemed to have changed since slavery days. He’d grown
up in the Midlands in that whole swirling mass of the National Front, or the British
National Party, whichever they were then, that very kind of, you know, was in the thick of
strong black communities but also strong white communities trying to break up and
destroy those black communities. So he was in the midst of slavery days and you believed
what he, the work he made and you believed the stories he was telling and that that was
how he saw it. And then I suppose Donald Rodney was the funny guy. Donald Rodney
always said that he was the guy that went to art school wanting to be Van Gogh and
Picasso by the time he left and then he fell in with these guys and found that he could be
funny about the things that they were being very serious about and they were kind of man
enough if you like to be able to understand the brilliance of that. Neither of them were
really funny in the same way as him. Well, he would have – I mean it’s hard to think of
things now because everything I think of isn’t funny at all but at the time it was sort of,
one thought of it, in his own person he was very funny as well, but he was very ill so that
– with sickle cell anaemia – so he kind of took that and was funny with it. But I guess the
first piece I ever saw of his was when he was at Nottingham Art School and I was called
there to do some fly-by-night day’s teaching, you know, I used to be a sort of flying doctor
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person once I left art school, and I think it was his degree show so there wasn’t anything
much I could say to him by then, I mean the deed was done, and he had a pig’s head, a real
pig’s head on a plinth lit in a quite closed off sort of booth. And of course after ten
minutes this began to stink and the smell of it just became stronger and stronger as the
show went on, but of course, so it was incredibly shocking, but somehow Pig’s Head was
kind of funny as well. It didn’t take itself so seriously somehow. I mean it sounds as if it
did, but it didn’t, there was something pink and silly about a pig’s head, but… But yeah,
so he would make sort of more… I don’t know… just funnier pieces. It’s quite difficult to
think of a particular piece now because the things I see are a figure of a man sort of sitting
limp and obviously dead on a chair, sort of with a big house behind it, so you get the
feeling of this kind of American shack with a lynched black man kind of sitting in a chair
outside it. I mean there were lots of references all through their works to black American
politics and the sort of bringing, bringing the reality of lynchings into perspective, you
know, that was the eighties and they were kind of saying this stuff was only going on five
minutes ago in this place, you know. You were all rocking to Elvis Presley and people
were being dragged out of their houses and being, you know, killed by the clan. So all of
them had kind of, you know, kind of clan references, lynching references, slavery
references and they were right, taking that right into the heart of the art world. And there
had to be notices, you know, in some of the shows that they put on that said, you know,
even then although it seems silly, it seems natural now that people would do it, put these
notices that say, you know, ‘You may be offended by things you might see in here’. And
so that seems like a sort of 2006 sort of health and safety thing, but even in the eighties
they were sort of, when everything was a bit more, you know, easy going in a way, they
were doing it. And so you know, it was just incredibly strong work that you couldn’t help
but admire for the way it was made and for what it said and for how brave they were to
just say well you can like it or you can fuck off, you know. Yeah, so that’s a kind of
description of that. I suppose it, as I said, it did leave room, it left plenty of room then for
the making of work that was easier to take than that, that still had a kind of strong political
message that wasn’t against that, but that wasn’t directed at a white audience. I still would
argue and I would argue if Donald was alive I would argue with him, but I would argue
with the three of them today with the fact that they were still speaking to a white audience
and that then what was that white audience to do with that. The liberals would be guiltstricken and not know what to do with it and be very, very, very sorry and the racists just
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didn’t care and that as a black audience person, yeah I could really get something from it,
but I wouldn’t always want to be in a room with it as the only black audience person and I
wanted to make work and I wanted to be with people who wanted to make work that we
all could sort of do something with and feel that we’d seen our reflection there in a way
that was real to us. And we had this discussion both in public and in private for a long
time and we agreed to differ, but I think that they probably – well I can’t say what they
thought, but I suppose all of us would have much rather we could have all set this sort of
together if you like, but we became a little bit factional in that women made things in a
certain way and these men made things in a particular way. And I think the histories are,
talk about that work rather more than they do about the women’s work because it was men
that were writing the histories, so that Paul Gilroy wouldn’t be really talking about
Claudette Johnson’s work. He would be more talking about and writing about Keith
Piper’s work. But, to say that, you know, both Sonia Boyce and probably Ingrid Pollard
managed to get kind of written about in that kind of, in those kinds of arenas by saying
many of the same things but in I think a more subtle way. As I’ve said before, there
wasn’t, there would never have been the room for us to make that stuff, the stuff that we
made if they hadn’t crashed down the doors first. It was really important that it was all
going on at the same time and I think it did influence eventually, though not at the time,
the way that I made work. I think I’ve engaged much more with the idea that we’re still in
slavery days than I did then. But I think maybe now I do it because they’re not as visible
now, certainly in Britain, as they were and so sometimes I’ve thought that if I’m not
making this work coming from this political direction in the kind of venues that I’m
sometimes asked to be in, then maybe that work’s not being seen as much. So I think I’ve
perhaps later on taken kind of influences from that that I didn’t have at the time. It’s very
hard to say what, it’s impossible to say what one would have made if certain people had
kept making work, you know, to some degree certain if people who kept making work or
were still alive, there would cease to the necessity for making work. Some of keep
making it is because some other people are dead or just simply couldn’t keep up the pace
of banging against a shut door. So that’s sometimes some of the motivation.

To be sort of representative almost?
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Yeah, in a funny sort of way to still keep saying those things because I’m not entirely sure
that everybody’s quite understood it yet, you know. So not so much being representative
but to still say those things. I don’t, you know, I think I did try to be representative once
but I think I realised that, you know, there’s no need, there are other people there saying
things in completely different ways, you know, saying it in a sort of party political way
and all kinds of different ways that they weren’t doing in the eighties. But in that art way
I can now say, make quite political pieces and not worry that they won’t get shown or they
won’t get shown in the, you know, most prestigious places or that they won’t get bought.
I don’t need to worry about the ‘ahead’ of my career particularly, because whatever
happened between, you know, being fifty and being eighty is too little, too late, you know.
So it doesn’t matter to me now either way, if you know what I mean. But the saying of
those things still needs to be said and if some people are too afraid to say it because they
might not get a dealer or they might not get spoken of, you know, along with the rest of
contemporary art, then I’ll try and say it and then there’s no need for them to say it. In a
way like those men did I suppose. Because it’s still not very fashionable. Well it’s less
fashionable now than it even was then, but it’s still important. And I think I might have
said at the time, not that they shouldn’t make that work, but that it’s time for us to kind of
move on from discussing lynching and slavery and the Klan and, and they would have said
well the time to move on is when it isn’t like that any more. And I, so I think that’s what I
think now, I think the time to move on from discussing those issues is when it doesn’t
exist any more. When The Guardian is printing photographs of black people in a whole
variety of ways, then we’ll stop banging on about it. But until – and I still read it, but I
still notice glaringly, and I’ll say, you know, do you see the kind of, cannot be a
coincidence, newspapers are not made in a kind of ooh, let’s just chuck everything in
there, let’s bung it all in and it doesn’t matter what it looks like. They’re designed things,
so how come this image is on this page and this image is on this page and look at the
juxtaposition of what happens when you turn over the page and see one from another, you
know. It’s saying something in an underlying way here so until that’s kind of, that I can’t
find that for a whole year in a Guardian, then I’ll still keep banging on about it.

[End of Track 9]
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[Track 10]

Okay. Yeah, so I wanted to ask for a bit more detail about how you went about organising
those shows. What was involved on your part and who else played a part in terms of the
other artists and the other people that you sort of mentioned that don’t really get
recorded?

Well yes, the two shows we’re talking about; Five Black Women at the Africa Centre and
Black Woman Time Now were organised really in quite different ways. One because it
was a single show in a gallery in the Africa Centre that showed work every month, there’d
be new work on the wall so they had a kind of particular system and the two people that
ran that space who were actually not African, were I think perhaps English, maybe
English or South African, I’m not sure - I don’t recall their names, although they were
incredibly helpful, pleasant people - were quite clear about sort of deadlines and when
things had to be there and really from the private view I would say they had a pretty good
mailing list and they organised a sort of invitation card. But from – these are rather a long
time ago but I know that, I’m pretty certain that there wasn’t any kind of leaflet. You
know, a sort of, I wouldn’t say a catalogue would have been something I wouldn’t
necessarily have thought about, but there wasn’t that so that kind of making a sort of
record wasn’t that well thought through by them or me. But they were quite efficient in
organising that sort of side of it and somebody else from the Africa Centre designed the
invitation and presumably the money from, for sending out the invitation and all the
refreshments and all that sort of thing was taken care of by the Africa Centre, I mean I
never had to think about that. All I had to think about really was getting the work to the
space and arranging that work around the room, hanging the work I suppose. But I don’t
remember actually, I mean quite a lot of it didn’t need hanging. Quite a lot of it, even
though some of it was wall based, was very much a sort of work that you put two nails in,
you know, one in either corner. Sonia Boyce’s work was unframed paper work, big,
unframed paper works and my work you just leaned against the wall and Veronica Ryan’s
was sort of arranged on this kind of shelf arrangement. I think probably we hung Houria
Niati’s, but they were quite small paintings, and then Claudette Johnson’s were framed
pastel drawings. So in a way, I mean what often happens to me with hanging work is that
there’s a sort of, there just is a right way, there just is a way that the work looks best and a
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way that if you hang one thing next to another in a particular way, that helps both sets of
work. I’m always trying to get in a way quite an even hang, even now I’m not ever
aiming for there to be a central piece around which other things work or a central sort of
artist around which other artists work. That was absolutely meant to be an absolute level
playing field and it wasn’t to do with, you know, which artists are better known or –
because that wasn’t an issue. They did have different agendas, but all were glad I think to
be part of an exhibition, to be part of an exhibition that was in a public place and that was
an exhibition with other black women and that was all you needed to agree to actually,
you could disagree really on almost anything else. I am seventy-five per cent certain that
– I think his name was Jonathan, from the Africa Centre, actually drove a van to our
various places to pick up that work. As I say, there was a bit of a sort of… well quite a lot
more organisation I suppose than other shows that I’d been involved with, quite a lot of
support from the Africa Centre, you know, and the exhibition was thought of with quite a
lot of time in advance. I mean not a lot, we’re not talking what I consider to be a decent
amount of time which is sort of eighteen months, we’re talking maybe four or five months.
That was a kind of great feature of putting on shows at that time, there were gaps, we were
great, black artists were great gap fillers. But I don’t think this was a gap, I think it was
really programmed in and so things were thought about in advance. But yes, as you came
in the doors, the end wall had Sonia Boyce’s very big pastel works and Veronica Ryan’s
gourds. So you could see that, you could see theirs from a distance but the point of the
arrangement had to be based round you going in a kind of circle because you couldn’t
walk across the room to them because the exhibition was on this mezzanine sort of
balcony arrangement. So you had to walk past my cut-out men if you went the left-hand
side or past Claudette Johnson and Houria Niati if you went on the right-hand side. And
there were kind of doors that led off this balcony as well. It sounds kind of a hotchpotch
but it did work very well and the fact that the work seemed to be sort of almost suspended
in mid air was kind of really a very nice way to look at work. You could never, you
couldn’t stand back from it, obviously, although you could see it across an abyss so you
could get either, you know, thirty foot away from it or two foot away from it. And so that
was another kind of reading of the work, but that was quite exciting, it was exciting sort of
in the space. And I felt it worked well and I can still remember that kind of arrangement
because I think it worked. And I still can remember the way the private view, at the
private view people had to go round and round in a sort of circle. You couldn’t, mingling
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wasn’t possible, you sort of mingled if you happened to pass people on their second circuit
or something, so that was quite exciting really. And then Black Woman Time Now was
very much more of a kind of shambolic sort of… system of getting the work to the space.
Some people brought their own work, sometimes Marlowe would drive across London
and get it from people. There wasn’t an arrangement, even though it was part of this black
women’s festival, there wasn’t an arrangement on behalf of the Arts Centre to be a kind of
support, sort of organisation in that way. The festival kind of landed at the Arts Centre
and the festival was the support. And the thing is that many of the people involved in the
organisation, in a sense the organisation was sort of Black Woman Time Now - the whole
festival was called that – were concerned with their own creativity within that, so the
theatre people were concentrating on that and, you know. The people doing talks were
concentrating on that.

Did you come into contact with the other aspects like that, theatre and talks and…

Yes, yes because in a way the whole Black Woman Time Now thing had grown out of
Yvonne Brewster and I and some other women talking about how to bring all these
different sorts of creativity to the fore, so we talked for quite a long while about the sort of
name of the festival and what should happen at it and what we were trying to achieve and
all those sorts of big plans around the table in the National Film Theatre, you know, a few
times. And we often joked that, you know, it looked like we were all kind of plotting
some terrific overthrow because there were all these black women coming and going and
having a nice time. But yeah so, but mostly the drivers of that were the actresses and the
theatre people. So I did know them but as the thing got sort of nearer and nearer, then I
was really in charge of, in control of getting the visual art thing sorted and I was kind of
on my own really. So then I needed a lot of help from the artists and from other people
that I knew to kind of help do that. And I suppose what, what remains still kind of really
prominent is how difficult an exhibition that big was to stage. I knew, it wasn’t difficult to
hang it. In a way I never find things that difficult to hang because I’m always trying for
this sort of [clears throat – break in recording] …again, I’ll try again.

Okay.

Lubaina Himid Page 212
C466/249 Track 10

Yeah, the hanging wasn’t difficult because I’m always trying to sort of go for a kind of,
this even balance again. But this gallery, or three different spaces, and the first space had
a bar in it and then there was a second kind of slightly bigger space and then what you
might call a kind of main space. But I tried to keep a balance and not imply that the main
space had the most important work in it. So needless to say I didn’t have my work in that
main space, I wanted to say that all the spaces had their own kind of atmosphere and sort
of integrity really and that there were advantages and disadvantages to all the spaces. So
Ingrid Pollard’s was in the first space and to some extent it was an incredibly accessible
work, these jumpers, and those early tinted photographs. And what that meant was,
although it was in the first space with some other work, and the bar was in that space, it
meant lots and lots of people looked at it so that was the advantage of that first space that
even if you’d come to Battersea Arts Centre for just a short visit or you weren’t really
concerned with the whole exhibition, you got to see that work, so that was that sort of
advantage. And then in the next space my work was next, or near anyway, Mumtaz
Karimjee’s, which in some senses, you know, photographs of Chinese people and China
and a cut-out on first viewing wouldn’t really have anything to say to each other, but I
quite was interested in that sort of juxtaposition of these two things hung near each other,
then was hoping that you would kind of try to work out what they did have to say to each
other, you know, what, why were these not obvious things to put next to each other. And
then in the third room which was much higher and lighter, there was Houria Niati’s work
which was sort of opposite tiny paintings, tiny very dark blue and red sort of
contemporary Algerian, French-Algerian re-takes, re-makes of Orientalist paintings,
juxtaposed opposite this one big long thin painting by Sonia Boyce that I described earlier
with this, herself and this young man kind of looking out with their back to the room
really, and Veronica Ryan’s work in the centre and I think probably always that sort of
how to hang or arrange really, floor based work is where I find it difficult. You know, I
want people to be able to really closely engage with something but the artist is always
worried about them being touched and there’s that question of whether to have plinths and
not have plinths, you know, whether to sort of give it some particular kind of status and
she was an artist who I think more than any of us worked very much in the art school, art
world, fine art sense of the word and so she had particular agendas and particular need for
her work to be seen in a, you know, in the way that she wanted it to be seen, you know.
So lighting’s always very important with her work and how it was placed. Whereas I’d
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say probably with almost everyone else’s work, as long as I could hang it and make it
look, you know, okay, people would sort of trust me to do it, you know. But I was always
quite wary of Veronica’s that, you know, an inch to the right, an inch to the left made a
terrific difference and I couldn’t necessarily see that, you know. It took her sort of being
able to hang her own work. So that happened a bit. And Leslee Wills, who was one of the
textile artists, was very particular about how her work was hung. And she was very
confident sort of woman actually. I think she probably knew Ingrid Pollard, they certainly
lived in the same kind of Seven Sisters area of London, Archway sort of area and yes, she
was quite, again had strong kind of opinions about where she wanted it and how she
wanted it hung, but I’m usually quite happy to go with that and if there’s something that I
think isn’t going to work I’ll say, well let’s look at it, you know, this way with this next to
it and this way with this next to it, and try and see how one person’s work actually helps
another person’s work. So that was, you know, it had some technical challenges, but
actually sort of hanging it, screwing it to the wall, I’m pretty sure I did that with the help
of Marlowe and sort of people passing by. I’m not sure that there was a, there didn’t seem
to me there was a sort of technical help. But, you know, being a theatre, you know
[laughing], a sort of lapsed theatre designer, building things and using power tools and
lifting things, I knew how to do that, wasn’t sort of fazed by it. Although, by now I’m
more interested in getting somebody with kind of particularly precise technical skills to do
that. I think you can sometimes slightly make or break something by a kind of botched
hanging, you know. But that whole exhibition had a kind of warm feeling to it, a kind of
rich, warm feeling to it of drifting amongst interesting things that when you got closer to
them were saying something quite deep, quite deep about what the experience of being a
black woman was. So I think I knew that it was a success in that way from what I started
out to do, but the process was quite fraught, so it’s quite difficult to engage with it since I
think. Just the logistics really of being part of something bigger, a festival, and it coming,
I realise now when I sort of look at the calendar, dates must have had something to do
with it, coming so close on the show before, Five Black Women. One interesting thing
about that show, which I didn’t know was that interesting at that time was that at the
opening a lot of people came that I didn’t know, black women that I didn’t know, and one
of the women that came was Maud Sulter and she came and she was writing notes about it.
She was wandering round the show writing notes and I thought, mm, you know. I don’t
know what I thought really, but I thought that seemed like a kind of confrontational thing
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to do and so I’d asked somebody who this woman was, but I didn’t really want to talk to
her because it seemed as if the note taking to me seemed confrontational and I didn’t
really want to engage with it. In the event I think it sort of probably was, but I don’t think
intentionally. So that was a kind of significant kind of moment really, which I kind of
think at the time I knew was significant but I didn’t quite know how. In later, you know,
she became an absolutely integral part of how black women did or didn’t think about, talk
about, show their work and an integral part of pieces of work that I made and my entire
life, you know, sort of about fifteen years of it. And so that was a sort of, I think what
happened when she came to that show was that she saw that something was happening
that she too was interested in doing. She of course would always do everything, whether
it was buttering toast or whatever, making a cup of tea, she would always do differently to
me. So I think she thought oh yes, well I see how this woman has done it but I would do it
differently and in a sense started up something there which I think I saw as, I think I felt
quite threatened by it, I think I thought mm, I’m trying to do this thing here so that if
somebody wants to do it differently, it must be that they’re being critical of the way I’m
doing it.

And how did that feel?

Well, slightly upsetting I think. Yes, I think… I was quite aware of how much hard work
I’d put into it so far you see and so felt worried that – and you know if you’re in the
middle of doing something you definitely know you haven’t really got a handle on what
you’ve got a handle on and I knew I hadn’t really kind of even almost sort of understood
what I’d got and already somebody was thinking there was a different way to do it. But I
didn’t see her again, you know, for quite a long time after that so I didn’t sort of know
what she was doing, but I sort of got the picture that she was talking to women like
Claudette Johnson and Ingrid Pollard. Yeah those two really, rather than say, Sonia Boyce
or Veronica Ryan. She wasn’t that interested in working with them, she was more
interested in Claudette and Ingrid. And they did, again, quite a lot of work together.
Because Maud Sulter at the time was, really was a writer and a poet, a published poet
even, and she wrote articles and she and Ingrid did quite a lot of writing articles about
women writers like Maya Angelou and Alice Walker and they would take photographs
and do that together. So I suppose that was a whole other literature, sort of how literature
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and visuals could… kind of be developed that I hadn’t really taken account of, I hadn’t
sort of thought of. And she started to make something called The Black Women’s
Creativity Project. They had a big festival at that Drill Hall called Check It and then she
put on some shows in Camden, sort of Kentish Town at a place called People’s Gallery.
Just one show I think. And all this was in the sort of lead-up time between Black Woman
Time Now and The Thin Black Line. And in that lead-up time I was, I mean I was still at
the Royal College and I co-curated a show, I say as co-curator, I think we gathered
together as many artists as we could for a show at the Mappin Gallery. At that time Mike
Tooby had just been appointed to the Mappin Gallery and Julian Spalding was Head of
Arts in Sheffield and had sort of almost given him the remit that he had to put on this
black show. So I think the sort of plan for a black show was put into operation and then
Mike Tooby got the job there and from working with him I get the impression that he was
always extremely keen on the idea, but I don’t think it was, I’m not entirely sure it was his
idea. I think it sort of came from other local government sort of directions, but he made a
jolly good job of it and the sort of, the alliances made in that exhibition have, you know,
been incredibly useful and well, pleasurable really also, twenty years after that. But that
exhibition, I suppose I brought to it many of the artists that I’d shown in these previous
two shows and the man curating with me, Pogus Caesar, was based in the Midlands and so
he knew the men; Keith Piper and Donald Rodney and Eddie Chambers, who obviously
we both knew. And then there were men like Tom Joseph and Uzo Egonu and a whole
raft of then, again, older artists who I think Pogus Caesar knew much more than I did.
Even if he didn’t know them personally he knew their work.

Such as? The older…?

Yes, well such as Uzo Egonu and I think other people that were more, people that he
knew were men like Sylbert Bolton and yeah, Juginder Lamba and Bill Ming and Tony
Moo-Young were all kind of working in the Midlands, but not making such radical
political work as Eddie, Keith and Donald but making… I suppose work that was kind of
quite similar to the sort of work that was being produced in Black Woman Time Now in a
way. Kind of very rich work, very – and there was a, what I would call a kind of very
strong Caribbean and African aesthetic in that there was often a kind of warmth and
generosity about the work. But it did occupy a space that was leaning towards a
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commercial arena really. It was work that was made as art to be sold as art and to be
appreciated as art. It’s just that the whole exhibition together then made this pretty
amazing statement. I mean that was a huge space; two huge galleries and that, I mean that
exhibition was the very first time I had experienced having work taken out of – put into
crates in the first place, you know, technicians would go to the artists’ spaces and put the
work in proper crates and proper packaging and then when they took it out, they took it
out with white gloves on and they treated it as serious stuff and it was, I mean I could have
cried really at that kind of moment because I don’t think we necessarily thought of it in
that way, but I’d never seen anybody else treat it in that way. I think many of the artist
people like Uzo Egonu would expect it to be treated that way, he was certainly thinking of
himself as a proper artist, you know, but…

Can you sort of tell me about their work a bit, his work and…

Yes, well he was very concerned with sort of abstract, quite formal kind of work, but
abstract sort of use of paint and pattern and shape and there were kind of great prints
actually, that he showed in that show I think rather than paintings. Just had a very strong
and I don’t know, really classy sort of quality to them. I suppose you would call it, you
would call it museum art in that it could easily be hanging in a museum and not look as if
either a student had made it or you know, an amateur had made it, it was real art and I
think in some ways, this kind of enormous hotchpotch, mishmash of a show perhaps didn’t
– it was beautifully placed, I mean Mike Tooby is a kind of master of hanging work, but
I’m not sure whether it did it any services, d’you know what I mean? I think that kind of
work needed to be shown in exhibitions of maybe five people’s work and you know, and I
think, I really think that’s what happened to a lot of those men that these kind of
exhibitions driven by the local councils would go for quantity and go for having done,
they ticked the big box and not understand that you have to show perhaps rather a lot of an
artist’s work rather than a little of a lot of artists’ work. So I suspect there was the sort of
air of the sort of… I don’t know, jamboree about it, you know. So not sure there was
entirely space in your head with that show to engage with individual pieces. But, if the
motivation was the stuff’s here, there are people, even more people than you thought and
even more people than the people who are working thought, then it achieved its aim, you
know. And there was a catalogue and work was listed in the proper way and it was on for
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a decent length of time and there were invigilators, guards standing round and people
came on tours of that show. And so we moved into a sort of, a different sort of league
really. And if you think of Wolverhampton doing that work, Birmingham doing that
work, Sheffield doing that work, all at the same time, those kind of councils, then now it
was at a different, it was doing something different again. It wasn’t really, it was a sort of
tool of those local governments having a kind of conversation with the national
government, were attempting to say we are taking some mind of what’s happening, what’s
actually happening in the ground. And the advantage for us was that we could see what it
was like to be taken, for the work to be taken seriously. Seriously enough for it to be
taken care of. And it wasn’t the end of driving it round in a van and putting it up in the
wall yourself, but it felt like it could be, you know. That you could concentrate a bit more
on what it might do and less on how to just get it there. So it was kind of really important
and I’m really fond of Sheffield now because of that and…

What sort of audience response do you think it got there, or can you remember?

It’s hard to say. Because I wasn’t, because I lived in London then I didn’t go to the
exhibition all that much. I might have been maybe twice to see it apart from being there
when it was hung and being there when it opened, and a bit like, you know, London
people are, you know, getting out to the other regions I didn’t do it as much as, you know,
should have done. But I think, I don’t know, I think I got the impression actually that it
was well received. I think the men who were the guards, the curators were formerly steel
workers and so they were very, you know, they were happy to have conversations and
happy to tell you what people had said and what they’d tried to say and asked whether
they could say something better about a piece of work or not. So I would have said it was
a kind of friendly sort of reception for it. I don’t get the feeling when I think about it that
there was a sort of antagonistic reception to it but I don’t have press cuttings. No doubt
there are some, because it happened in the Mappin, some kind of local newspapers must
have at least listed it or written a few lines about it, but I don’t at all remember that kind of
poison pen sort of local rag let’s rip about, you know, black artists using tax payers’
money kind of impression. So I get quite a good feeling from it really.
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Did that one or the previous shows, did they have, were they reviewed at all by critics in
the art press?

No. Not that I can recall. I think the first recollection I have of an exhibition being
critically reviewed was maybe ninety words in either, it was in Time Out I guess for The
Thin Black Line and something written by Waldemar Januszczak about The Thin Black
Line as well. But by that time it was at the ICA so then it had moved into a different, not
necessarily up, but into a different kind of way of showing, place of showing. So no, I
think anybody at the time except maybe some of the artists would have understood that it
wasn’t, it still wasn’t quite about this is art, let’s deal with it in a critical way as art, this is
politics, let’s either acknowledge that it’s happened or not acknowledge that it’s happened,
as a whole thing. I don’t know if anyone was saying, you know, such-and-such a person’s
work is interesting and this is not so interesting and I don’t know why they put it in. I
don’t remember that. I certainly don’t have the record of that, but it would be interesting
to re-look at that. I don’t think I was particularly looking for that. I was looking for press
coverage in order to get people in, but again, not really to find out whether it was any
good. Kind of, I knew it was good because it was doing what it was supposed to be doing,
which was to bring other artists in.

[break in recording]

Okay?

Yeah.

Well, in terms of critical response I was wondering whether it was, how you felt about it
not being part of the critical sort of thing going on at the time. Was it a source of
frustration or were you, you know, were you apart from it?

Well I don’t think it became a source of frustration until, until I realised that getting
something written about in the press wasn’t just about getting people in through the door,
that it was another kind of validation of what you were doing. I mean I suppose I should
have really understood that, knowing so much about sort of theatre things, but theatre
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designers never get written about in the press. You know, it doesn’t say what a lovely set
really, usually. It might say what a dreadful set and how the costumes hampered the
performance, but that wasn’t sort of at the forefront really. I mean I think there was some,
I think it was written about Black Woman Time Now and, but I think they were kind of
more listings things and things about Five Black Women at the Africa Centre which sort of
described us a ‘angry’ and – which was kind of true but that wasn’t, again that wasn’t
quite – I think what I discovered was that when you do get written about of course they
focus on very convenient sort of words, angry and scary, you know. Now it’s kind of
scary, everything to do with black people is scary, and then everything to do with black
people was angry. So I don’t think I put all that much faith in it. I’m quite, the sort of
person to looks to see if everyone’s mentioned and to see if they spelt everyone’s name
right, which they usually haven’t, but once I think I read, which I’ve subsequently
forgotten almost everything about, Waldemar Januszczak’s critique of The Thin Black
Line, I understood that there was a kind of war on really. [laughs] I don’t see really how
you could mention The Thin Black Line and not mention my name. Seems pretty clever
that. So that’s kind of smart and to talk about Sonia Boyce in terms of ‘exoticism’ when
the piece in The Thin Black Line was, you know, other pieces might have been thought of
in that way possibly, but that piece was not. And to get so upset about having to walk
down the corridor being shouted at by this work, you know. Somehow he got that kind of
impression that it was a sort of dislike of being confronted in an art space. You were
supposed to be massaged in an art space. But the story of how The Thin Black Line came
into being as well, sort of unbelievable really in the fact that nothing was ever written
down. You know, the visual curator at the time was Declan McGonagle and that’s sort of
significant, so that’s sort of after the days of Sandy Nairne and Iwona Blazwick, and, but
the days of when the GLC was, you know, incredibly powerful and obviously provided
quite a lot of money for the ICA to function. I’m not really sure of what sort of
relationships are now between sort of that kind of replacement set-up and the ICA, but
then it relied on a lot of its funding from them. And really I think there was a directive
from the GLC which said that they too had better do something about this, that black work
hadn’t been seen on the wall and they’d better sort some out. And I got a phone call to ask
me if I would like to, I don’t know whether it was curate, whether that word was used, but
put on an exhibition of work, of other people’s work at the ICA and because it was
telephone call and it wasn’t written down, I mean I said yes, but because of that I wasn’t, I
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didn’t really understand, I thought it was the whole space so I had ideas for what would be
in the big main space and then there was a kind of a quite, not really thin, but much
thinner sort of corridor that went down the side of the main space from the front entrance
hall to the café at the end and there were the two rather grander galleries upstairs and of
course there was cinema space. And so I had ideas, which I can’t really remember in
detail, but certainly ideas in which the whole space was taken over, again by a kind of
festival really. And then I was told, I don’t know whether either by Declan McGonagle or
by Angela, Andrea Schlieker who was his assistant then, that no actually, what it was, it
was just this corridor from the foyer to the café. That Richard Tuttle would be in the main
space and whatever it was I wanted to put on was in this thin space. But there was a
possibility of perhaps doing something on the stairs and for two weeks of the six weeks I
could do something in one of those Nash rooms. And I was kind of bitterly disappointed
because actually I think, although as I say I don’t remember the details, I would have
made it a much broader exhibition, but I had this thin space and so I decided to go for a
women’s show. And I think that was a bit risky in terms of, you know, black art arrives at
the ICA and I make that kind of radical sort of selection, when I’d been involved with
shows like Into the Open, you know, at Sheffield. But all that did really was sort of, it had
broadened it out and I think I understood the measure of the ICA and I had been going
there, even if today I couldn’t tell you what things I’d seen in the previous ten years, you
know, I’d been going there, I’d been engaging with the work there. And I understood its
place and I suppose I was very aware that this was a chance to make the very most of this
and I was brutally selective then in the work that I chose for this corridor and the way that
I tried to do it. So I really was still trying to do this conversation between artists, still
interested in that. How artists talked to each other and then you as audience find your
reflection there or a snippet of that conversation there and join in with it. It was very
much about that, it wasn’t supposed to be shouting at you, it was supposed to be, you
know, calling over, call and response between artists and then audience kind of joined in
with that. So down, so there eleven artists in that and they were, yeah there were eleven
artists in that and I had to – which I’ll come to the names of in a minute – but I talked to
all of those artists and had been talking to them all along about what they were making
and about what they were doing and I’d spoken to students as well as artists that I had
known for a very long time – well, it seemed like a very long time if you know what I
mean, it was probably only three or four years or something. And again, there wasn’t a
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sort of star system there, there wasn’t one set of people who were more prestigious than
another. But what I, I wanted to do several things, so there were some artworks along one
wall and a collage of images pasted directly on to the wall on the other wall and in
amongst that direct pasting, other people’s work. And then paintings painted directly on
to the walls up the stairs and then Veronica Ryan’s work in the Nash Room for two weeks.
She was in the corridor and she was in the Nash Room. And the point about that, although
I suppose now looking back at it, it looks like a kind of star thing, the point about that was
that was what she wanted, she wanted that more than anybody else and so hell, if there’s
two weeks where you can put one person’s work on the wall, because it’s a palaver if you
can put all eleven and then take all eleven down, bit of a palaver, let’s give one person one
go at showing beautiful floor-based work in a great space for two weeks, you know. And
if she can run with that, then fantastic. And I don’t think any of the other of us had that
volume of work, because we weren’t kind of working in that way. And so she made
pieces for the, sort of hanging gourds for the corridor and also in the corridor space was
Claudette Johnson and Sutapa Biswas and a woman called Jennifer Comrie who I did find
out the other day was still sort of going, keeping going, but I don’t think she’s making
things, but I was glad to hear that. And Marlene Smith and a big cut-out of mine. And
then on the opposite wall to that was Chila Burman and Brenda Agard and Maud Sulter
and Ingrid Pollard. And, who else did I show in there? Yeah, I think that’s it really, that’s
eleven. And so what the people were saying on one side of the corridor was a sort of
conversation with what the artists were saying on the other corridor and the collage was a
kind of real women, you know, singers and people, photographs of real people, of people’s
families and all sorts of things. So it was like a sort of, the point about that was to sort of
establish a kind of friendly space of the kind of black women that we were either related to
or listened to or whatever. I mean it seems like a strange idea now, but it made perfect
sense then. And then up the stairs I painted a sort of fake, yeah, pastiche of a Picasso
painting, three musicians and I painted them as three black women. And then Chila
Burman did body prints of herself on to the wall. And there was going to be, well I can
still see it of course although it never occurred, that Maud Sulter had promised – this is as
well as the work that she made which was sort of more or less collage, black and white
collages for the corridor, but in frames – she was going to make a painting of Salvador
Dali’s St John of the Cross and that was going to be sort of, she was gonna make a kind of
pastiche of that at the top of the first set of sort of stairs. And I thought it was just such a
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powerful idea that you know, I really wanted her to do it and as it got nearer and nearer
the show being on, I did a lot of making sure that people knew when they were meant to
turn up with the work and they knew what they wanted to bring and that the space was
sort of big enough – because we were in kind of bays a lot of the time, so it was a question
of sort of measuring it, making sure it would sort of fit. And I spent a lot of time sort of
making sure that Maud Sulter was gonna do this, and she said she was, she said she was,
and then she didn’t. And just the strange thing about that was the sort of amount of time I
tried to persuade her to do it, the incredible impact of the collage pieces that she made in
the frames and the fact that I can still see this piece, which never got made and never
existed, still in this space and it just was such a powerful idea. So a woman of great ideas
that don’t always happen, but a woman of great ideas.

Can you tell me more the idea, what was the sort of pastiche that she was…

Well, if you look at that painting, the sort of all foreshortening, this man on the cross, and
I think that what you’re going to get was a black man on a cross and you get all that sort of
suspen… you know, the image sort of suspended as it is in the air and it would be in this
sort of almost altar as you stepped up these steps. And it would be making references to
art history as the Picasso piece was and to some extent the Chila Burman body prints were
to Yves Klein and sort of Lawrence Gowing and all sorts of funny people. And then, and
of course while you’re looking at this work you’re passing the loo so there’s something
very kind of particular about that corridor, it has a sort of funny air to it, you know what I
mean, it’s neither here nor there. And then you go up into this other space in the Nash
Room where you get a chance to look at some, you know, art that wanted to be seen as it
was and, you know, that its meaning was kind of buried in it and you couldn’t tell whether
these objects were from another country or another planet or another, you know, sort of
strange environment of beach cum outer space really. And, I mean I think that is the best
show I ever made. But there is, there’s a funny sort of record of it, you know. There’s the
catalogue, the original catalogue – people often refer to ‘the catalogue’ but it’s not the
original catalogue, it’s the catalogue that Maud Sulter reprinted years later. The original
catalogue was sort of A4 size with this kind of funny collaging of all our work on the front
and I absolutely loathed it, it was a stupid idea thought up by Andrea Schlieker, how to
have all this sort of work in a kind of, you know, jolly collage. And by that time, although
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we had a collage along the wall, the catalogue was supposed to be a rather more sort of
sober and serious and plain thing. But there was a catalogue and there were a thousand of
them made and we got free membership to the ICA for a year and we got to do talks and
we met a lot of other people by doing those kind of, you know, one of those ICA talks.

Who was doing the talks?

Well, of course me and my kind of egalitarian sort of way, we all did the talks so anybody
who wanted to be up at the front was up at the front. But there was only fee for one
person to do the talk and I think Maud Sulter made a kind of claim that, you know, that
wasn’t fair and that we all ought to get equal fees of, you know. So if it was, I don’t know
what it was, twenty-eight pounds or something, we all ought to get twenty-eight pounds
and what the ICA wanted to do was divide the twenty-eight pounds eleven ways. So there
was a bit of a row about that. We didn’t get twenty-eight pounds each. And so yes, all of
the artists were at the front and the audience was made up of lots of writers like Dorothea
Smart and oh well it’s just, I suppose lots of people from the GLC like Parminder…
[laughs] Yes, Parminder [Vir] – some of these, you see where you know people but their
surname evades you. Yes, all those kind of shakers and movers in that sort of way came
to the talks and came to the opening. The opening was another incredibly crowded thing,
but of course it was in a thin corridor. And the name, the name was making a point about
the physical space we were in and the opposition to the thin blue line of, you know, the
police force was the thin blue line and this exhibition was The Thin Black Line. And it did
go in a thin line along this corridor and up the stairs and then in a kind of thing at the top.
Yeah, yeah so the opening was incredibly crushed and crowded thing and one of the
reasons was that there was the announcement of the first winner of the first Turner Prize
happening upstairs on the same evening, so all sorts of people like Chris Frayling and
various other people had come. He stands out in my mind the most, saw this show sort of
by accident and had to get their way through the crush of the opening for Thin Black Line
to get to this, which was a great irony and really, you know, useful. And then some people
significantly didn’t turn up at all, like Eddie Chambers didn’t come and Maud Sulter
didn’t come, but we later learned that they didn’t come because they were together
somewhere else. So that was sort of a pity but…
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A deliberate not coming?

Yes, a deliberate not coming. But not a deliberate not coming against the show, just
deliberate not coming, we have something better to do. But, that’s alright, I mean lots and
lots of – that’s what tends to happen with openings, you know, you remember who doesn’t
come and you ought to be concentrating on who does come. So yeah, that was a kind of
great night, but even the kind of getting that work there was quite a struggle, that seemed
to be a struggle of turning up with the work in various kind of vans and cars and taxis. It
wasn’t anywhere near as sort of organised or supported as say, the Africa Centre and
certainly not Sheffield. I slightly felt as if we were being dared to come up with it, you
know, and I think the absolute cheek of my putting forward a kind of plan for taking over
the whole space was frowned upon. I think, I feel a suspicion actually that that kind of
invitation to put the thing on in the first place came because there was a job going and I
went for the job, without really having the qualifications for it, and whoever was running
the whole ICA then had been running it for a while. A bad tempered, bearded man.
Obviously incredibly famous, but – Bill something – then said to me no, you haven’t got
the job but would you like to curate this show and it sort of came from that in a kind of
rather bitty telephone call, unrecorded sort of way. And while Declan McGonagle was
very supportive of the idea, he came and went on it, you know, and he came and went a
bit. I think he was in the process of trying to leave the space and so Andrea Schlieker had
a lot to do with making it happen and she really, really didn’t want to make it happen with
any great gusto. So, although she was very pleasant, there wasn’t much sort of energy
there. And I suppose I think it was significant that, it was significant that he made it
happen, or he allowed it to happen shall we say, because obviously he understood
absolutely the notion that art was a political animal and that you could, you could say
some really important things with artworks. So that’s always been very – comforting is
probably the word I’d use actually, although I haven’t really, I’ve never done anything
with Declan McGonagle since although I see him often at conferences or talks or
whatever. It was useful at the time and it was useful, comforting to know that he had
actually allowed it to happen, because it was one of those things that could, and I think
did, shift things in quite a significant sort of way. So much so that there’s never been a
show on like that, you know, with that kind of motivation on again. I don’t know that any
of those artists, any of the artists that did show or any of the artists that didn’t show have
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ever been in those galleries again in any kind of, significantly. I was in a show called
State of the Art a few, a bit after that, not much after that, couple of years maybe after that,
but we never really succeeded in making an impact in that kind of arena again. And I
think, I put it, I said yes and put it on thinking that we could and we didn’t.

Thinking that you would follow up on it?

Yes, I think so. I think I thought, and I think that’s right, that quite often artists are in a
group show in a space and then maybe some years later a couple of artists might be in a
different kind of group show and then some have that, they might have something on their
own, you know, that seems to be the standard run of how things worked and that never
ever happened. I don’t know how useful even showing on her own in the Nash Room was
for Veronica Ryan. I think it allowed her to see her work in the way that it should have
been seen, so that was good, in that she could actually see it spread out in a kind of
beautiful space, but as far as I know, she didn’t get the dealer that she deserves and I think
Charles Saatchi did buy a piece of her work some years later, perhaps from the
Whitechapel Show. But that kind of building up of collectors should have started there
and didn’t and I don’t know whether that was because it was my job to nurture that or her
job to do it or Declan McGonagle’s job to do it or whatever, but it didn’t happen and I
think it sort of should have. Because I think she was making work that was as interesting
as Antony Gormley’s at the time and, you know, actually I quite like Antony Gormley and
sometimes I think the things he makes, you know, have an incredible sort of impact, but I
do think that with the right support and the right money thrown at it, Veronica Ryan’s
could have moved you as much.

Could you describe them for me a little more?

Her work was often made from lead and I suppose they were kind of, always were made
from a kind of hybridisation of either gourd forms or seed pods or some kind of cones or
those sorts of things, the sort of object that you imagine inside is another object. It’s
always something sort of that was an object that looked as if it was hollow and inside
other things would burst out. That’s what I mean, so it either looked like something from
a beach that might have an animal inside, you know, a sea animal inside or they looked
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like things that were from a tree that would have seeds inside or from outer space that
would have a kind of creature, a thing inside. So there was a sort of package, container,
containing some secret thing that might grow. So they looked kind of, wanted to always
pick them up and they were kind of secret things, they looked as if they’d been sort of
washed up or left accidentally or you found them in some alien place. And I think the
alien place was where she came from, Montserrat, and I think she was a very quiet woman
and I think they too sort of reflected that, the sort of deep, quiet, and she came from a very
religious family. They reflected that and I think in a way they were, perhaps they were
overly serious. They had a kind of playfulness to them but they weren’t silly and they
were slightly, perhaps they were unnerving, I don’t know. But they were very, very
beautiful and very, made – I suppose the objects, sort of objects made with love and made
to look as if they were real things but you kind of guessed that they were an amalgam of
several real things. Yeah. It’s good. But you know, in a way I suppose Sonia Boyce
could have taken that space with big pastel drawings very easily, but she wasn’t, well
you’d have to ask her, but she didn’t express the feeling that she would have wanted to
rather than Veronica Ryan. It seemed I think, it seemed to all of us that made sense
somehow. I think we were more interested in being in that kind of rather crowded noisy
corridor. I made a piece called The Carrot Piece which was a sort of throwback to the
cut-out men, except that he had clothes on and a mixture of We Will Be or sort of We Will
Be meets the cut-out men in a way, and in a sense it could have been called The Thin
Black Line in that if the man on his big huge, white man on his unicycle is, has a sort of
rod with a carrot on it and he’s offering this to this black woman – who’s another cut-out –
who has this big sort of bowl with kind of strange patterns inside it. And it was that sort
of offering you a carrot when you already have something that’s very precious and special
really. So, you know, you look at it and you’re pretty tempted to take it, but you know,
it’s probably not such a wise idea and I think I was making it for that show and I was
making a sort of comment on what I’d just done, in a way. It’s not a bad piece, but it’s
kind of, it was big and cumbersome and… but it’s used quite a lot over the years in sort of
education documents or, people kind of quite like the things that it’s saying I think, it’s
quite useful. And Sutapa Biswas made a fantastic piece, something about steak knives,
and there was fantastic, beautiful drawn – again with pastels, a lot of those women were
really, really interested in how much control they could have using pastels. They could
get great, great colours but they could draw very, very well and they didn’t get into the
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sort of pretentiousness I think, they might have said that, they might not, of paint. They
didn’t seem to want to be painters. I don’t know that any of us really did. It seemed to, at
that point not quite be what we wanted to do. But this very fierce looking woman had
something like eight arms and in each of her arms was this fantastic flashing knife and that
sort of came at the end of that first corridor, so you know, you started with Veronica Ryan
and then you had Jennifer Comrie who was making a work about the woman who had –
now, what was she doing, she made a wonderful kind of almost, almost a kind of spider’s
web thing that all sorts of objects and strange kind of shapes kind of hung in this kind of
net. So it was a kind of, so you went from a kind of, vaguely kind of… natural object
thing of Veronica Ryan’s gourds sort of hanging and then Jennifer Comrie’s strange other
world in a world, don’t know, kind of strange world and then to Marlene Smith’s piece
about Cherry Lawrence [Groce?] who died as a result of the police raiding her flat at the
crack of dawn and there was a plaster rendition of this woman sort of opening a door, so it
was a sort of mini installation. And then I think Sonia Boyce’s piece came next, which
was a black and white pastel piece, big drawing, sort of either Mr Ever-So-Nicely that you
know so well, this kind of dangerous figure of the child abuser that you know that’s part
of the Mr Friend-of-the-Family. So it was an incredibly kind of challenging piece to have
in an art show. It was dealing with issues of child abuse, black girls being abused by
black men who were part of the family, really kind of stepping well outside the safe box,
and then this Carrot Piece of mine and then Claudette Johnson’s very kind of strong black
women in these big coats. I think I was wanting her to make new pieces that you hadn’t
seen before, but I think it was just a kind of time when she couldn’t do that and it didn’t
matter because they were fabulous pieces and seeing them again was not a problem. And
then this piece of Sutapa Biswas on the end. And then on the opposite wall you had
photographs by Brenda Agard, Ingrid Pollard, by Sutapa Biswas and then this big collage
was pasted directly on the wall and Maud Sulter’s collage and text pieces in frames. So
there was a kind of photography, text, talking to installation, drawing, but there still
wasn’t a sort of hierarchy, you know, there was kind of, these were smaller works but that
was the size of the works they made, these photography, photographic text, more or less
black and white pieces. And then up the stairs as I’ve described, these things painted
straight on to the wall and I don’t know, it just, it worked for me because it continued to
give me a buzz and I could go back to the show while it was on and I still thought, you
now, this is still working and I can still see new conversations happening and new kind of
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possibilities there. And I guess I really thought, well this is it. [laughs] And I think in
some ways it was, you know, if you ever saw that show, if you talked to people that saw
that show, it did make an impact on them and if they were part of that show it made an
impact. And it obviously made some kind of impact in critical, sort of critical way
because it did get written about by someone who people were reading. But it wasn’t the
launch pad into the, either the mainstream fringe or the mainstream mainstream that it
might have been, that it should have been. But I suppose in doing it perhaps, you know, in
various ways we’d stepped slightly beyond our remit. There’s a woman called Caryn
Faure Walker who was pretty critical of it. I think that was another accusation of kind of
cultural terrorism. There was definitely a feeling that I’d sort of hi-jacked a space and
used it wrongly. I had hi-jacked a space, but I was offered the space, I didn’t just march in
there with, you know, spray cans or anything, but there was definite antagonism towards
that kind of taking of the space. But it was only an exhibition as I’m always saying, it’s
only art, it comes up, it goes down, d’you know what I mean? It antagonised some people
a great deal, that art galleries, even the ICA, you know, at that time wasn’t, that wasn’t
what we should have been using it for. It does seem odd doesn’t it, to try and sort of – I
mean that’s absolutely one hundred per cent the feeling I get, I would have to re-read, if I
could find it, the article, the articles or things written to kind of present a kind of proof of
that. But I still think it was a success, you know.

What did it mean for you in that it had been you that organised it and so on – what did it,
did it sort of lead on to something in your case, did it sort of give you some sort of
prominence within…

Well I guess I think it must have, but I didn’t get a job or anything from it or… So I
couldn’t really measure that. People weren’t ringing me up and asking to me to be on the
telly or – I don’t know how you measure whether it gave me any prominence or
importance. Seemed like, I don’t know, seemed like life carried on pretty much [laughs]
as usual. [laughs]

Given that you were one of the participants as well though, did you find that you were
being looked at more as a curator rather than an artist or, you know?
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I think I was being looked at as a nuisance actually [laughs] and I don’t think that at that
time artist/curators were quite the thing either. I don’t think you were supposed to do that.
I think you were either supposed to curate or you were supposed to be an artist, you
weren’t supposed to organise a thing and put yourself in it. That was seen as very
improper and I don’t think at that time it was that easy for people to get the measure of
you if you did those two things. But you know, I simply wasn’t going to wait around for
someone else to put me in something, because I knew that I’d have to wait quite a long
time, you know, and I knew the advantages I had to being the one to put things on because
I knew London well and I had a lot of friends who could help in London, you know, some
people were living in Birmingham or Wolverhampton or had just moved to London. So
while they could certainly think about how to put a show on, you know, the will and the
brains and the, to do it, you had to have some money and you had to have some kind of
help to be able to put on exhibitions and demand things and so I’d have waited a long
time, you know, waiting for somebody to put my work on. I don’t know, I’m not sure it
happened for quite a long time in a way, that sort of putting the work on because the
pieces I was making were saying something interesting in juxtaposition with the pieces
somebody else was making, you know. I’m very aware of being a box you can tick and
that’s quite useful, but I knew enough not to wait around for someone else to do it. And I
think, probably, which is jumping ahead a bit, but if I’d stayed in London longer I
probably would have gone the way of making shows of other people’s work, and I think
everybody knew that, which was why my leaving London was a bit of a shame for some
people and a relief I’m sure [laughs] for other people. Because I think I was confident that
I was better at that than I was at making work, because I was a theatre designer. Didn’t set
out to make artwork, so sometimes my confidence would dip about how good the work
was, because there wasn’t anybody saying it was any good, there wasn’t anybody else
putting the work in shows. If I’m putting it in shows and no-one’s writing about it you do
have, you know, big moments that last a long time where you think, perhaps actually the
stuff isn’t very good. So I think I probably would have moved much more towards putting
other people’s work in shows, all the time. Certainly it was definitely the way I was
moving, you know, as a move towards I guess only a year after that, opening a space in,
well first of all just round the corner from Borough tube station in a place called Vine
Yard, where at the time Stock, Aitken and Waterman were making millions and millions
of monies and Kylie Minogue was, you know, making them loads of monies, I was
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occupying a one floor of a warehouse there which was actually owned by Paul Tutton and
he let me occupy this space while he decided how to make it into luxury flats. And it was
kind of derelict, well not derelict, yeah, fairly derelict sort of warehouse building. And he
had a wine warehouse on the ground floor and then he was going to build flats above it,
big flats, I mean you know, where they occupied at least half a warehouse floor, not this
kind of cardboard box thing they do now. And so I took over one of these floors just to
put on one show, called Unrecorded Truths. So that was definitely, you know, the way I
was moving and it was the first time where I made a show where I didn’t put my own
work in it. And again I think it was significant because it was, oh well of course, you
know, this time I think City Limits reviewed it this time and complained that you had to go
into this sort of dark alley and then you had to go up some dark stairs, you know, to get to
it and this was sort of, you know, dangerous and unnerving and, you know, so made a big
deal about that which was pretty infuriating when actually what you’re trying to do is get
people to come to the space, you know. But, I was making a show there that was again
about showing, it wasn’t about selling and it was about doing it in a way that I really
wanted to do it, so Sonia Boyce made new work for that, Donald Rodney made a huge
piece of lots of hospital sheets printed with images of slavery. Keith Piper made the most
beautiful, beautiful book, sort of a griot book full of a story on a lectern. And Allan
deSouza made a sort of, almost sort of, I don’t know. He had a way of making sort of
sacred spaces almost, so there was this kind of sand and coloured sand sort of worshipping
sort of space. It’s hard for me to kind of picture it really because it was more about how it
felt than how it looked, for me. And Marlene Smith made sort of silhouettes sort of
pieces; a rose and a woman and it was kind of interesting and it sort of talked quite a lot to
Sonia Boyce’s big pastel piece. And I think, I mean I wasn’t sort of happy in that space,
sitting in that freezing cold warehouse space, but when people came to that show I think I
did think, you know, that this is what I wanted to do, because I could talk about the work,
I could talk about the articulate, you know, in an articulate sort of way and at the same
time Sandy Nairne was making State of the Art and so he came to the space to talk to me,
but also to take some footage of the space. And I think I felt that it had possibilities, that I
could do it. But I didn’t really reckon on the re-emergence, if you like, in that kind of, in
that kind of way of wishing to make a partnership of Maud Sulter. So I’d worked with her
in The Thin Black Line, she’d made these collage pieces, but then as an artist and she had
in the meantime made these other shows that I mentioned before and then when this
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exhibition opened it was another one of those massive openings that quite a few of the sort
of filmmakers like, film and photography people like David A Bailey and John Akomfrah
and Trevor Mathison and all those sorts of people who are now much more connected
with Claudette Johnson, came to – it was a very, very black opening and it was probably
the first time that I’d made a show where the people at the opening were really the black
art world. And we had sort of meetings and gatherings after that and really felt that we
were on the sort of brink of being able to… to identify a kind of cultural community I
suppose. I don’t think we called it that then, but I’d call it that now. And the area was
very kind on the cusp of being wrecked and neglected to being something. So although I
don’t think I, I mean I knew if I had a space it wouldn’t be there because I really was
occupying a space until it was converted into something else, you know, and I knew Paul
Tutton well enough to know that unless it was bringing in tons of money [laughing] he
wasn’t going to let me stay there. But it was useful, you know, and it was free. I had to
paint it myself and I had to light it myself and I had to hang it myself, but it was really,
really useful.

Did it have a name?

The Elbow Room. Which actually was a name that I pinched from a bar in Belfast, a
bombed out bar in Belfast actually. And I should have known actually not to pinch the
name from such a kind of doomed establishment, but it made me laugh and yes, I just
thought it was a really funny sort of title for a gallery and it was enormous, so there was
plenty of elbow room.

How big?

Oh. Well, it’s really, really difficult to say. Must have been… about fifty foot across, so
maybe a hundred foot by fifty, something like that. I mean a real warehouse floor really, I
think it was about that size. It was, yeah, you took a walk when you went from one end of
it to another. And there were big pieces of work in it that really held and took the space.
And it was good not to have work in there, it was good not to have that added pressure of
my own sort of work. And Donald Rodney was a nuisance of course. I think the show
opened on his birthday, so he didn’t come to the opening because he was busy being a
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birthday boy somewhere else and when he, but when he arrived to hang it, you know, say
about, not exactly half an hour before but maybe a day before instead of three days before,
he had three times as much work as his enormous amount of space was allocated so we
had a bit of a kind of falling out over that. That’s about the most dictatorial I’ve ever
been. But it was mostly to do with how much space, if he took that amount of space then
other people would have less, so I had to say instead of, you know, instead of fifty sheets
it’s gonna have to be twenty sheets. But yeah, it was pretty amazing experience really. I
don’t remember being very well actually, I felt quite ill while it was on and I remember
Caryn Faure Walker came towards the end of that show and she worked I think for
Gimpels at that time and she wanted to take Sonia Boyce’s piece to the Basle Art Fair.
We called it Basle [pronounces Barle] then, the Basel [pronounces Barzel] Art Fair you’d
call it now. And she came something like, probably she would say ten minutes and I
would say an hour and a half, before the end of the run and she wanted to take it. And she
just sort of arrived to take it without any sort of ceremony, to take it now and we’re off to
the Basle Art Fair. And I was very angry that she’d taken it before the end of the show
because people still wanted to come and see it. Because it was quite well attended, you
know, every day people would drift in and come and see things and it was hard to find,
nobody went to Borough in those days. And I can remember that you know, of course,
obviously I let her take it, she had the taxi downstairs, she needed to take it off the wall
and she took it, but I remember, you know, smashing my fist through a kind of piece of
glass in the fury of that. I was just so angry that – I was probably pretty angry that I
wasn’t going to the Basle Art Fair I have to say, in all honesty, but I was angry that she
would never have done that if it had been on the wall of a ‘proper’ gallery, you know,
because you couldn’t do it. If it ended at five o’clock on such-and-such a day, that’s when
you took it. Or, you made the arrangement weeks in advance, you know. So it was a bit,
you know, it was fraught with funny little things like that, but shows always are. I think.

One last question. [laughs] Well, earlier when you were talking about the Into the Open
show, you were saying that there were a lot of artists which you had sort of problems
about and then with The Thin Black Line you chose eleven.

Yeah.
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I was wondering how you went about making your selection.

Oooh. Well, I guess in order to be in that selected eleven you had to have the nerve, you
had to have the nerve to hold the space and to some extent you had to be that kind of fine
balance between – which people who know me always find really difficult – you need to
do what I want you to do and do things that I don’t expect you to do. So it drives me
absolutely insane, you know, because the best artists do just that. So I want you to be in
this show, you have the nerve to be in the show, you make this good stuff, make me
something new if you can and if not bring the best thing that you can bring and I’ll make it
work. And then Sonia Boyce would bring something that was so, ah, kind of dangerous
that I was really, really worried and frightened about the sort of those whole issues that
that would bring up, you know, criticising black men in such a way, but of course that was
what was great about it. Or Maud Sulter having a fantastic idea and then not doing it. Or
Chila Burman taking her clothes off and covering herself in paint and pressing herself up
against the wall, I mean… So I chose the artists because I knew they were that kind of
people. And Veronica Ryan, has she got the nerve if she has this space she’s always
wanted to show this work in, has she got the stuff and can she place it and can she go with
it, not lose her nerve. And yes. So I chose people for that reason, people that I felt were
as much risk takers as I was, would come up with the goods and were willing to be part of
something that was a bit risky. So now we’ve said there are all these artists and now
we’re gonna go for this strange number eleven and hoping that eleven gives you the
impression that there are – in a phrase I used to use later – that there are eleventy, you
know. So, but if I’d used five you might have thought there were only five and if I’d used
ten you might think there were only ten. So eleven I hoped implied that this was just
eleven out of many. But yeah, it was a lot to do with… knowing that these women would
come up with the goods and that they would push it really as far as they could push it.
And that they could engage with the space, I suppose that they were neither fazed by it nor
completely unaware of its significance, you know. So you’re kind of chosen on that as
well. You didn’t have to care about it, but you had to kind of know that it had a certain
significance to show there. And I, I wasn’t sure whether it was going to be a kind of rocky
ride either. You know, I kind of knew it had to be good but I wasn’t sure that I could have
told you what good was to measure it against, you know. I thought it was edgy, risky, but
you could you know, you could walk down that corridor and actually enjoy it. You know,
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there are sort of several ways of looking at it. For a start it made a difference whether you
came one way or you came another way or whether you were looking both ways or just
one way, or whether you knew any of the work or you didn’t, or what your expectations
were of black women’s work. I mean, I suppose the difference about that show from other
shows of women’s work is that it wasn’t very soft and gentle, there was quite a loud
conversation going on between us all and it was obvious that we did, we didn’t all agree
the way of making art or the sacredness of painting, or whether photographs should be in
frames or glued straight to the wall or, and the painting that there was, was directly on the
wall and then afterwards it just got painted over. And people wondered, you know, ooh,
what do you feel about that. Well, as long as you know that’s gonna happen, then that’s
fine. So yes, people were chosen for how daring I thought they could be. And I think it
was incredibly daring if you’re talking 1986 and were thinking in a way what say Tracey
Emin or Damien Hirst are doing now or have done or did then or did in between was
daring. It was daring but it wasn’t as daring as that, because it was absolutely unexpected
and it wasn’t about selling and it wasn’t about showing off and it wasn’t about being
sensational either. It was about, it was genuinely about trying to open up conversations.
So, that’s another reason people were chosen, because they could, they were having
conversations with either memory like Veronica Ryan, or they were having conversations
with a police state like Marlene Smith, or they were having conversations with what it
means to be a black woman in a space in a place that you, that you don’t belong in but you
still retain your dignity. The thing about Claudette Johnson’s drawings were they had
incredible, incredible dignity. Or, like Sonia Boyce, you had the nerve to speak the
unspeakable, you know. Yeah, so there was a lot of celebration in that show, but there
was a lot of opening up of dialogues and opening up of the sorts of subjects that in other
shows the black women hadn’t necessarily really tackled head on. I still think it was a
great show. And I don’t think I’d have done it any differently either. I was kind of, I did
want all those eleven people to have, I wanted it to give us all the nerve to keep going.
And I think it did give some people the nerve to keep going and some people fell by the
wayside, but decided to do other things that you know, obviously they felt were equally as
valid, but I’m not sure anyone actually got disillusioned with being an artist from being in
that show. I think they did think it was doable and possible, but a couple of people I think
perhaps wanted to make a better living, so did something else, but still something within
that sort of – I think Brenda Agard did much more kind of text based work and perhaps
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more commercial photography. But you know, for a long time a lot of people in that show
kept going. Which I think was good really, because it’s quite hard to keep going because I
think only Sonia had a dealer and only then for a while. I don’t think she’s still with
Gimpel Fils, but she was. But it’s pretty hard to keep going without that kind of support
system. But there’s, it just wasn’t there. There was simply no belief that that kind of
work could be an object for sale I think and I think we were, you know, we were resistant
to it and the work was resistant to it. Both Veronica Ryan and I were for a while with
Blond Fine Art, but I don’t think either of us lasted that long there either. I mean his kind
of initial sort of remit was really into English women surrealists, so I think he saw us in
that kind of weird and wonderful way and I don’t think we saw ourselves [laughing] in
that light at all. But you know, eventually we went along with that for a bit. But yeah, I
think that choosing was quite particular, but the nerve, you had to have nerve I think to be
in that space. And also because it was a rather ungainly, ugly, awkward space compared
to the main gallery, so you also needed the kind of strength to make that very powerful
and to kind of expand the corridor in a way and make it a whole experience rather than a
means to get from one end of the building to another. And some people’s work would
have been simply too charming and too delightful for that, too soft for that. You did need
the feeling, at that show, you did need the feeling that you could get an audience to, it had
to be work that could get the audience to engage with it all the way down and if you
actually wanted to try to get from one end to the other without engaging with it, you still
were kind of metaphorically kind of brushed as you went past. You couldn’t just ignore it.
Yeah, that corridor space is much wider now. They took a slice out of the gallery and
made the whole sort of corridor space wider, but it was quite narrow. I don’t think it was
more than eight foot, which is quite narrow to get that much work in, in these kind of bays
on the left-hand side as you’re going in and flat wall on the other side. So it was quite a
feat really. Would have been a completely different show in the main space. Possibly
better, but different. Possibly have kind of more bravado I think in the main space, kind of
like the cheek of that. And the work could have held the space as well. Easily. So yeah, I
absolutely stand by the decisions and I would love to make another one. [laughing] But
I’m not sure all eleven people would still be speaking to me. [laughs] Still.

[End of Track 10]
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[Track 11]

[mono recording]

Okay, it’s the sixth of November 2006. Okay, last time we got as far as talking about The
Thin Black Line and a little about The Elbow Room gallery, but I have since realised that
we’ve missed out various shows along the way and can we go back to the GLC exhibitions
to start with, which were I think just before or in the same year as The Thin Black Line.

Yes, I mean the whole notion really of those shows was in a sense in reaction to. They
were incredibly useful in that being in them meant that you understood that you weren’t
the only person being an artist, that you understood there were tons of different ways of
making things and that, I’m not entirely sure even then, whether any of us actually
believed this was a way of doing things that had a future really. It did feel like a kind of
festival or an event or kind of, I don’t know, in a very nice way but in a kind of like
amateur carnival way of doing things. So it was great, the evening and everything of these
things was terrific, but there was no sort of follow up or building on it or anything. And
even then that seemed, you know, you’d put the thing up, you’d get your work there, enjoy
the evening and then there, and then what? It wasn’t about a kind of following anything.
It seemed even then I think about ticking boxes, although that isn’t the phrase I don’t think
any of us used. So the one Creation for Liberation in Brixton was, I mean it was
significant I suppose for me, more to do with the sort of, the dynamics of the opening, the
kind of having to talk to Darcus Howe, that was quite a difficult thing to do, and just
understanding that putting on an exhibition in a recreation centre’s really, you know, it’s
virtually an impossible thing to do. It’s like one of those things with a, you’re sort of…
boards, you know, that are temporarily put up and then paintings have to sort of, or
sculptures or whatever, have to sort of fit round the sort of temporary putting up of things.
But they were great events, but they were kind of an evening’s event. I couldn’t really tell
you how long Creation for Liberation was on. If you’d said to me it was on for three days
or three weeks or three months, I couldn’t really say. It wasn’t about sort of – or at least I
didn’t understand the notion then of taking people to the show weeks afterwards or, you
know, making in a way even new alliances from that. It was just you took it along, you
were in it and then you waited till the time that, you know, you had to come and collect
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the work. I suppose it was a little bit like sort of open shows, those sorts of things, you
know, they’re kind of showcases and they were a good idea but I’m not sure who they
were for. The press I don’t think took them at all seriously, not even the black press.
Seriously as a celebration, but I don’t know if they really helped the development of our
work. So much of the time, the same with New Horizons at the Festival Hall. There was
some great work, you know, fantastic textiles and ceramics and some really beautiful
things, but I don’t know, those shows didn’t really help you develop your work as an artist
or develop the contacts you might have made or even help – well not in my case, they
didn’t really help form sort of new alliances. I think they were very much to show that the
cultural organisations and the cultural industry as a kind of body was doing its bit, was
answering the key kind of major political questions. And I know in a way that by being in
them we looked as if we were a party to that and we were, but we were I think interested
in progressing as artists. We didn’t get paid for being in these shows and I think a lot of
the time it was our own transport getting things there. I don’t remember any fantastically
good catalogues either at that early sort of stage, so you know, you kind of – and nor do I
remember being given a whole bunch of invitations so you can invite lots and lots of
different people. So I’m not sure entirely that the artists were a kind of key, a key factor.
And now when I look back on them I can see a kind of wonderfully, I can see wonderful
sparkling evenings but I can’t see shows that hung together.

Who was responsible for curating, selecting the work?

Well I think that was it, you see I think it wasn’t really, I think there were often kind of
panels and groups of people. I’m not at all sure that – I mean obviously it was incredibly
organised because there were a hell of a lot of artists in those shows, but I don’t think
curated was quite the right word, I think the work was gathered and it was hung in a way
that made sense in a kind of experiential way, it was a great experience to be in those just
because of the multitude of people I suppose and the kind of, I don’t know, the kind of
unpretentiousness of the work, the work was unbelievably unpretentious, but I’m not
entirely sure that it wasn’t people really just ringing up artists that they knew and they
knew of. If Creation for Liberation was a ‘race today’ exhibition, then I guess people like
Darcus Howe were kind of heavily involved in it, but I don’t really know how I kind of
got to be in those shows in the sense that it wasn’t quite the people that I was working
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with, but they were the people that I was working with were working with them, so Eddie
Chambers and Keith Piper were more involved with those exhibitions and would have
said, oh, why don’t you ask Lubaina sort of thing. So I think they kind of were quite
organically organised in some ways. Which I suppose in retrospect was a quite good thing
about them. There wasn’t this kind of, you know, curator with a kind of single vision or a
career plan of whatever. But we were slightly still pawns in a political game, if not a
curator’s path, career path. I think that whole thing began to sort of frustrate me really,
which is why I wanted to put on my own things, because I’d become just much more
interested in seeing what would happen if in single or in pairs or in smaller groups, like
the Black Art Group had done already, what happens then when you put on exhibitions. I
mean when you put them in these big shows it’s like the sort of open show or whatever
where you see what you’ve got and you see what you can afford to put in a van or frame
or whatever, or you can carry on the bus and you take that in. Whereas I think I was more
interested to see what happened if you gave artists solo shows or smaller shows and not at
all set a theme, I was never into that, I was much more interested in what happens if you
ask an artist whose work you like if they had this much space and this much time and this
tiny amount of money or this amount of support, what would they like to develop. So I
was kind of more interested in that and I think it came, not in the kind of reaction in a bad
way to those shows, but they were just… well, could be that a lot of years have gone by,
but the being in them wasn’t that memorable. I suspect that the impact they had was
strangely, it was just difficult to measure it. I’d hate to say that you should put, you know,
sort of Arts Council evaluation sort of measurements on it, but it would have been good to
know who remembered any of those shows or were they just there for sort of GLC types
to congratulate themselves. So I don’t know, but they must have been of some use and for
me I think the use that the same, I’d see the same work by the same people and I knew
they were making other stuff and what would happen if there was a, you know, half a
roomful of Tam Joseph’s instead of those two Tam Joseph paintings you always see, you
know. So, yes, I think actually they were quite useful, at the time. I don’t really
remember that I ever made new work for those shows though, I think I was making stuff
and [interference on mic from this point] as I say, I put in what I could get along there,
what I could take along there, what fitted the space really. No, I was making things at that
time like cut-out dogs and sort of out cut-outs. I’m pretty sure that I wouldn’t though have
put in the cut-out men with the three foot penises into a show that wasn’t sort of organised
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by me. You know, I just, I can’t imagine myself doing that. So in a way there were kind
of restrictions there because they were celebratory shows, they weren’t particularly critical
I don’t think, you know.

Why was it hard to talk to somebody like Darcus Howe?

Oh, because he was just fantastically sort of rude I suppose and very sure of himself and
knowing he can, I’m sure still to this day, spot, I don’t know, spot somebody who’s kind
of somewhat out of their depth, you know. I mean you had to make pieces of art, but I
wasn’t as politically savvy as him and I remember at that show him asking, speaking to
me first of all in Swahili, which of course is a fantastically sort of cut you off at the knees
sort of way of scoring a point I guess, you know. And I explained to him that I’d lived in
England since I was four months old and that my father had died and that I didn’t know
any Swahili because my mother didn’t speak Swahili. But that’s what I meant, it was
supposed to be an opening of a show and I was, he’d speak to me in Swahili and I had to
sort of tell a potted life story because I was so embarrassed and ashamed I suppose that I
couldn’t speak Swahili. And I guess, so I guess, that’s what I mean by some of those
shows were all about the kind of event, they were about the credentials that you had and
not really about the work. Whereas now I’d be very critical actually of curators that only
like, interested in the things and not the people, that was a… very much a sort of… a
staking of territories and what sort of group I suppose did you belong in. There was no
notion that you could really spread across all kinds of groups and intermingle with them
and interact with them. You kind of belonged to one set or another and I don’t think I
really worked in that way. But yeah, so he was just hard work. But I think that’s how he
is, I mean I think now I wouldn’t at all take it personally but I think then I was just
mortified by the fact that I couldn’t do that. [laughs]

But was that like a sort of private conversation or was it, it sounds like it was almost
public, you having to do that?

Oh yes. Well yes, yes it was a public conversation, yes. Yes, you know, I’m standing
there with a few people and he says hello to me and you know, whatever, greetings of
some description in Swahili and I know that it’s a greeting but I reply in English. And he
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says, ‘Oh, you don’t speak Swahili then?’, blah blah blah blah blah… So I am forced,
because of my, you know, I don’t know, how I was then, to sort of give that kind of
answer. But, you know, private views are always like that in one way and another, that
sort of a sad thing about them really. I think they were invented so that you could sell
pictures, but then, you know, as the centuries rolled by they’re kind of used as some kind
of point scoring arena. Mad. [laughs]

So, was it, did you say that people like Keith Piper had more involvement with those
shows?

Yeah I think so, I mean I think not so much more involvement in the kind of constructing
of them, but I think they were, well I think they were very much paid up members of a set
of thinking that those kinds of shows were the future for showing art. I mean I think, I
think that they were very much in the forefront of making the local authority or the sort of
town gallery or whatever it was answerable to the people that paid the poll tax at the time,
do you know what I mean? It was very much that sort of dialogue I think that was going
on, so I would say yeah, they were very interested in being at the centre of that kind of
exhibition. I think I was pleased to be in it, in those kind of shows, but I mean at that time
you know, I hadn’t really I don’t think completely decided to be either an artist or a
facilitator stroke curator. You know, if I trained as a theatre designer, which is all about
organising stuff and making stuff happen and I’m not bad at that. I could be more
efficient even now, but I think I was interested in making work and I liked to make it,
liked making stuff, but I could always see how a strategy could be better and who exactly
were we talking to and who were we attracting and what developed from that, even if I
wouldn’t actually kind of word it in that way, I think that’s what I was interested in. And I
think I’ve always been interested in what is the artist getting out of this. Unfortunately,
I’d say at the time, if I’d been thinking what money is the artist getting out of this, we
might have had a whole different history of black art in this country, but I wasn’t thinking
about the selling of work like YBAs were thinking about selling it. They were thinking
about making contact with people who bought. I’d say there were a whole set of people
who were interested in what impact they could have on policy, on political policy and
strategy and I think I was interested in that a bit, but I was really interested in what would
happen if you give an artist an opportunity to do x or y. You know, if I give you fifteen
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foot of space and nine months to make something in, what can you do. And I think that’s
what I’m interested in. I guess somewhere that’s what I was hoping somebody would say
to me. So I spent a lot of the time saying that to other people and asking myself the
question at the same time. But putting things in shows [sighs], lots of people in a show,
two pieces of work each, I can see the use of it, but to the artist it’s not much use. Which
is why I think I don’t engage with those very much, with those kind of shows very much
now.

And, you can’t quite remember what was in those shows from your work?

No, I can’t.

And do you think that it was true of the other artists as well that it was like their most
recognisable, the most, a few pieces that always were shown to represent each artist?

Well it could have been that other people kind of maybe used it more strategically and you
know, would put in different work each time so that they were steadily building up a body
of work, but it didn’t seem like that, you know. And the run, you know, the length of time
you had when you were told there was a show to it actually being on was minute, you
know. I know that I really became quite, well you know, quite surprised when I moved
I’d say at least a decade after the time we’re talking about, into a stage of having at least a
year to make something. We would be, we would just be given such short notice. That’s
why I’m pretty certain that either people were making things quite quickly in order to
meet the deadline or they were bringing out things they’d already made or things they’d
shown before. Because the deadlines were shown. There was a pot of money that was a
budget that wasn’t spent, let’s put on a show. And I don’t know, I think I became
incredibly tiresome and tiring really. And I know I did similar sort of thing, didn’t really
much think about the sort of planning of it in a way or the applying for Arts Council
money to put it on. So I can’t really blame those organisers, but they were massive things
[laughs] they put together and very sort of, very sort of public I suppose. I think rather a
lot of money was kind of spent on sort of, on the mounting of the exhibitions, you know,
this sort of thing where you had to hire screens and you had to hire lights and you had to
hire people to serve the drinks on the night and all that sort of thing, much more like a sort
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of party I suppose than anything to do with an exhibition. I don’t know, I mean I don’t
know why I can’t really remember the pieces of work, it doesn’t make any sense. But I’m
just absolutely pretty certain that I couldn’t have put in cut-out men because I don’t think
that’s what I would have done. But I was making fun things like cut-out dogs and fighting
dogs.

Why, what was that about?

Well I don’t know, it was just fun stuff, you know. And I mean when you make cut-outs,
they’re kind of like, I don’t know, I was making lots of toys and I suppose things that
would sit about in a room, but that kind of expressed the anger of how I felt but were not
specifically black people doing things, d’you know what I mean? I guess pieces like We
Will Be that was originally made for Black Woman Time Now is the sort of thing of mine
that would appear again and again. You know, it’s the sort of piece that’s sort of iconic in
some ways but a bit sort of easy really. So it could have been that. It is more likely to
have been cut-outs than paintings, I wasn’t really making paintings to show at that time. I
was still interested in cut-outs and what they could do in a room. But you know, I can
imagine that actually if it was cut-outs how then challenged I was by lack of walls, you
know, so big screens, you know, and can this cut-out lean against a screen, that sort of
thing.

And would you have had any say in that, you know, where it was displayed?

Oh no, I don’t think so, no. No, no, no. They were the kind of things you brought along,
you know, your work and your spot was there and you leaned it there or you put it up and
then you went away and came back for the opening, you know. I mean in some ways I
guess it was, I don’t know, I think it was kind of admirable to use the pot, the bit of money
that was left to do something like that. Just not sure who it was for, I think that’s the
thing. That’s probably my, my really, in the end my objection to it.

Could you reflect on how integrated you felt it was with the art world? For example, the
opening, did you have, you know, the commercial art world turning up?
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No. I mean, but the thing is that I’m not entirely sure at the time that I knew really what
the art world was. And I know that sounds crazy and foolishness in a sense, but looking
back on it, I’m ninety-nine per cent certain it wasn’t integrated into the art world in any
way whatsoever. I don’t know that anybody was actually, who was organising it, was
interested in what the critics from the broadsheets or whatever were saying or people from
Art Monthly. They weren’t interested in what those people were saying. I might have
been but they definitely were not interested and definitely there was no concept of
collectors. None of us were, I am absolutely sure none of us were thinking about who
might collect this work, who might buy this work, how could a collector develop my
career. Not at all. And I think we were so caught up in that kind of, oh, make a piece or
bring along a piece under your arm, put it on, take it away again three weeks or three days
or three hours or whatever, later that we missed a trick completely. While we were doing
that a whole other thing was going on, you know. Artists that I suppose by that time I was
even talking around that sort of time to artists like Zarina Bhimji when she was at
Goldsmiths, but I never saw it coming, I never saw any of that artist initiated sort of shows
who had a specific and very sensible idea to invite dealers and collectors to their shows, I
never saw it coming. And I think we were so busy trying to get almost local authorities to
understand that we were part of British society and that we had a kind of contribution to
make, that it never occurred to us to broker that deal through the exchange of money and
goods. It was all about being recognised and listened to. So, I mean I think in that way
we missed a trick. I’m not sure that we would have made better work, but we would have
been, I suppose we could have seen a bit more clearly what we were capable of, those
kinds of shows, those big shows with a lot of people in never really gave the kind of
perspective to see what you were capable of because there was just simply no patronage,
you know. There was money to put on the shows but you never got your hands on it, as an
artist.

At the time did you or perhaps the other artists have connections with like white artists or
did they come along and see the work?

Well I think they must have. [laughs] Because they must have, because there’s all kinds
of things that we did and all kinds of ways we did it that then those artists did a damn sight
better than we did. So yeah, they must have come along but we didn’t know them. We
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didn’t go – we went to art school with them, I went to art school with a whole ton of white
artists but I was going to art school with theatre designers who were not, you know, they
were not painters or sculptors. So I too moved in a kind of, I had a different sort of
goldfish bowl on that was very much about being trained to make something happen, it
wasn’t being trained to make something that delights in the home, you know. Or that
makes an impact on an art gallery in a way, even. So yeah, we all were people, all of us
were living with, working with, in all kinds of ways white artists, but they weren’t
particularly successful white artists and a lot of the time, I mean in my case, still living
with Marlowe Russell, she was you know, working incredibly hard delivering stuff and,
you know, helping me be the artist that I was. So yeah, we did but we didn’t know any,
well I don’t think so, I don’t remember that Eddie Chambers or Keith Piper or Tam Joseph
or Sonia Boyce, you know, or Claudette Johnson were not really hanging around with
artists who were beginning to be fantastically successful or who had dealers. I think
though when Sonia Boyce showed in an exhibition that I did at The Elbow Room, the
Unrecorded Truths, she was in, she did have a piece in the Basle Art Fair. So there were
kind of, you know, odd moments and Iwona Blazwick came to The Elbow Room, also
interested in Sonia Boyce’s work, she was writing something about her. So there were
kind of moments, you know, where curators were around and interested, but not really
collectors and not really critics. As I said, Waldemar Januszczak wrote about The Thin
Black Line. When they wrote about The Elbow Room the guy from City Limits was just
really cross that he had to go up a dark and dirty staircase [laughs], he didn’t really talk
about the work, he just said it was really dangerous and dark and I didn’t like doing it,
which was a bit pathetic really. So yeah, I mean I became aware obviously that curators
were looking at this stuff, but other artists were not making it known that that’s what they
were looking at and people were certainly not buying it. I can’t speak for all the artists
working at that time, but I’m pretty certain that I can’t be the only one with shed loads full
of it still there, un-bought. And they don’t seem to have dealers, we didn’t really seem to
crack that one. Veronica Ryan and I both showed with Blond Fine Art when he had – he
had a gallery first in Sackville Street but I don’t think either of us showed in there, but
then another one just kind of off Regent Street and Jock McFadyen was one of his artists
at the time. And so she and I showed in exhibitions there, but nobody bought any of the
stuff and he found it very difficult I think to talk about it. He didn’t seem to have the
language to talk about it, he wanted it to be more exotic than it was. He wanted us to be
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more exotic than we were. But both Veronica Ryan and I were rather kind of serious, we
weren’t very good at being, you know, exotic. [laughs] So yeah, plenty of artists must
have seen it, because it was always in very, very public places and spaces. And I think
they were clocking, you know, what we were doing, I think they would have seen that we
were putting on work in spaces that weren’t art galleries and I think they understood from
that that was a good idea but that there was a better way of doing it, that getting the money
to do it from selling work and the money to do it from – people understood the
commercial world of art was a much more sensible thing to do. [laughing] I know that
now. But I’m not sure actually if I’d known it then, I’m not sure that it was about making
stuff to sell it. Because I still think I’d have thought that you had to temper what you
made because why would anyone buy anything that questioned their authority or their
values or their superiority and I just, you know, you wouldn’t, you wouldn’t expect people
to buy things that, they didn’t make them feel in some way comfortable even though I
guess a lot of work appears to sort of, you know, smash through the last taboo of one thing
or another. It often makes collectors feel comfortable in their darings, but I don’t know
that that black work did. I think it appeared to be speaking… I mean I think it appeared to
be speaking to other black people because that’s who it was speaking to. And at that time
I certainly didn’t know any black collectors. I don’t know that many now, but I certainly
didn’t then. And I think at the beginning of that kind of Elbow Room, when it was in
Vine Yard, very much the sort of conversations that went on at the opening of Unrecorded
Truths and the kind of meetings that I held there in cafes and things afterwards, we were
really beginning to think how to harness what we had, because what we had at those
openings, probably The Elbow Room opening was the blackest opening I’d ever been to
till I got to America really. So that evening the entire black art world turned out and we
really, all the guys from the Black Audio Film Collective and all kinds of people that
didn’t always come to art shows and I think we needed to start to think about, thought to
start to think about how to kind of galvanise this somehow. But I’m not sure that – well I
don’t know, if I’d stayed in London maybe longer, I think all kinds of things would have
been completely different. I think I would have definitely stayed in that world of making
shows happen rather than making work. I think I’d have made very, very little work and
tried to do what seemed most important to me, which was developing other people’s work.
Although I have to say, you know, I guess that’s why I’ve kind of, I’m interested in
teaching, you know, it’s because I’m interested in that. But then I didn’t really go to
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people’s studios and talk to them about what they were making. I didn’t sort of say, put
more blue on the left-hand side and that’ll be a really great painting or anything like that,
but I kind of would ask people what they really wanted to do and would have discussions
about well, why didn’t they try it then and, you know…. Lots of ‘what if’ conversations
and why don’t you try things out and see what happens sort of conversations. But they
were conversations that I think, as I say, I wished someone was having with me. But I
think I knew that unless somebody did, I would find it quite difficult to kind of move the
work forward. So I think if I’d stayed in London longer I wouldn’t really have made as
much work as I did having left.

Could you elaborate on that, I mean why would it be more important to develop other
people’s work and curate other people’s work rather than develop your own work?

Well, because in London at that time there were a great many black artists and the thing
that they were lacking in some way, and I think history has proved that, was, at that time,
was a… a sort of set of curators and a set of people thinking and talking about their work
that wasn’t sort of tied in if you like with the Arts Council. So what was definitely needed
were kind of brokers, dealers, curators, whatever way you want to talk about it, who could
actually see how one set of people’s work was talking to another, you know, who were
interested in what happens if you put Sonia Boyce, Veronica Ryan and Claudette Johnson
in a room together, what dynamics happen. And I think I found that absolutely
fascinating. If I could do that today I’d do it. You know, I’d chuck in what I’m doing and
that’s what I’d do, because I’m interested in how artists’ work talks to each other and what
it does and what happens when you put things together or get five people to explore ideas
over a certain period of time. And I think if I’d stayed in London I would have just got
completely caught up with doing that. You know, it was immensely satisfying to put on
the Thin Black Line and know that that was eleven artists, including myself, that I put on
the wall, but I could have put on a hundred and eleven. It’s just that I was trying not to put
on a hundred and eleven because I’ve been in those kind of shows and they were
unmemorable except in the moment. So yeah, I’d have just gone on making those kind of,
you know, and Unrecorded Truths was another way of putting, I don’t know, asking
someone like Keith Piper to make work that was not, not, I didn’t say make work that isn’t
like anything you’ve ever made before, but make something that’s anything you want to

Lubaina Himid Page 247
C466/249 Track 11

make, you know, anything at all you want to make. And so he makes a book, you know,
on a lectern and it’s the story of a storyteller, you know, the griot’s tale. And we’d never
seen work like that by him before because he’s always made big, painted, wall-based
work. And I found that exciting. So that in a space that was mine, if only mine for the
moment, if I had a conversation with artists they thought oh, well I’ll give that a go.
Either they thought, I’ll give that a go, it doesn’t matter ‘cos nobody’ll come or I’ll give
that a go, it doesn’t matter if it fails. And I think that’s really exciting and I would have
got addicted to that. I was addicted to it, I am addicted to it even now. I just happen to
feel saner if I make my own things, but I probably could have just gone on in a kind of
quite amateur way making things in a, oh, occasionally I’d end up showing them, but
really my kind of focus would have been if I’d stayed in London, it would have been to try
and build up this kind of maverick… putting on exhibitions in surprising places, but with
manageable amounts of artists each time. You know, either one or five or eight, those
kind of numbers. I love it, so I would have done it. And I think, I certainly could have
done it till, I don’t know, I suppose till inIVA really got going and then I guess it looked
as if a lot of other people then might do it. So I think then I would have had to sort of do
something else. I’d have either had to actually publicly go in sort of opposition to what
inIVA was doing or joined that and I would have publicly gone [laughing] in opposition to
that, because I did really, much to my, you know, that was quite the most stupid thing I
ever did actually. [laughs]

Could you explain what inIVA is, was?

Oh, right okay. [laughs] Yes, it’s the… what the hell – I’ve just called it inIVA for so
long, but it interestingly has the words ‘international visual arts’ in its title. The Institute
for International Visual Arts, and I went to a lot of early meetings at Arts Council about
this organisation that Arts Council were going to fund and Sandy Nairne was sort of a
great sort of driver of that, and I wasn’t the only person totally appalled that black art was
being hi-jacked into something that was an Arts Council sort of satellite if you like and
called ‘International Art’ when it clearly was black art, but dressed in more sort of
respectable and I think they would say more kind of, more connected to the art world, sort
of clothing if you know what I mean. So then instead of, you know, the organisation
would I guess seek to sort of represent, historicise, develop, help, publish the work of
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black artists, but in order to be able to do that it for some reason had to call itself
something to do with international, which then meant if you go to the archive you can see
what Robin Klassnik has done or, I don’t know, all kinds of other people and it sort of –
not that he hasn’t done some good things, but you know, what it’s got to do with inIVA I
don’t know. So it sort of diluted the whole kind of black art thing and, from one angle and
then didn’t, it seemed to me, quite have the teeth to take on the European art world that it
purported to be kind of moving in, on the other hand. But I think it, yeah, but I think it’s
been very useful since then as an archive as a kind of, it never navigated shall we say, but
it’s great at mapping. So it’s mapped very clearly what has happened and you know, the
amount of timelines it comes up with is incredible and it is incredible to see what was
happening when – and I think the whole organisation there is incredibly useful. But what
it did was stop something in its tracks that would have I think, messily and untidily
integrated its way into all kinds of other bits of the art world. I think black artists would
have realised that they could have spread themselves all over the place in whatever kind of
way we wanted to do it and popped up in all kinds of strange, different galleries in
different countries and – just because we’d have had to find an outlet and I think what
inIVA and the Arts Council did was try to, I suspect with the best motives, but I don’t
think I thought so at the time, try to help give a kind of showcase and a voice to black
artists and a context, an international context. But nobody in the general international art
world believed that on one hand and I don’t think that artists, black artists really benefited
on the other hand. For me, if inIVA had worked then Keith Piper would be in, would have
had a show at the Tate by now. Doesn’t make any sense to me that he hasn’t. Maybe he
will have. Maybe if I say it often enough he will have. But if inIVA had done what it was
supposed to do, Veronica Ryan would have been showing at the Serpentine. You know,
just that seems to me that was the point of it, that inIVA then should have acted as a
broker to these places and say look, never mind the, you know, just for the sake of this
conversation never mind the politics of this thing, look at how beautiful this stuff is, look
at how powerful it is, look at how the audiences will really love it, let’s give, you know,
why don’t inIVA and Serpentine get together and make this thing happen. And they
didn’t do it and it was there, sitting there, waiting to be done. The time was absolutely
right, twenty years ago, and it could have been done and it wasn’t. And it’s all very well
for me to say it because I left town.
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So about what sort of date are we talking about when that sort of emerged and that
turning point happened when inIVA came along? And who were the important figures in
that?

Well the important figures in inIVA at the time were Gavin Jantjes, really was a key, key
figure and a key mover. A really rather interesting and very good South African artist,
and that’s what I mean, that’s why I know that it was done with the best will in the world,
but alliances were made with Sandy Nairne at Arts Council, also with the best will in the
world, he’s done some great and useful stuff, but they were both men that could only see,
take things so far and in a controlled kind of way. I always got the feeling that everything
needed to be very controlled, that the thought of something leaking or spreading or just
coming up like a sort of mushroom somewhere was complete anathema to them. And so
they employed Gilane Tawadros who’s probably you know, the best and most efficient
person and also a great negotiator, and she ran inIVA for twenty years, but she wasn’t
known by the art world and she wasn’t known by the black art world. So she was sort of
unknown quantity and I think she worked unbelievably hard to make things happen, to
make what happened happen. I think the publishing arm of it and the archive arm of it
were fantastically successful, but in terms of, you know, again developing career as a
visual artist, twenty years has gone by, you know, and I don’t – the people that were there
then have vanished, in a way. So yeah, as far as I was sort of concerned, one of the key
movers was Gavin Jantjes and when he didn’t become the director, which I thought he was
going to be, he just seemed to then vanish and he went to Norway for a while and then I
think he went back to South Africa, but in recent, trying to find him I really don’t know
where he is, which is interesting and ridiculous because he was an important sort of figure.
Yeah, I don’t know if that was it really.

And at what sort of point did it sort of seem to take over the black art thing that was
happening?

It’s hard really to say, I mean I’m talking kind of late eighties, late on. I guess something
like eighty-eight, eighty-nine, ninety, all that kind of, it was all being talked about and
how much money was going to be put into it. But it was a kind of period, that was a sort
of period of time when I was leaving. I mean in a rather kind of what seemed like a rather
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slow and convoluted way in a way, leaving being one kind of, working in one kind of way
and starting to work in another kind of way. So I wasn’t really there at the beginning – oh
well I was there before the beginning of inIVA and then I suppose in a sense had a kind of
ideological argument with the idea of it and didn’t really ever have anything to do with it
or anything to do with anyone who ran it. And I suppose there was a kind of feud in a
sense, although I think it was, not a public feud, just a kind of difference of opinion really
about how to do things.

But not public?

No, not really. I mean well, it could have been, but not that I knew about, but I wasn’t
moving in those circles then you see. I mean I, well, I don’t know how public it was. I
think Gilane Tawadros was doing quite a lot of writing, she’s an art historian, and she had
written some things about my work and just because of a ridiculous thing on my part
really, but I could tell by a piece of writing that she’d done that she hadn’t seen the actual
piece of work, she’d seen it in a slide. Because the slide wasn’t quite the colour the real
thing was, that’s how I knew, because she talked about it in terms of being something that
was purple and then wrote a whole kind of thing really about the fact that I’d been
engaging with The Colour Purple book and in fact the thing was pink and had nothing to
do with that, and I was rather, I was slightly public about saying that she hadn’t looked at
this stuff properly and that if you didn’t look at it properly then the story about your work
then goes on and on and on into history wrong. And really she never really spoke to me
again and so that meant that I never really had anything to do with inIVA at all, which as I
said, was probably the most enormous mistake in terms of opportunities for showing
things or being included in things or there being books about me or whatever. But I
deserved it, I was rude to somebody who was trying their best to do something. I didn’t,
yeah, I didn’t really again have conversations with inIVA till about 2001 I suppose. But
that was mostly to do with Sonia Boyce and if I’m ever integrated back into kind of
London world of talking about art, it’s usually because Sonia Boyce has said oh, come
along, Lubaina’s got something to say about this. [laughs] Somehow she seems to broker
the space between me and people that think I should be doing this or that or the other.
She’s much more polite than me. [laughs] Yeah.
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So was it you sort of out there who had this sort of feud and didn’t have anything to do
with inIVA, were there artists that were more involved with it and had some benefit from
it?

Yeah I think so, I mean I think it worked to some extent if you didn’t want to make a
massive difference. So it sort of helped things keep going along. So there were shows
sort of supported by inIVA on at the Cornerhouse in Manchester, on at all sorts of
different galleries in the country and I guess well, Keith and Allan de Souza and Sonia
Boyce, Marlene Smith – I mean lots and lots of people that I was working with I think it
was very useful and they were useful to each other, but it seemed to me, and I knew it with
the benefit of hindsight but I thought it at the time, if we were going to make massive
developments this wasn’t the way to do it. It just wasn’t, it just wasn’t drastic enough,
radical enough, it was just comfortable. But yeah, I probably was the only person who
thought, mm, this is okay but, you know, it could be more interesting. I think probably
David Bailey did the most useful things with inIVA, you know. I think it, that
organisation and the way he thinks and works and writes, he was able to make connections
internationally with it and able to curate shows like Back to Black and the Harlem
Renaissance show that he did and I think that was with the backing of inIVA. But again, I
would say those were again big, stately, for show, shows, rather than actually trying to
alter how art is, show. And I’d say that – but I would say that, you know, I’d say that
shows like The Thin Black Line and Unrecorded Truths at The Elbow Room were actually
trying to change what art looked like. So that I was saying that Donald Rodney’s stencils
on hospital bed sheets were art like you hadn’t seen it before. Or that a book on a plinth
that you could turn the pages of and read was art like you hadn’t seen it before. And I was
kind of more interested in that and, I don’t know… But it’s easy to say that, if you didn’t
actually do it, then it’s easy to say that that’s how it should have been, but I think there
was an opportunity there and it’s really impossible to know whether it could have been
sustained or not, you know, whether I could have done it. But then, you know, in a way
what Maud Sulter did was convince me that I could make work and that I shouldn’t
actually be doing, trying to sort of facilitate other people’s work, that actually I was a very
good artist. Now, I’m not sure. I’m not sure that was, I think that was me very much
listening to sort of what I wanted to hear, but I don’t think it was right actually. I think I
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made some interesting stuff, but I could have done some more interesting things than
make my own work, I think.

Can you clarify that, do you mean in terms, in the short term you could have done and
then gone on to make your own work, or do you mean forever thus, you could have gone
on to curate shows and to change art and…

Yeah, I think so. I think I was convinced you see, but I was con… I mean I always think I
convinced myself, you know, Maud Sulter didn’t make me do it, but she convinced me
that I could change art by making and make it better and more relevant and kind of more
exciting by making my own stuff. And I think that I could have made it more interesting
by curating other people’s stuff because, I mean it sounds like I’m, it sounds ridiculous,
but I just, at the time I was convinced that I was quite a good artist, but I just know I
wasn’t. I’m better at seeing what other people could possibly do, you know. I’m not that
brave, I suppose, in terms of making my own work, you know.

What do you mean? Brave?

Yes, yes, you know… yeah, I don’t really, I don’t particularly think completely, I don’t
find – or maybe lots of artists say this, but I don’t know – I look back at this work that I
made over the last, you know, twenty odd years and some of it I really like the things,
really like some of the pieces a lot, but it didn’t make the kind of shifts that sharks in tanks
made. Didn’t make sort of shifts that I don’t know, Rothko paintings make. Do you know
what I mean, it didn’t, it didn’t… and I think I think I could have helped other people
make those kinds of shifts. And I think that would have been interesting. And it’s not that
I haven’t got time to still do it mind you, and I do sort of, I’ve spent the last fifteen years
trying to do that every day at work, but you know. It was very much a time that, that sort
of just late eighties, of just trying to decide whether to make that curating, but I’m not sure
I called it that, work or use up the energy, the money, the space, the time, making my own
stuff. So it was a big kind of tumultuous sort of time really. I mean a show I was making
myself was Fashionable Marriage and it was a bunch of cut-outs, you know, and it was a
bunch of cut-outs from, taken, lifted from a Hogarth painting. Life-size, more than lifesize, bigger than life-size cut-outs for Pentonville Gallery. And it’s kind of weird because
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I can’t really remember why, I know I should, but I can’t really remember why on earth or
how on earth I got the show at Pentonville Gallery except that I was on the London Arts
Board at the time. I did a lot of that stuff; Arts Council adviser for visual arts, which when
I left London I gave – well I didn’t give – but I said to them you’ve got to ask David
Bailey to do this because he’ll be terrific. And then he turned out to be just great, sort of
adviser and curator. At the time he was writing and making things, but you know, I just
knew it was that kind of, the perfect sort of person to work with Arts Council. But I was
working…

How did you get those positions?

Well I was that kind of person. You could either stand – I’m one of those handy people
who… just one of those handy people that can… that appears to understand all of what’s
going on. So appears to understand how the Arts Council works, how, what the Arts
Council is, you know, what galleries are, what art is and had my finger on the button of
the black art world all at the same time. There weren’t that many people around who were
perceived to be able to do all those things. So I’ve always been that kind of bridge
between nice middle class person, could sit on this panel, you know, it’s not coincidence
even now that I’m an Arts Council person, adviser person.

But would they at some point call you and ask you to – or would you make it known that
you would want to be…

Oh no, they’d call me up. Oh no, I’d never make it known. No, I always have too much
to do, but if people ask me to do it, then I think well, this could be useful to say such-andsuch a thing on the inside rather than saying it on the outside.

So would that have been after The Thin Black Line, would that have been the point when
they would have come to you or…

…No, I don’t think so, I think that was probably even before The Thin Black Line, I think
all those things were, yeah they were all around those times when there were all those
enormous shows. Yeah, I think I, probably by the time The Thin Black Line was on and
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getting towards the end of the eighties, people are seeing actually how sort of furious I can
be and I’m not as easy to talk to as perhaps I was in the beginning. Yeah, I think I was, it
must have been that I was, because I was on the London Arts Board that the people at
Pentonville Gallery knew about me. It’s just a great little space, really tiny space actually,
sort of in, well, first of all it was in Islington but then, suddenly, so if he asked me if I
wanted to have this show and I said yes, but then time went by and he moved the gallery
from where it was in Islington to an interesting space sort of in the middle of town really.
Sort of, I suppose you’d call it… kind of off Tottenham Court Road, that sort of area. And
I made this cut-out installation that really filled the entire space. There wasn’t really much
room for an audience to kind of engage with it at all and there wasn’t supposed to be
room. It was in there and if you could get in, then good and if you couldn’t, but I didn’t
really care. But I made sort of half that installation living in Marlowe Russell’s house and
then really, literally halfway through making that I moved out in a rather sort of sudden
way, the moving was very sudden in that I just packed up a load of my things and left.
Which I have to say, I deeply, deeply regret because it was so fantastically sort of, I don’t
know, juvenile thing to do and I must have been at least thirty by then I think, about thirtytwo, something like that. So it was kind of really horrendous, full of enormous arguments,
enormous scenes, enormous, well just mayhem really. And I moved all this stuff out and
moved it into a set of studios off Kingsland Road, near the Geffrye Museum, and finished
making it in there. But of course what I can see looking back is all I was actually doing I
think was, I’ve sort of said this, I think all I was ever doing was thinking, what show am I
making, what art am I making and everything else was just sort of, kind of quiet, well
maybe even a noisy noise, but outside of this. So my main concern was to finish what I
was making. So I didn’t really engage with the incredible hurt, the trauma that I had
caused. When I did engage with it, I then didn’t engage with it. And, but the opening of
that was another kind of, another one of those packed kind of openings full of scenes and
upset, which, you know…

What do you mean, scenes – as in with Marlowe or…

Yes, yes. And, but full of people coming to write about it and engage with it as a serious
piece of artwork at the same time, which of course to some degree, because I made it
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under such, entirely of my own making, traumatic circumstances, I didn’t really take it in
or do the useful thing that you ought to do with it.

What sort of thing?

Well people like Andrew Nairn who runs MoMA in Oxford, came, you know, and took
copious notes and I was with with Blond, you know, Blond Fine Art and he twittered and
fluttered around it and couldn’t work out how he was going to sell it to anybody because it
was pretty outrageous. ‘Cos lots of it was made of cardboard, bits of found stuff and there
was the usual, you know, three foot penis in it and gun toting little child and Margaret
Thatcher in a kind of clandestine love affair with Ronald Reagan. All of which is kind of
manageable and bearable, but the kind of main scene of this piece is in the original
Hogarth painting there’s a sort of young innocent girl with a big white dress singing, no,
listening to the singing of the cas… the most famous castrati of the day and she’s being
served by a black servant, being served hot chocolate by a black servant. And I turned
these two into the feminist artist in all her white clothing, which was a sort of amalgam of
Susan Hiller and Mary Kelly. Sort of incredibly rude piece about just how the only things
that these women were really listening to were the critics. So the castrati was the critic
and the black servant was the black woman artists constantly sort of, you know, serving
the feminist cause, the footnote to history. It was a fantastically furious piece and I don’t
know, Sarah Kent wrote about it. Only tiny pieces of writing, but to say that how
ungrateful I have been, the only, you know, to the people who had written about me, had
made me what I was. So ungrateful to the people who had made me what I was. [laughs]
So I was duly told off, you know. And as I was being told off by half of London for doing
this incredibly childish deed of just leaving the woman I’d known for I do not know how
many years, for another woman who I hardly knew, that was a kind of, it was a bit of a
small criticism really and I didn’t really engage with the, with the show or what I should
have done with the show. But I think a lot of people saw that, just, you know, just a lot of
people just walked in off the street and saw it and a lot of art type people saw it and artists
and, you know. And I got a show then at, a biggish show really it turned out to be, at
Rochdale Art Gallery from that because the curator there, Jill Morgan, had come to see
that and had apparently come to The Thin Black Line. And so I kind of then understood
that people had been watching what I’d been doing. I know when Blond from Blond Fine
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Art first talked to me, he said that he usually, which I just found so typically English I
suppose, that he’d seen my work, you know, at such-and-such a point but he wanted to
wait two years to see how it developed. [laughs] I just thought – and I’ve understood that
now, that actually there’s loads of people around who see your work and then they wait
twenty years to see how it develops and then they might give you a call, you know. But
that was a great clue, you know, so some of these people with their kind of, don’t know,
rudenesses or whatever, give me incredible clues over the years of how things work.
Anyway, so she’d seen the stuff and asked me to do this show in the north and I mean I
think that gave Maud an idea that we should leave London. Which of course was a
brilliant idea, but was an incredibly stupid idea as well. [laughs] ‘Cos it’s really difficult
to get back once you’ve left. And in some ways it was quite easy for someone like me
who has a kind of compulsion to work incredibly hard, to be very successful outside
London and for it to seem successful because it’s not compared to anything. So I was kind
of, I’ve been on a sort of another planet really, outside London ever since. But I think
there are some people that probably don’t even know whether I’m living or not, you know,
because I’m kind of around and I make stuff, but it’s hard to know really. So that
invitation to that show and Maud thinking that I could make more of my own work and
presumably spend less time faffing about and talking to other black artists, which I think
she wasn’t too keen on, meant that was kind of quite a significant invitation. Yes.

How did you respond to that criticism about, you know, sort of biting the hand that…

[more microphone interference – break in recording]

[end of interference]

Yeah, that with the Fashionable Marriage piece, that you were sort of biting the hand that
you, you know, the people that had put you somewhere. What did you think about that?
Who had put you somewhere?

Well, if you go back you see to the, well you’re not gonna write about the shows you put
on in cafes and bars because if we wrote about shows that are on in cafes and bars we’d
have to write about everything that was ever put up in a newsagent or a launderette, but
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then they did, when things were on at the Africa Centre, there was, you know, fifty or
ninety words or whatever it was in Time Out and those sorts of places, so I suppose those
London critics who wrote in a way quite small pieces, but wrote at all about what I was
doing felt that they had been a party to I suppose what was a big thing then, which was
writing about a black artist at all and I was supposed to be grateful for even that small
thing. Well I probably, I probably was, but you know. Now that doesn’t seem like very
much, if you know what I mean. If you get a listing in, I don’t know, a little thing in The
Guardian listings or whatever, that you know that they’ve lifted it from the press release,
but back then there was quite a lot of, you know, well thought out kind of writing went on
about shows where even though it was maybe only ninety or a hundred words, there was,
you know, somebody did come along and actually think about it and put something
together and so – and I guess there were other things that were on at that time and those
people really felt they had made a difference, they had written about this work even if they
didn’t, they weren’t that influential. In London it seemed as if they were very influential
and probably at the time it hadn’t made any difference to my every day, so I wasn’t really
so very sure that they were that influential. It didn’t feel like it, I didn’t have any more
money or I wasn’t being invited to dinner to curator’s houses or, you know, I didn’t know
that was the way [laughing] that the world worked then, but it wasn’t happening to me.
So… how did I react to it? Well I think in a way I was too caught up with all the other
people that were telling me that I wasn’t particularly grateful for what they’d given to me,
so I’ve remembered it and Rasheed Araeen remembered it and wrote it I think in a
catalogue, probably for The Other Story. It is, it has been noted that white critics took the
credit I suppose for having made us what we were, but I suspect that funders from the
GLC and the Arts Council and Greater London Arts Board would also have taken the
credit. We as the artists would have taken the credit, you know. The biggest credit
probably goes to the people who had the nerve to protest in the streets of Brixton. I think
that probably, that’s where the credit lay, that was the biggest influence on black artists
being taken seriously in Britain because we were the cultural equivalent of that and I think
there was a sort of, you know, that was really where the credit lay. Or obviously, you
have to give credit, if people are writing about you then give credit that they were writing
about you, but they weren’t writing books, they weren’t introducing you to dealers and
curators that they knew. There wasn’t really, it was ninety, well chosen, quite well written
words, occasionally. [laughs] I don’t know. I cared at the time, yes, I don’t like being
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told that I’ve been ungrateful or that I should have done this or should have done that or
such-and-such was a mistake, but I made that piece, that show really because, like a lot of
the big shows I’ve ever made, I thought that’s the last show I’m gonna make so I might as
well put everything I can into it that I want to say because I probably won’t do another one
quite like this, or another one at all. But it’s quite often how I work really. Just thinking
well, crikey this is such a good idea, I’m bound not to have another idea so I’ll go for it.

In terms of the actual work, the techniques, the materials you’re using – you told me when
you first started making cut-outs that it was kind of, you know, using house paint, not
thinking too much about painterly qualities. At this stage, Fashionable Marriage, what
sort of, what was going on with how you were making work?

Well, actually it was more theatrical and more thrown together, to some degree because of
the circumstances in which I made it, than it might have been if I’d stayed in one place.
The cut-outs that are, that I made in a very kind of calm way, like The Critic, are very
painted and very well-drawn and made from one piece of really very, very beautiful wood.
And then other pieces that I made by taking things out of skips, by putting – lots of it was
made taking things out of skips. The Eager Listener, the woman artist, feminist artist, was
made from drawers from a chest, I took drawers out of skips and glued them and
hammered them and screwed them together to make this woman. And I think the thing
was if I’d stayed in one place, the whole installation would have been flat, single piece
cut-outs, but because I didn’t, it was made from, yeah, stuff out of skips, cardboard boxes,
newspaper cuttings, found objects glued on to things and in the installation there was a
television set, which had a little kind of video playing and that would absolutely never
have been in the show at all, it was instead of the mirror. In the original Hogarth painting
the Countess is looking into the mirror, so Margaret Thatcher is looking at this TV set and
on this TV set is me with my face covered except for my eyes and this Ghanaian music.
And in fact it’s a little video that Maud made. Now if I’d stayed with Marlowe, I would
have probably made a cut-out mirror. So the whole thing would have been a much less
animated, much less crude, but much less I don’t know, kind of wild and loud thing if I’d
stayed in one place, if I’d stayed in the studio I had. But it reflected my ability to put
together stuff from anything, which I’d learnt as a theatre designer in a way, and my also,
sort of willingness to make collaborative pieces. I wasn’t like overjoyed at Maud’s terrific
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idea that she make a video in this piece, but I could kind of see the sense in it. And so I
was a kind of begrudging, I begrudgingly allowed a collaboration there. It would never
have looked like that. And in a way I think it would have been a much more beautiful
piece, but much, but I’d have hated it more now, I’d have thought oh yes, well how nice
was that. But now I love it for its scruffiness and its thrown togetherness and its vulgarity
in a way. I like it when I can look back at a piece and think that I was as brave as I could
be, because I really, I’m always very critical that I’m not really brave enough, you know.
So it would have been, yeah it’s a completely different sort of thing. So I still wasn’t
really, I was still much more interested in… making, I would have described that as
making something happen, rather than making and painting. I mean a lot of people have
written about it since and I think it is quite a key piece. But that’s to do with I think very
much, to do with thinking that I almost would make it and then just, you know, walk away
and leave it. But I was very, you know, as I’ve said, I was very much doing that at the
time, just walking away and leaving stuff. Yeah, so it looked very, very different, which
is why it would be very difficult to remake it, because I’m much too kind of… interested
really now in how a thing looks rather than what a thing does. That was a kind of
absolutely what will this do, what can I make this thing do.

Can you explain that, The Eager Listener one a bit more? Is that the drawers?

Yeah.

Can you sort of describe it so I can picture it?

Yeah, okay. Well it was – it’s unfortunate because it doesn’t exist now, but it – but it
doesn’t really matter. So I must have got about six or eight drawers, just taken out of – if
you remember, I was saying the studio was like off the Kingsland Road, so lots of
warehouses, old buildings, factories, you know, stuff being sort of regenerated I suppose,
it was that kind of time, so it was very easy to find stuff out of skips. So I got all these
drawers and I painted the inside and the outside of all the drawers white, then screwed
them together to build them into a sort of almost like building bricks if you like, so lifesize you would have a dress and the woman’s head made of drawers. So her head was
made from a kind of quite small lid of a drawer or bottom of a drawer if you see what I
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mean, flat sort of thing and then the whole of the dress was made of these other drawers.
And the bottom two drawers were big, sort of deep, almost wooden filing cabinet drawers
rather than metal filing cabinet drawers and all over the thing was painted automatic
writing, Susan Hiller’s automatic writing, and inside the drawers were plates which were
Judy Chicago’s dinner party plates, and then there were other phrases which were Mary
Kelly, whatever that most incredible piece of hers is. Yeah, so all sorts of text from Mary
Kelly’s early kind of pieces and pieces about her son and - I think it was from that piece.
Actually that bit escapes me. But really it was, in a sense it was a critique of those three
of how they had, I’m not sure if I entirely retract that now but, you know, I don’t think I
do, I think I still go along with it, that the pieces that they’d made, they had such an eye on
the main chance and were using a feminist politic to raise their profiles really and that they
always had their eye on a kind of, an art world agenda. And I suppose I felt that as black
artists we took the higher moral ground I guess in that we were really trying to speak to an
audience that was ourselves as other black artists, but that was also other black people,
that we were trying to galvanise our thinking and exchange ideas and – with each other,
and that the feminists were using that to speak to the critics, to speak to the dealers, to
speak to the galleries and not to galvanise women politically. They were not interested, I
felt, in how to make the world a better place for women, they were interested in how to be
more successful artists and it was a critique of that. So there were all these – so it was a
kind of, it was a very bitter piece I suppose, but to be perfectly frank, the whole
installation, everybody got it, you know what I mean, and it was quite funny. And the
original painting was bitter but funny, you know. It was a Hogarth painting, that’s the
point. If you understood that it was Hogarth painting and you understood about Hogarth,
then you needed to understand that, where it was coming from, you know. That seemed to
me, getting upset about that installation seemed to me like getting upset about a cartoon in
The Guardian. It’s like, no, you’re not supposed to get upset about it, it’s supposed to
show you something that you hadn’t seen in quite that light before, but that you knew all
along to be true. It’s not, you know, but people took offence which I thought was
ridiculous.

All of them, or were there positive…
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Well, as I say, lots of people have written about it since. I think with hindsight people,
you know, admired it or whatever, you know, found it interesting. But the time, I don’t
remember any positive things being said about it at all. No. But that was the least of my
problems. [laughing] I didn’t really care. No, I don’t think so.

You’ve talked about the influence of studying theatre design as opposed to doing fine art,
could you tell me how you felt at that point about your abilities as an artist?

[laughs]

How did you see yourself compared to the people that you were coming into contact with
and working with?

Well, I have always been interested more in what the stuff does than how it looks, really,
really. I know I’m always saying that, but I really kind of mean it and although you can’t
get a piece of work to do anything unless somebody looks at it, it was never about
admiring its technique or how beautifully it was made or beautifully put together or – it
was just, and it wasn’t even about, and I don’t think it’s, art isn’t about how interesting the
object is, it’s what, it really is what do you then do. You’ve looked at it, you’ve engaged
with it, what do you then do? If you go away and buy yourself a MacDonald’s then it
hasn’t – and you don’t ever think about it again – it hasn’t really done anything. But if it
infiltrates its way into your life somehow, slowly over ten years even, then it’s done
something. Made you think a bit differently about who you are or what you’ve done or
what you could do, then it’s done something. So I was never really comparing it, is it as
lovely as this or is it as well made as that, but much more would it make me as determined
to do something as this or that. So, does it make me laugh as much as this or that. So… I
suppose I was always thinking that all of our work had its place in the bigger, in the bigger
scheme of things. So it would be ludicrous to think, to look at my work and look at
Veronica Ryan’s and think, oh dear, I’m only a theatre designer, this is why my mine
looks like this and she’s a sculptor, this is why hers look like that. It was much more,
thank goodness someone’s making work about strange objects that seem to either have
landed from the moon or found themselves washed up on the seashore because I never
would have thought of that. Or looking at something that Sonia Boyce had made that was
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about a whole world of Caribbean British life that wasn’t my life, it was an insight into the
living rooms and the bedrooms and the churches and the meeting places of a whole other
world that wasn’t a world I knew anything about. So oh, thank goodness she’s doing that.
So it was that. It seemed like we were like tons of different pieces of a jigsaw that made a
whole picture, not, this isn’t very good compared to this. I made my work for different
reasons, to say different things to the same people. [sighs] Don’t know, but… quite a lot
of that stuff, the work right up until the work in, From Two Worlds at the Whitechapel
actually, was to use a phrase of now, a bit having a laugh. It was a bit supposed to be
funny and sort of, little bit in a sense throwaway. It wasn’t really quite about the object
and even that work in the, in From Two Worlds, was made from found objects, you know,
there was a garden fence, one painting was painted on a garden fence, one painting was
painted on canvas and one was made from found objects; cloth and a tin bowl and a little
mirror made of, not of mirror, but of drawing pins and photographs. So I was, I don’t
know, I don’t think I looked at it ever and thought this isn’t very good or this isn’t very
well made. I suppose it’s with hindsight I’m thinking no wonder it didn’t make an impact,
it was hardly x or y. I’m quite interested in making things that seem on surfaces and with
materials that were, that reminded you of something you might just have seen a minute
ago in your own house, or a minute ago as you were walking along the street. Which is
why I’m quite interested in the idea of murals. I’m not that great at painting them, but the
mural that I did for the sort of Roundhouse when it was being built, some of us did murals
then. I am interested in that kind of, I don’t know, street painting I suppose. You’re
walking along minding your own business and something pops out and becomes part of
your day until you’ve gone into the first shop and bought things and then you don’t think
about it again, but it somehow, I always hope, just filters in there somewhere. So I’m not
that good at that kind of street painting but I’m quite interested in it. I’m interested in – I
suppose I got that kind of interest from looking at a Mozambique artist called
Malangatana, from many, many years back. Yeah so…

What’s that work like?

Well, it’s kind of very… peopled, so they’re very tumultuous figurative scenes of people
moving along a street or people engaging in a protest or – it doesn’t have that kind of
socialist, realist mural kind of ness to it. It’s very much as if carvings had come to life,
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very much kind of animated – oh I don’t know, kind of noisy, mysterious scenes of people
being active and engaging in the everyday really. So it’s the sort of thing I think I have in
mind if I’m doing that kind of street painting, but I don’t really paint in that way. Yeah, I
don’t really paint people – well, I don’t really paint people moving in quite that kind of, I
don’t have that kind of, they don’t have that kind of energy. I suppose if I paint people it’s
as if they were moving and then I’ve just stopped them for a moment [laughs] and then
they’d be moving again when you weren’t looking at them, if you see what I mean. So
much more sort of posed, I suppose. Yeah. Yeah.

And what was your mural that you did for them?

Oh well that, that was funny actually, I was thinking about that and again people were
doing strange things. I can remember a woman, I painted this great woman with a TV on
her head, so again I can tell that was me sort of taking the piss, you know, that was so you
think that we’re all, we black people carry, you know, move around carrying things on our
heads, sort of thing. So there was a woman with a TV on her head. And I repainted some
Picassos, I was always doing that. I think it was an earlier rendition of the Three
Musicians, Picasso’s Three Musicians. When I did that for The Thin Black Line when I
painted it directly on the wall there, I made them, the three musicians three – well it was
three women at a fountain, that’s right, and this mural was the Three Musicians so I
painted them as three black men and stole all the kind of very beautiful kind of costumes
that they had on. I can remember that about it. So I think that bit of that mural – because
Tam Joseph painted another bit of the mural – I think my bit of that mural was a kind of
mishmash really of imagined and imaginative people in the street, doing things that
actually they would never do, and stolen Picasso paintings. I think I was indulging in
what I wanted to paint really and what I found interesting to paint.

[End of Track 11]
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[Track 12]

Yeah, okay. So the GLC mural, which was before the Roundhouse one, is that…

Yes, yes I think so. That was something I did that was just about I think at the same time,
coming up to anyway, The Thin Black Line and that, it was a great project actually, it was
an enormous thing. But I had to paint it, had to paint this mural on plywood panels, so I
needed to have a studio to paint it in and I lived in a house that was, it was a nice little
house but it wasn’t the sort of house that you could paint eight foot by four foot panels and
I think it must have been about twenty-four foot long, something like that. So I borrowed
somebody’s studio, a woman called Faith Gillespie actually, who’s a weaver, had this
studio in Wapping when all those warehouses were artists’ studios, directly overlooked the
river. And I spent the most incredible sort of, I don’t know, couple of months in her
studio when she wasn’t there, painting these panels. And I had someone help me called
Simone Alexander. Because a lot of the time if I was doing bits of teaching anywhere I’d
get students to help me do things, especially if there was money involved, you know, then
I’d get the students to help me do things. And I suppose I, it sounds, it seems strange to
me now actually, but because I don’t think of myself as someone who collaborates people
in making stuff, but on and off I do it quite a lot. Anyway, she painted some of the figures
on this mural. It was really a, I suppose just a long parade of people, all kinds of different
people in a sort of, I don’t know, I suppose you might call it a kind of jolly sort of
procession. So she painted some of the figures and I painted some of the figures. But
along with it, along with all this kind of, you know, happy looking, determined looking,
beautifully dressed black people, obviously on their way to some event, but not painted in
the way of Malangatana all kind of moving and real looking, but rather kind of, I suppose
painted a bit like Comedia dell Arte figures in a way, but were also poodles who [laughs],
they were sort of, again I could not resist making some kind of political jibe at kind of
running dogs and poodles of the state, you know. So there were, I think it was, there were
kind of bits of this mural that were kind of rude about the police, bits that were rude about
politicians and then, somehow or other, black people in it were, you know, fine,
upstanding and heroic figures continuing on their journey despite the kind of opposition
from everywhere. But it was kind of great, I don’t know, it was a really inspiring sort of
mural to paint somehow. I liked working with somebody else and I liked using paint. We
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did have rather a lot of paint and I think actually that I used that paint on many, many
pieces of work since, you know, after it. It sort of lasted a long time. So it was, what was
one of the most magnificent things about doing some of those mural type things is that,
you know, you can make a great big paint order and then still have the stuff to use on your
own work later, which meant that it didn’t really matter that there wasn’t much money to
actually make the work. But it wasn’t that well received I have to say, and I can’t really
tell now whether it was because it wasn’t very good – it seemed, it wasn’t supposed to be
good, it was supposed to be fun really and it was in this little park where there were lots of
children’s play sort of facilities and where they did bands, where bands had sort of
concerts at the weekend. But I, I can’t remember exactly the texts that I wrote on this
mural, but they were also of heroic black British people, people who had made a stand
really against authority. But I know I was very adamant at the time and I suppose I still
am in a way, of not making heroines or heroes from victims. So if some bad thing
happens to you, you get killed by thugs or some kind of racist attack, in my kind of book I
suppose you are not immediately a hero for this. That’s not to say that that event is not
important and significant and should be remembered, but I am in the business of, if you
like, trying to remember people who’ve kind of, you know, even in a really minute tiny
way, stuck their neck above the parapet to make a difference and I think I was criticised
there because I didn’t mention some of the people in the history of black British politics
that had, that had suffered I suppose or that had died, if you like in my description of the
word, by accident, you know, by being in the wrong place at the wrong time. And there
was somebody called Parminder Vir who’s very sort of important in the cultural set-up at
the GLC and she was very, very angry that I hadn’t mentioned certain people and that I
had mentioned certain other people and was quite critical of that. But I think that
sometimes maybe is what happens, if people don’t explain to me sort of halfway through
it, you know, what they actually want – oh you must have this, this, this and this in it, I’m
probably having been trained as a theatre designer quite good actually at putting that in.
But if you say, well actually, make what you want to make, then I will make what I want
to make and I’ll kind of do it in the way I want to do it. So then saying something about it
afterward seems silly, because it could easily have been rectified. I’m not actually that
kind of, you know, I usually conform in that sort of way. If I’m asked to do something I
probably would do it unless it’s completely mad. But, so…
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Who would be the figures that you’d missed out that you should have put in?

Yeah, well I think they were, I think that’s the thing, I think they were probably the guy…
I think because it was in Notting Hill and there were whole incidents, there were lots of
incidents in which in sort of the late fifties, early sixties there had been battles, street
battles between black people and white people and there were, you know, particular
people who perhaps, someone like owned a café who had gone out and, you know, well he
shouldn’t have gone out of the front door of the café and was kind of beaten up as a result.
And he had become in a sense a kind of local hero and so that would be that kind of
figure. Or a couple, black couple and a white couple who perhaps by being together had
kind of started the riot, you know, they hadn’t started it, but their being together had
started a riot, and I hadn’t mentioned them in it, you know. So it was that sort of, it was
that sort of thing. And then I might have mentioned, you know, perhaps writers or poets
that were perhaps a bit, I don’t know, not so much popular in the everyday, but I thought
their writings had sort of filtered down and made a difference to how people’s lives were.
So perhaps it was just seen as a bit of, coming at the whole thing from the wrong angle
really. A bit, I don’t know. I got the feeling that it was a bit too sort of educated middle
class attitude and not local hero angle. But really that was never quite the brief, you
know, it didn’t really have that as its… as a wording for the brief, if there was such a
thing. I think there’s a funny thing, you know, when people commission black artists to
do things there are certain sort of assumptions of what they will do, what they will read,
what we read, what music we listen to, what images we’re looking at and when that
doesn’t conform, when it doesn’t come up with the goods then there is a little sort of, not a
big protest, but a little sort of fluttering and rustling and people then don’t speak to you
again, but they never actually say what it is and why it is and I think that’s sometimes
because it doesn’t reflect that well necessarily on them, because they didn’t, they weren’t
clear about what they wanted. And I suppose if you’re clear about what you want then
that sometimes gives away too much of why you want it. So that was a great piece of
work to do but it wasn’t that successful as an end result. I think it was successful in that,
you know, in the park there, there’s these poodles with sort of policeman’s heads and
funny, you know, policeman’s hats on, were always getting stuff chucked at them. You
know, if you’d go back to the mural there’d be sort of mud only at the bit with the
policeman’s heads. So of course it was, because it gave kids something to do, they didn’t,
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I mean probably eventually they did things to the mural itself, but in the first few weeks of
that summer they did what they were supposed to do, which was chuck stuff at it, at who
they were supposed to be chucking stuff at and left the people as they were.

And how did you feel about your work sort of being defaced?

Oh, you know, you make something for a public place like that and it’s in a children’s
playground, I was astonished that nobody had done, and I’m sure they did eventually, but
nobody did, you know, much worse things than that and I think it’s absolutely, I don’t
think it mattered at all. I think it’s, in a way, if you make things for public places you
need to design them to some extent with that in mind and think, you know, and think all
those things through, you can’t… And I think probably the best things don’t actually get
defaced. And that’s really difficult because that whole thing about, you know, the quality
of something or – but I think if a piece of public art is well thought through the place that
it’s being situated in or you’ve thought through who it is you’re representing if it’s a kind
of war thing or a hero thing, you’ve thought it all through, you are much less likely to get
something done to it. I think things are done to public art when people feel that it’s been
imposed on them. And they’re not stupid, they know this thing has been shipped in for
some spurious reason and they have a go at it. It’s assuming that people are either passive
or aggressive, which they’re neither of those things. They think and they can come to
conclusions about public art. So you know, I made something on the mural that you could
chuck stuff at and people chucked stuff at it and they didn’t chuck stuff at what you
weren’t supposed to chuck stuff at. But there you go, I’m not sure, it was thought through.
But yeah, that was fun, I liked it, I liked the point of it really.

And how long did it take to make the work?

It’s hard to say actually. A good few weeks, but only weeks, you know, maybe a couple
of months probably at the most. Nothing then [laughs], nothing then really took me very
long to make, I mean… But there wasn’t, like I was saying, we weren’t often given very
long to make a thing and it really was years and years, way into the sort of, I’d say into the
late, late nineties before I was given more than a, more than a year to make something.
Yeah, so no, it didn’t take very long at all. Weeks rather than months, certainly. But it’s
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beautiful, it was a beautiful place to work, you know. One of those kind of perfect spaces
really in a perfect summer, making a perfect piece of work, you know. You’d only have
to sort of open the doors and there was the Thames, just floating by your window. It was
truly, truly brilliant. But I must have been incredibly strong because I also could carry
eight foot by four foot panels up and down two or three flights of stairs. Phenomenal.
Which obviously I learned, being a theatre designer because the women were the movers
of the scenery really. But I can’t imagine doing that now. Very big, thick pieces of ply.
And moving them about this studio, you know. Because we had to kind of line them up,
up against the wall in order to paint them. And then, you know, obviously and then take
the whole thing apart and send it to this park. It was quite interesting. I don’t know how
good I’d be at making murals in situ. I could do that one in the ICA, you know, but that
was in the ICA so it was warm and dry and all the rest of it. I don’t know whether I’d be
able to make things actually out on the street, I don’t think I probably could. I never tried
it. [laughs] But I like the idea.

And you briefly mentioned the Whitechapel show.

Mm.

Could you tell me about the work that you made for that show and what that show was?

Yeah, well that was another strange to-do really, From Two Worlds, another classic black
show title, rubbish title I might say. [laughs] At the time Nick Serota ran the Whitechapel
and there was still great pressure, even on him, to come up with exhibitions that had black
artists in them. Presumably because, I don’t know that it’s so, I don’t really know whether
it was so, but presumably because Whitechapel was getting GLC money, or certainly must
have been getting local authority money. So, he decided to have some meetings with
black artists to see what they thought about this, which of course now I look back on it,
it’s pretty radical. So he invited me and Eddie Chambers, Sonia Boyce, probably some
other people but certainly I can remember the three of us. At least five or six people. And
what he said he wanted to do was in a way for us to help him curate this show and we
seemed to have at least two sets of meetings to discuss how this might be done. And I
found myself increasingly not altogether happy with the ideas that he had for how he
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wanted to do it. What I think he wanted to do was, well, I think he wanted to get a group
of us to be the curators of this thing. So in a sense it was curating by committee, so he
would facilitate it and to be honest, you know, that was enough, I mean the gallery was
and is fantastic, I do love the spaces in it, it’s utterly beautiful. And that was after – and
then he put it on after he’d done this fabulous refurbishment in it, so it wasn’t for sort of,
what was it, it was a spankingly new space then. But there were kind of ways he wanted
to work and that I didn’t really agree with. Now [laughs], had I known then what I know
now about him, I probably wouldn’t have had the nerve in a way, I could see, I knew he
was important, I knew this space that he ran was important, but I still was not that
interested in doing shows in any other way than the way I wanted to do it. And I think had
we gone along with the kind of way of working where each of us could then choose two or
three other people, I’d have been quite interested in that kind of way of working,
presumably because then I could have sort of made a little show, so there would have then
been five little shows that then would have – well I obviously thought that was a good
idea. I think that’s how it went, but anyway, I didn’t like the way it was going, I didn’t
like the sort of way the discussions were going. Eddie Chambers pulled out of it and I’m
not entirely sure – he would always have had different reasons for disagreeing with things
than me, but he was not a man either to do anything if he didn’t want to do it, he didn’t
care what the consequences were. So he pulled out of it and I pulled out of it. And I
thought well, I’ve lost my chance to be in this beautiful space, but it doesn’t matter. I
wanted to run The Elbow Room and I wanted to make certain sort of kind of work, which
was much less satirical sort of work, which was more coming, I don’t know, putting out
into the open my, what is euphemistically called ‘mixed heritage’. I think I was a bit
needing to say look, this is my background and I’m kind of happy with it actually. It has
its problems in that you neither belong in one place nor another, but this is it, you know,
I’m not pretending my mother isn’t white or pretending my father wasn’t black. I’m
gonna kind of talk about this because nobody ever talks about this, nobody ever makes
work that talks about what it’s like to be a coloured girl. So I made this piece, well a
series of things, and I was just making them anyway and I thought this is, I could tell this
was not going to ever fit into the sort of work that was expected of me at that time,
because I’d moved away, just – and in a way sort of momentarily I think really – but from
making very… I just didn’t want to make satirical, funny pieces, I wanted to make this
serious thing of work and it was more important than being part of this little gang and
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opening The Elbow Room, I just really thought well I’ve come, I’ve got a really good
idea. I suppose it was the beginning of my thinking. I’ll be this person who curates
things, in my own way, actually how I want to do it and I want to say this kind of, I want
to make paintings about this kind of subject and it doesn’t matter if it isn’t shown. I just
need to make it. So I started to make this piece, and so on a garden fence, was just a
painting of a foot and on the end of the foot was a string, a real string and a stone, sort of
thing. And it was supposed to be my grandmother as a little girl with her leg over the side
of a boat, being taken from the Comoran Islands to Zanzibar by these Portuguese people.
And then another painting was a sort of mirror, made photographs, so it wasn’t a mirror it
was just a photograph of me and a photograph of her and then a long cloth which had
collages on it and then a bowl with photographs of her and photographs of me and then
underneath the bowl on the floor, a mat made of aerial views – paper again – aerial views
of Zanzibar. And what you were then – this was in a way a sort of interactive thing that
you actually, you couldn’t interact with but you were supposed to in that you look in the
mirror, I looked in the mirror and I could see myself and my grandmother and then picked
up the cloth and as it were, you could imagine, you were supposed to dip the cloth into the
bowl and then the two images would sort of merge of her and me. So it was just a kind of
way of me trying to speak to my grandmother who I had sat on her knee but never really
knew. And then, and then there was this big painting, again, not a really very good
painting but it meant a lot to me, of my grandmother, my black grandmother, my father’s
mother and my white grandfather, my mother’s father. And the text read something like,
something about them never meeting; the sand, the sea and the time or something kept
them apart, my parents, their children. So, and these three pieces, I just kind of worked on
them really and I didn’t know whatever I was gonna do with them. I knew I wasn’t gonna
put them in The Elbow Room because that was very much a, that first show was a show
that I wasn’t gonna be in. Anyway, time went by and the group of people and Nick Serota
had come to the conclusion how they were going to do this show and I guess it probably
was Sonia Boyce, but it could have been Sonia Boyce and Veronica Ryan, asked me
whether I would like to be in it, as they had now become this curating team, and asked me
if I wanted to be in it and I said well, I do, well I wouldn’t mind being in it but this is the
work that I’m making and this is the work I want to show, so it depends whether you want
that. And they decided they did want it and it also – I forgot to say actually, that painting
on the side of the garden fence also had a little slate, or I suppose a roof slate next to it. In
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chalk was written that my great-great-great-great-great grandfather built boats on the
Fylde coast, so he was kind of part of a great big gang of boat builders on the Fylde coast.
So I was making all the time with each of these paintings these sort of obscure kind of
connections between now and then and these two sides of my family that didn’t quite meet
except in me. Anyway, so they asked me if I wanted to show in the show and I said yes,
actually I would like to show in this show. Lucky me, I’m thinking, have work in the
Whitechapel and I can still do this Elbow Room show anyway and…

Despite your problems with how the Whitechapel show was being curated?

Well what it was, was I didn’t want to be one of the curators unless I could do that my
way, but I was perfectly happy not to have to engage with whatever way they in the end
did it, which was presumably with some guidance from Nick Serota in certain sorts of
directions. Yeah, I think I just threw all kind of matters of principle to the wind, but I
think my most principle was that I couldn’t work in that way, I couldn’t choose artists in
whatever way it was being decided. And also I didn’t want to make work yet again that
was the work that was expected I guess. It seemed maybe too much like those big GLC
shows. Anyway, so I made this particular work and I do remember Nick Serota speaking
to me about this work when it was up and he said something like, just one kind of sentence
like, something like, this isn’t your usual satirical work. And I said no, but it was
something important that I wanted to make. And I don’t think that he and I ever spoke to
each other again for about another five years after that. We’d see each other at things and,
you know, and I sort of felt that – it looked great in that show and I really, really loved
how it looked. It was on the top floor, so it’s just a lovely space on the top floor. It’s not
so high as downstairs, you know, and on the end wall. And I still to this day cannot look
at that end wall without seeing those, without seeing those pieces, you know. So it was
kind of brilliant. Loads of my family came and my mum and my auntie and you know,
everyone was really, I don’t know, sort of pleased, you know, happy. And I was happy
that I’d sort of started to make work about this anomaly that is this, From Two Worlds was
like absolutely yeah, from two worlds kind of, like. But it’s not, it’s quite a kind of
uplifting thing really, you can take a lot of useful things from being from two worlds, if
you like, And that’s what I hoped I’d try to say in this piece. But I wasn’t entirely sure
that it was the sort of work that was expected from me. I think it had perhaps fallen into a
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rather quieter… yeah, just a quieter sort of way of working than I, than people were used
to I suppose, I don’t know. But, well I don’t know. But I’m really glad I made that piece.
I think only the painting still exists and I, yeah I don’t think I have the fence any more. I
probably still have bits of the Mirror, Cloth, Bowl but the painting’s in Birmingham City
Art Gallery now. I don’t know if they ever show it. They bought a piece I made much
later called Plan B and I sort of did a ‘buy one, get one free’ thing with them. Because
they showed that work quite a lot before they bought the Plan B piece and sort of gave the
impression that they owned it. So then when I sold them Plan B, I sort of said, well you’d
better keep the one you’ve had all along. So it found a home actually, which is quite
interesting.

What did you think of the rest of the Whitechapel show?

Well I suppose it fell into again, that kind of strange thing, it looked magnificent, you
know, because it’s such a great space. Veronica Ryan had great pieces in it, beautiful, you
know, it really gave space and air to her pieces as they kind of stretched, you know, down
the middle of the gallery. I don’t know, I think that’s rather fine, I mean the catalogue was
kind of rather fine. That was, you know, a lot of trouble was taken with it. They actually
paid writers to come and interview each artist properly, they got the facts about the work
and the facts about the artists and, you know, produced something really quite decent. I
don’t know, what did I think about the show? I just, I knew that it was yet another show
that was ticking a box. I think Charles Saatchi did buy a piece of Veronica’s work from
that though, so the influence of Nick Serota was immense, I think. People did take notice
of that work because it was in his space and because that space was so fantastic and
because obviously he is recognised as someone very important even then, obviously. But
it was ticking a box and I knew it to be so. And I don’t know, I don’t think I expected
anything much to come from it, but it looked very fine. It wasn’t a kind of jumble sale, it
wasn’t a mishmash, there wasn’t too much work, there wasn’t too little work, you know.
Saleem Arif had some marvellous things in that show.

What were they?
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Oh they were kind of, he used to make, they weren’t cut-outs but they were patterns,
beautiful swirling patterns, made I think on either constructed – I think they were kind of
constructed paper so, rather than cardboard, but they were kind of mashed together paper
if you see what I mean, so they kind of, they had a kind of textured surface and there were
big kind of swirling patterns and swirling shapes and they were kind of hung really from
ceiling to floor. They were magnificent, really beautiful pieces. So that was probably the
best showing of those I’d seen. Yeah, I don’t know, it had a very classy air to it, that
show. And it was I suppose more about art world than it was about ticking boxes, but I’m
not sure that Whitechapel would have put it on if they didn’t have to. I’m sure there’s at
least one person who would argue with me about that, but I still feel that, you know. And
I suppose I’d say that was so because of the follow-up if you know what I mean. If that’s
the late eighties and twenty years have gone by, which of those people in that show ever
had a show at the Whitechapel in the following twenty years, and the answer is not one.
Or at the Serpentine in those twenty years, or at Camden Arts Centre in those twenty
years. And I say Camden Arts Centre because at the time, Jenni Lomax was working at
Whitechapel and now she runs Camden Arts Centre. So you know, there are kind of big,
beautiful, influential venues that never showed any of those people. Same thing with the
ICA. No-one ever got – I mean I think David Bailey actually in his finals show was at the
ICA, but none of those people in The Thin Black Line had major shows at the ICA, nor
any of us at the Whitechapel or, you know, in those twenty years. So even if I was too
hasty to make that judgement then, with hindsight it seems it wasn’t deemed worthy,
otherwise that’s what they’d have done. But I think it did give a lot of people – because
their shows are all free of course, which is the fantastic thing that tons of people, the
opportunity to see that work. Tons of people who then went, decided to go to art school or
decided to be artists or writers or poets, it worked in that kind of way, I do think those
shows work in those kind of ways, but it’s a bit, there’s not the history of that particularly,
you know, who’s to say. But I do think that still rankles a bit that there would be lots of
huffing and puffing and protesting that no, no, no, we really did think this work was
interesting and I would be able to say now, well what did you do about it then. Because it
seemed to me that then once something else came along, that’s the direction everybody
went.

Did you feel it coming along? You know, when the Goldsmiths’ generation came…
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No, as I said, I never saw it coming, frankly. No. [laughs] I was too busy making the
stuff and, to be looking where I should have been looking, which was sort of I suppose
behind me. I was too busy looking ahead and looking around to, no, I never saw it coming
at all. I don’t know whether anyone else did, I haven’t really had those sort of
conversations since with Sonia. Probably someone like David, David Bailey probably did
see it coming, I think he was much more of a strategist in that way. But I don’t know if
it’d have changed us, changed what we were doing particularly. It might have just
occurred to us that we could perhaps have shared those buyers I suppose. Some of us
would have been quite convincing I suspect, especially about talking about other, other
people’s work to persuade them to buy. But you know, I mean to have to ask Sonia Boyce
how happy she was when she showed at Gimpel Fils, but Veronica and I weren’t that
happy at Blond’s because these people didn’t seem to know what it was we were talking
about and I think that’s what was important. And if they didn’t know what we were
talking about then we weren’t that interested in being with them really. But maybe if we’d
been selling it, making tons of money we might have. We weren’t, so…

You mentioned before that The Thin Black Line private view happened on the, was it the
same night as the Turner Prize, the winner was announced was it?

Yeah, it seemed to be it was either the night it was announced or it was a night that the
judges were going to a meeting. I think it might well have been the judges going to a
meeting. So the corridor then was much thinner than it is now and so all those people had
to kind of really push their way through, through the corridor to get to that meeting. Yeah,
I mean I suppose, yeah in a way I was quite aware of what was happening but not as aware
of other artists as I should have been. And that could be, that could be because not having
been trained in that kind of world, I wasn’t even trained to be looking at that. Yeah, it
could be that. I wasn’t kind of thinking in that sort of way about where one stood in the
canon, where one stood in the whole kind of context of the art world. Okay, I just thought
where do you stand in the world, what difference can you make to bigger things than
what’s on in galleries.
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What sort of work were you looking at aside from the work of the people that you were
making shows with?

Yeah, it’s a good question that, but I think I must have actually been looking at much
more establishment work, I think that’s the point. I think if I was aspiring anywhere, I
was aspiring to maybe even a time gone by, which is why I have I suppose, have such a
good relationship with state run galleries and museums because I was related to those
places. So I was looking at what was on the wall of establishment galleries and seeing
who was going to those galleries and thinking we should be in there, we should be part of
this. These spaces are free so anyone can go in. The stuff that they own belongs to
everybody. We should, we pay the taxes, we should be part of that. So I think I was not
only enjoying and looking at what was on the walls, I was beginning to think well, we
ought to be part of this. And I was looking towards history I suppose in a way rather than,
you know, I could see, you know, anyone can see if you look on the walls of those places,
things have been there for a couple of hundred years and I think I sort of thought, mm, if
you could get your work seen – I didn’t really go as far as being bought by – but seen in
these kind of places, then that has a kind of bigger impact than a commercial gallery or…
yeah, than a commercial gallery I suppose. I could see a kind of, two ways of working
things. I could put on things in spaces that weren’t actually galleries, but that were spaces
and that was important, but it wasn’t about selling, and I could enjoy things that were
happening in very establishment places and that wasn’t about buying or selling – it had
been, but it wasn’t. And I don’t know that I engaged in anything that was in between
those two things, except the politics of what was in between those things. I think that I’m
not actually that influenced by what art is being made, but what politics are being enacted,
which is why sometimes the work doesn’t look as if it comes from the same kind of era or
art school or whatever as what’s happening, is because it doesn’t, because I wasn’t
actually engaging with that.

When you say looking toward history, can you give an example – in the state collections,
what do you mean by…

Well, I mean – you mean what was I looking at?
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Well yes, engaging with history, but which…

Well… I suppose all I mean was that I, I could see – well, I looked at all sorts of, I look at
all sorts of peculiar things at that time and I’m still looking in a way at the same sort of
thing. I spend a lot of time looking at Hogarth paintings, I spend a lot of time looking at
English paintings in which black people have a presence, either as, you know, mostly as
kind of accidental figures. So I did quite a lot of that. Then I’m looking, at the same time
I’m looking at modernists and understanding that the way of working had come from an
African source and that if we, African artists make work and it’s rather, you know,
dismissed as old fashioned modernism, it’s because we are also making it from an African
source. So I was kind of engaging with those sorts of things and trying to think about,
finally I think, how we could gain some kind of respectability maybe. Sounds a weird
word, but you know, if by making work that then is in collections we can show other black
people that art is something worth doing, because lots of young artists were a bit
struggling with that, their families were finding it difficult to come to terms with the fact
they were artists, but having your work owned by the state seemed to me a good idea from
that point of view. But also if your work is part of a collection then it is possible to view it
alongside the everyday so that if you can be seen to be contributing to the cultural history,
you must also be contributing to the engineering history and the science history and the, I
don’t know, building bridges history, whatever, engineering history, whatever. And I
think I’d begun at that time to see that making art that might manage to get itself, or you
might get bought by or just given to museums, would be helpful in the longer term in a
way of encouraging people to be artists, encouraging people to look at art because they’d
come into a gallery and seen themselves. Although, yeah I suppose I maybe thought, and
I say I do think, that if you can go into an art gallery and see yourself, then you are
encouraged I suppose and enabled by seeing that, by that reflection. And whether it’s an
actual, you know, painting of a black woman sitting round drinking coffee or it’s a way of
working because it comes from the same source, or it’s as a visible but invisible person,
then it kind of probably doesn’t necessarily matter, but better ways than other ways, but
being able to see yourself in that cultural environment, cultural context is a good thing. At
that time black people were pretty invisible on television, you know. Visible in pop music
if you were listening to certain kinds of music, but you know, it was a funny time. In
order to be visible you had to hit the streets and throw things and make a big noise. And I
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think I thought that a lot of that was because nobody was taking any notice of what
anybody said in the ‘normal’ places of exchanging ideas. The only way you could get
listened to was by making a big noise and whereas, wouldn’t it be nice if you could be
listened to and see yourself and have a conversation with different sorts of ideas in a
gallery. So that sort of started, that sort of thinking was starting then. Which does seem
the opposite to making those kind of shows, but the little shows I was trying to make with
other people’s work were really, you might almost have had them – they were more about
making the work than they were about it being seen perhaps. Maybe they were about that
work developing and changing and growing in readiness for it being, taking on the world,
if you like. Maybe I was running mini art schools in a way, without knowing it.

And when – back to what was happening in a contemporary sense – when the Turner Prize
winners came along and then the Goldsmiths generation came along, did you go to see the
work, what was your perspective on what was happening in the art world, the commercial
art world and what was being bought and so on?

Well I think I thought a lot of it was brilliant. I do think I thought that these kinds of big,
funny, daring ideas were the way that art should be going. I thought that the way that the
press and the media were being manipulated into speaking about it was, I think I thought
it’ll end in tears if you know what I mean, I think I thought, blimey, fancy kind of actually
strategising to do that, to make the sort of work that will be talked about in this kind of,
isn’t is a laugh kind of way. I think we were much too serious to do that, you know. We
were already, if we, you know, if black people were ever being talked about it was like as
a scary bunch of people so I did think that was kind of… risky, but of course it was, as
time went by I realised it was a very calculated risk. But I’ve always actually wondered
how difficult it is to see yourself so much being taken the piss out of, when actually you’re
making work that you think is very important. You know, I can see the manipulating the
press in a certain way is calculated, but I’d still say that the making of a lot of that work
was a very serious business. The artists that are making it were making some very serious
art. But I think that kind of knowing that it had to be taken the piss out of by the kind of
cheap press in order to succeed was a risk that oh, I don’t think I’d have ever have taken.
And I do think, I mean I know that with hindsight that was brilliant, but I don’t know what
it feels like to be that kind of artist, even today as Chris Ofili to see yourself being talked
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about via elephant dung. To me that, it would break my heart if it was me, but I can see
how that is why it was successful, because at least you’ve got a hook, you know. It’s sad,
but there you go. Or you know, cutting cows in half or, you know, if you say that in the
street, in any shop in any high street, everybody knows what you’re talking about and
that’s pretty important. The fact that you have to talk about it in a silly way to then
introduce the conversation, I don’t know, I think it’s hard, I still think it’s hard to be that
artist, but some of the ideas were sensational and yes, I’d go and see it. But, but probably
in its heyday I was removed from it slightly because I wasn’t in London. And if you make
work not in London, it is like being in another country. It doesn’t impact on your
everyday in the same way. So that if you live in London you can’t imagine what it’s like
to live in a place where you read something that’s on in an art gallery in the centre of
London. If you live in London you know that, you decide don’t you, whether to get on the
bus or get on the tube and go and see it. All you have to do is more or less decide whether
you’ve got the bus or tube fare and you’ve got maybe an hour and you could see it. If you
live anywhere else at all you have to plan a day a week in advance and once you’ve moved
into that kind of thing where you plan the day and a week in advance, exhibitions become
different sort of things, they become like visiting another country or visiting a thing that
doesn’t just sort of flow past you and flow across you, it becomes a sort of, another place.
And you look at it differently, you look at it from the outside like looking through a
window or looking through a goldfish bowl and it doesn’t affect you. I would say if you
want to be that kind of artist then that’s a bad thing that it doesn’t affect you because it
needs to. You need to be moving in that kind of, inside the goldfish bowl. But if you
want to just observe it and see, oh I see, this is what’s happening now, ah well, I’m not
actually, I never even thought of that. I never even thought of putting my Ventolin inhaler
inside a glass cabinet. I never even thought of examining motherhood or living and dying
by cutting animals in half because I’m too busy trying to work out a way of being
incredibly visible physically and invisible in terms of cultural contribution. So I’ll get
back on the train and see if I can hack away at another way of doing that. So, but that is
not to say, I have to say I have to admit here that I didn’t always have my eye on winning
that Turner Prize. It did, it was always there in my mind and it was an incredibly useful
driver because I knew that if I believed that I could, I could raise my game. And it really
helped me make, for myself, better pieces of work. Needless to say, as years went by I
understood what the Turner Prize was more and more, I understood it as a kind of yeah, I
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suppose a publicity thing really, a sort of advert for, an advert for going to visit museums.
And so you don’t make a whole expensive advert about shoe polish, you make a whole
expensive advert about a fizzy pop drink, you know, that appeals more in an advert than
shoe polish, you know, or something dreary, dishcloths or something. Something worthy
and functional. So I understood that if you were making work that was trying to sort of
actually ‘change things’ and make a difference, the Turner Prize wasn’t about that.
However, it was still useful in terms of making – because if you live outside London you
haven’t always accidentally got an art and creative environment that you bump into that
helps you raise your game. You have to make such an effort to get to it and find it that
you need something always to be aspiring to I suppose, or competing with in a way. So it
wasn’t particular artists, it was a level of recognition and a level of acceptance and a level
of belonging that I was aiming towards and using the Turner Prize as a driver.

For how long did it feel like it was possible?

[laughs] Till I was, couldn’t do it any more. Till I was fifty. I always thought, you know,
I knew it was never possible, but it was always worth, it was always worth using that,
using that as a driver, making sure the work was as visible and as exciting as I could make
it. And making sure that it had somewhere to be shown. So probably all the work I made
between eighty-six and 2006 is made with an eye to showing it, even though a lot of it, I
make it and then somebody says oh, do you want to show some work, and I show it. But
yeah. So it wasn’t so much winning the Turner Prize as it was, as it got, you know, as I
got older and older, it wasn’t winning the Turner Prize, it was making work that could win
the Turner Prize because you would have something to talk about, it would have some
kind of impact over the previous year and it, yeah, it was interesting and exciting rather
than a kind of self-reflecting musings on a beautiful thing. You know, it was kind of out
there, I suppose. Yeah, so I did keep trying to do it, in a way. In a kind of, in my own
weird way. And it was kind of useful and [laughs] sometimes really upsetting, especially
early on because I, sometimes I’d make a show and I really, truly, before I really
understood the politics of it and the strategy of it, I couldn’t understand why I couldn’t do
it. It just took years to work it out. I know that sounds dim, but… yeah, it was sort of for
want of a better… challenge I suppose. You know, you can not belong to something but
still see that by pitting yourself against it, it could be useful, you know. It’s a useful kind
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of measure. And, sometimes I’d see some fabulous work in Turner Prizes, d’you know
what I mean? I say it’s like an advertisement and likened it to fizzy pop, but I’ve seen
some great, great stuff, you know, I like the work of Mark Nelson and Isaac Julien and
Tacita Dean, you know. I’ve seen some stuff I thought was amazing.

Such as? Give me an example.

Well, well I really like Mike Nelson’s Turner Prize piece. Well, I suppose I liked it most
of all because I’d seen work at Matt’s Gallery and you know, gone through doors
expecting to go into the galleries that I knew in Matt’s and found myself in, you know, a
horrible abandoned warehouse, you know, and that he’d turned it into a warehouse that I
could actually get lost in. And I, it’s true, probably I transferred some of that on to that
Turner Prize piece, but I liked what he did, you know, I liked that. I liked that. Other
Turner Prize things that I’ve liked? Well I did love Isaac Julien’s, both Isaac Julien’s
films and I was astonished when he didn’t win that. I mean I wasn’t astonished,
politically speaking it’s a bit like X Factor, d’you know what I mean, I know who’s going
to be thrown out, but I was [laughing] astonished because I thought those were
marvellous, marvellous films and I can sort of still see those split screens and I can still,
you know, hear the voices. So I think I thought that was kind of marvellous stuff. [pause]
Yeah, that’s what sticks in my mind at this moment, but…

So what’s the kind of, the feeling, the impact that it has on you, good work?

Oh, good work, I wish I’d made it. Absolutely. If I think Jesus, I wish I’d made it, I wish
I’d thought of it, I wish I’d made it, that’s it for me. And sometimes that happens when
I’m looking at students’ work. And sometimes that happens when I’m looking at
something that’s 500 years old and sometimes that happens when I’m looking at, you
know, something in the Serpentine or whatever, you know. When I’m looking at Elsworth
Kelly or something, I think I wish I’d thought of that colour, I wish I’d thought of that
shape.

In terms of a clever idea?
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Oh, just a thrill. Just the thrill of looking at something that’s – no, I think once
something’s a clever idea, then I could have had a clever idea. That’s too much thinking,
if you see what I mean. Yeah, just that kind of whoomph of well, good grief, I wish I’d
thought of that and it just blows you away. And it might be a clever idea, but that’s not
what you first think, you know. You don’t look at a Bridget Riley and think that’s a
clever idea, you look at a Bridget Riley and think, ahhhh, what’s happening, what’s
happening, why is it happening, how is it happening this thing that’s happening, this
drawing you in and this telling you to fuck off at the same time that her work does.
Bloody brilliant, you know, so it’s that. [laughs] And… yeah, so that’s how I kind of,
that’s what I’m measuring. But if you don’t live in London that doesn’t happen to you
accidentally. You don’t think I’ll just pop in here, I’m just on my way to my mum’s, I’ll
just pop in here because I’m half an hour early and I’ll just dive in and dive out. And then
things, you know, your whole life is turned round because you’ve just happened into a
such-and-such show on the way to somewhere. Or somebody says, come out to dinner
with me and – but I’ve got to go to this opening first, come with me, promise we’ll only
spend twenty minutes in there. You go, you meet somebody, da da da da da. That doesn’t
happen not in London and so you function in a different kind of way with it. It’s a kind of
measured sort of way, rather than a kind of it constantly bumping into you and
undermining you and giving you a boost all in one day. You can become a bit immune to
it, a bit distanced from it. Which is not a good thing I don’t think, but it’s a way of
working.

[End of Track 12]
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[Track 13]

Right. Okay, yeah, so in our previous recording you were telling me about the first
incarnation of The Elbow Room and at what point did you decide or have to move it?

Well in fact The Elbow Room was only in Vine Yard for that one show. Paul Tutton was
converting that set of warehouses into luxury flats and I really captured that one whole
warehouse floor halfway between in being wrecked and derelict and it being a luxury flat,
so it was never a long-term thing. So the next incarnation of it, I mean it absolutely had to
be somewhere else and by this time Maud was much more involved in the whole idea of
The Elbow Room and I think she thought that there were interesting things that could be
done with it and we got a space from Acme Artists, which was a derelict house in Martello
Street, sort of round the corner from the first Matt’s Gallery. And really, sort of camped
there some of the time and some of the time we were living in odd, different sort of rooms
and flats and put on really only about two or three group shows of black artists’ work.
And that was a strange kind of time really, because we were both interested in this kind of
different way of showing things and, but I suppose it wasn’t quite as interesting as the way
of working in the middle of town, in Vine Yard, because I didn’t spend anywhere near as
much time actually talking to artists about their work. It became again that kind of, I’ve
got this idea for a show, bring your work along, if you see what I mean. And I might be a
kind of accidental collaborator but I don’t think I’m that good at collaborating on ways of
curating, I think that was a lot why I couldn’t work with that Whitechapel show in that
way and a lot of the reason why Elbow Room could only survive like that for a very short
amount of time. And – because we have different ways of thinking about artists I have
this overwhelming desire to help ideas grow and the putting it on the wall is part of that
but not the only thing of that and Maud was more interested in getting artists whose work
was known in a black art sort of circle, like Rasheed Araeen or Tam Joseph, Eddie
Chambers and seeing if we could sell it, basically. Either selling it for charity; we did one
show that was a charity show for sickle cell anaemia, so we gave the takings to the Sickle
Cell Anaemia fund, charity and we did another show that was a selling show. And of
course, you know, that was probably the most naïve thing really, because as I would be
able to tell you after ten minutes of doing that, there’s no point in attempting to do a
selling show unless you’ve spent five years nurturing your buyers. You can only sell once
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really to people who are friends of yours or relatives of yours or whatever, and once in a,
sort of for a charity thing, you know. So you can do that on a sort of small scale, but in
some ways our kind of methods of thinking about shows, our ideas about and our ideas
about curating kind of hit each other head on and it became I suppose one of the first of
many schemes we did together where it cost me a great deal of money. So, it made quite
an impact because of the area that it was in. I don’t think for one tiny, minute moment
Robin Klassnik saw it as a rival, even though it was round the corner, but I think it was
interesting to Maureen Paley and Robin Klassnik that we were attempting to function on
their territory, but not with that kind of professionalism or expertise really that they had.
But it was an interesting intervention to make into that early East End territory, it just
wasn’t really in that manifestation as well thought through as it might have been. And we
were still not either applying for or it being suggested particularly that I got grants for
running these spaces. I knew quite a lot about grants for running art spaces as I’d been on
these art boards, but that wasn’t really the way that Maud wanted to work and I’m not sure
actually, all that form filling in, I’m still not that brilliant at it, that I wanted to work either.
It was, you know…

Why not?

Why not? Well, it’s funny, somebody asked that more recently, but I think I was so used
to wanting [knocking sound in background] to do things in exactly the way [interference
on sound] that I actually want to do them, that accepting money then mucks up the kind of
way of doing it. I’ll answer that.

[break in recording?]

I spoke to him, I’ve had an argument with the plumber.

[break in recording]

Yes, why not. Yes, I think I more or less said that. Yeah. I… I like to do things in a
particular way and I think I’ve always been aware that if you’re applying for grants you do
need to do things in a particular way that’s different to how I want to do it. So things,
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yeah I think probably things might have different had The Elbow Room become an Arts
Council or Greater London Arts funded gallery. And again, maybe if I’d stayed in
London longer, sort of had the kind of argument about the two different ways of running a
space and won the argument, that it’s more interesting to run a space that’s about
developing artists’ ideas than it is about selling work, then I might have gone for that. But
I did witness the hoops that Robin Klassnik has had to jump through in order to run that
space in the way that he runs it. Now that’s not the way I’d want to run a space, I don’t
ever want to work that closely with the artists as he does, but you know, only really, really
recently in the twenty-five years has his way of working been about some of, about selling
work, it’s been about developing ideas. And Arts Council or Regional Arts Boards may
say that that’s what they’re interested in, but you usually have to, if you don’t have – if it’s
not about selling, it’s about people that come through the door and although we could
have probably ticked all kinds of boxes about who came through the door – yes, black
people came through the door, single mothers came through the door, da da da, the sorts of
places that shall we say, other galleries might have had difficulty proving that they were
reaching a diverse audience or a multicultural or ethnic minority, whatever it was called
those days, I think there would have still been other hoops, I think. I don’t know, I’m not
sure that I thought that an Arts Council kind of grant would have been sufficient to
encourage artists to be as ambitious as I wanted them to be. It would have been about
keeping everything just so and I wasn’t about doing that. So that’s, I think that’s the
reason why I avoided that. That kind of grant run place.

And how did your own views differ from Maud’s as regards to putting on those shows?
Did you mean that she was interested in selling the work?

Yes, very much so. She very much would put on work and want to sell it. Yeah it was
about selling it, it was about – which was sensible in some ways, but I’d still say that if
that’s your aim you need to have worked very hard on building up your buyers. So you
can want to sell it in the same naïve way as I might want to win the Turner Prize, but you
have to know the kind of [laughs] how you’re gonna do it, you have to have a plan. Yeah,
so that’s where we would differ, in a way we’d disagree really. Yeah, in some ways I
think yes, you’re right that if work is sold then that it enters the canon in a different and
very important and significant and gonna be for long-term way, but it’s got to be the right,
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in inverted commas, people buying it. And the right people telling them to buy it. And it
wasn’t like that, it was like a shop, it was much more that sort of way of thinking so it was
just hard work really.

What was the space like?

It was a house. Quite a nice sort of spacious villa-ey sort of house that looked on to a bit
of green, sort of, on the sort of L-shape of Martello Street. So there were sort of two big
rooms downstairs and two big rooms upstairs. Very light sort of rooms, bit kind of leaky
and yeah, kind of leaky and derelict I suppose, much in the way of the sort of idea of an
alternative space. I’m sure if we’d stuck at it we could have made it into rather a kind of
beautiful sort of space, but it needed serious money into the infrastructure of how it was
running. I think for me, probably The Elbow Room was something that you just, that you
just did when you feel like it. I didn’t think I really wanted to run a space. I think The
Elbow Room was an idea. Oh, I’ll do another Elbow Room show now and I’ll do it here.
But I don’t know that running a gallery – it’s a bit like running a shop, you know, I think
I’m quite interested in the idea of running a shop but I’m not that interested in the idea of
sitting in it all day, you know, and running it and making it make money and all those
sorts of things. Yeah. For me I think it was more of an idea of a sort of moveable feast
rather than setting up a gallery, commercial or otherwise. The beginning of many
disagreements, that were sort of quite vociferous disagreements with Maud but that were
quite interesting in terms of seeing how somebody else’s strategy ran. Somebody with,
who was very ambitious, and so seeing how her, how somebody else’s strategy ran was
always interesting to me, but it wasn’t ever I don’t think the same. We never had the same
idea about how to do something.

So can you tell me a little more about the shows that you put on in that space?

Well, I suppose the work in them was work that could fit into that kind of domestic sort of
size space, so people very much were giving us paintings or works on paper. There
wasn’t much floor-based work, although I think that that’s the sort of, we might have
moved into that, but I suppose it was very, the ideas were very sharp, you know, some
great, a great piece by Eddie Chambers that was just a piss take really of that sort of
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British explorer going through the jungle sort of thing, in which he’d made prints from a
kind of comic book thing and altered it. So he was, he was pulling apart that whole idea
of British manhood and Englishness and masculinity. So really, you know, delightful kind
of sharp and cutting edge sort of pieces of work like that, but presented in a very kind of
conventional sort of way, you know, framed sort of work. There was none of that sort of
hospital bed sheet, book on a plinth kind of stuff, installation stuff at all. You know,
again, it was sort of interesting, quite political ideas but in a very conventional sort of
way. I mean you can tell by Rasheed Araeen showed with us, which was astonishing. I
can’t entirely remember what the piece was like, but again it was a much smaller sort of
collage piece of his rather than some sort of, rather than a large photographic piece or
anything that sort stepped out of his way of working really. So they were the sort of
pieces again I suppose that you might show in an open show, you know, and I think I
found that quite disappointing really because I wasn’t really developing anything. I guess
in a funny sort of way that bit of The Elbow Room was much more about developing an
audience than - and getting a whole particular area of up-and-coming galleries used to the
idea that there was a sort of other world out there, a political black world that could
function in, in that milieu, you know. So maybe it was much, maybe it was successful in
that kind of brief way, that kind of either getting some people very interested or making
some people a little bit nervous for the brief time that it was there. So in that way it was
really quite good, now I kind of look back on it, optimistically. [laughs] But I don’t know
that if you asked today whether anyone would know that space or the work that was seen
there. I never showed Tam Joseph’s work again, I think that’s a pity, you know, I think
he’s an interesting painter and made some very funny paintings and some very accessible,
I don’t know, funny, well thought through paintings that had a sort of – they weren’t
insular, you know, he had his eye on the South African political situation, he had his eye
on cultural tourism, he had his eye on kind of capitalist, you know, how one dealt with
those sort of, being radically left-wing and liking shoes, you know. He kind of [laughs], I
don’t know, I liked the way he worked but I never showed his stuff again after that, which
was a pity.

What did his paintings look like?
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Well I suppose they sort of, they don’t look like cartoons but they’re painted in a very sort
of flat way and they’re very figurative and they’re rather sexy paintings I suppose as well.
He was never afraid of painting fancy cars or curvy women or, you know, they’re not
really like anybody’s paintings I have to say, but yeah, they were kind of – and the were
bold, bright, spacious sort of paintings, lots of yeah, lots of cars and cigarettes and women
in them somehow. [laughs] I suppose they were the sort of things that might have been
painted by the Harlem Renaissance men in a way. I think maybe those were the kind of
influences. They had a kind of black American feel to them I guess.

What did you think about that work, the Harlem Renaissance work?

Well, some of it I adored. I mean I love Romare Bearden’s work, especially the collages.
I just think they’re some of the finest work that’s ever been made actually. It’s beautifully
poetic, understands the sort of, the everydayness of love and loss and I love the kind of, I
suppose the belonging of street scenes and parties and how that work was about the world
he lived in, his mother’s world, his friends’ world, his world. And was made from the
stuff that everybody was reading, so it was made from cut up magazines and cut up bits of
wallpaper and, you know. Yeah, I think Romare Bearden absolutely fantastic. Jacob
Lawrence as well, I like the way that he has, he had the nerve to make whole series I
suppose of elevating heroes, elevating important people to sort of heroic visibility I guess.
Those are kind of very beautiful paintings. I suppose they’re the two that I look at and
have looked at the most. Yes, probably. But I spent a lot of time looking at that work, but
not necessarily really trying to make work like it. Perhaps being slightly more influenced
by that being a way of living your life, a way of making a difference and constructing a
sort of environment in which artists, poets, musicians might all kind of interact. I think I
was interested in recreating that perhaps without really knowing that that’s what I was
trying to do. Yeah.

And did Maud or yourself show your own work at The Elbow Room?

I don’t remember doing so, no. I don’t think it was about that really. No. I can’t think
that I would even have had the sort of – we were too much going from place to place
without any place to make the stuff either. You know, so no, it wasn’t about that.
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Had you moved out of Marlowe’s house by then?

Yeah, yeah, oh definitely. Yeah, but that sort of moving out of Marlowe’s house and
leaving London took quite a long time to do. I can’t really remember, you know what I
mean, conveniently. But yeah, we lived in, I don’t know, a couple of different sort of
places, unsuitable places, unsuitable for making things, places. So when Maud then
wanted to leave London because renting things, buying things was so much cheaper, of
course by that time I was kind of worn down really into thinking yeah, anything is better
than this.

What, were you staying with friends or…

No, just renting, you know, just renting flats really. One in Islington and one in I think
near… where that flower market is, back of the Geffrye Museum – Columbia Road, sort of
near there. Yeah, you know, and sometimes being in Martello Street and you know, it was
kind of totally unsatisfactory really. Sort of thing [laughing], very good idea to do when
you’re twenty [laughs], but you know, ridiculous thing to do when so much had been
achieved in a way. It was mad. So a kind of, a life with a little bit more stability and
structure seemed like a good idea. So moving out of London always seemed like a bad
idea, except in its relation to that.

And how brief was The Elbow Room in Martello Street?

Really short, really short. I think it must have been, again, just a few months. You know,
maybe six, something like that. So kind of impactful in certain ways, but short.

And how did it end?

Well that’s interesting you know, because it was another case of just sort of leaving things.
Not leaving pictures but just leaving all kinds of stuff that I had brought from place to
place. So there were things; books and some probably quite treasured possessions actually
that I’d taken – that were mine – but that I’d taken from when I lived at Marlowe’s and
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they were there in Martello Street rather than in any of the flats we rented or rooms we
rented or whatever and one of the times we must have gone north and stayed somewhere
for a bit and then I came back down again to organise picking up all the stuff, moving it
out, and it had gone. And so there was another whole period – I mean quite a few times in
my life actually there’s these whole periods of time when there’s lots of stuff, like masses
of records or books or whatever that I’ve left behind or lost. So I think there are quite a
few, strangely enough not particularly the art, because lots of the art was in Blond’s store.
But just kind of stuff, ordinary, everyday stuff; ornaments or some books and records and
those sort of things kind of disappeared. So it just sort of ended rather kind of crankily
really. Turning up at the place with another friend of mine who had her car and finding
that there was nothing to pick up or move anywhere because Acme had decided we
weren’t coming back and moved some other people into it. And they were, they didn’t
seem to be artists actually, but maybe they were, but they seemed to be actually living
there, not using it as a sort of making space or anything. So, got back in the car and went
away. So it really ended – but quite a lot of things at that time ended, started and ended in
that way, sort of quite chaotically I suppose. And I think that’s probably what, from that
time on, made me sort of, although it doesn’t necessarily look like it, but sort of strive
towards a slightly more organised way of being. I think actually that is more how I like to
be.

Did you lose anything precious?

Well I lost this great little book actually, that I used to love when I was a child. And it
was a book of, a story called Samburu, it was a little boy called Samburu who lived in a
little village in West Africa – and it was photographs, it wasn’t a book of illustrations, but
it was a simple child’s book, you know, and it showed you how Samburu washed his
clothes and how Samburu cleaned his teeth and what Samburu’s mother did all day, you
know what I mean, it was a very lovely little book. And I lost that and in a way, strangely
enough that’s probably the only thing I can remember and the only thing that actually - so
therefore the only thing that mattered. It was a funny little book, I don’t really know –
except that of course it was absolutely a mirror, absolute mirror of my life. I never lived
my life in a little African village, but it was a black person in a book and I liked it for that
reason. Yeah, it was a very nice little sort of six inch by six inch hardback children’s
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book. And it obviously just got dumped with a load of other stuff. Never mind, I could do
book search and look for it to find it again. [laughs] So no, I don’t know, nothing
precious that I can think of, not photographs, I didn’t lose any photographs that were
important to me, you know, of my father or anything like that. No, I didn’t lose any art.
Just sort of stuff really I think. Quite a lot of books and quite a lot of records.

I wanted to talk about the State of the Art exhibition.

Yeah.

Well I was interested that it happened at the ICA. You spoke before about being
disappointed about there being no follow-ups to The Thin Black Line and how did it
happen to be at that venue?

Well, because State of the Art, the television series was written and directed and all the
rest of it, by Sandy Nairne, he and James Lingwood from Artangel now, but made the
show State of the Art from the TV series, if you like. So it wasn’t a black show because
the TV series, you know, spread right across Warhol and all kinds of people. And so it
was on at the ICA because Sandy Nairne used to be the visual arts person at the ICA
before Declan McGonagle and so he obviously knew everyone there very well and that
was an obvious place to put the show of a TV series. And I was a tiny part of that State of
the Art series, I think there were at least six episodes of it and I appeared in two episodes.
The black episode, obviously – I don’t know what it was called, something more polite
than that, but also another one, another episode, but I think maybe we were talking
perhaps more about organising, more about curating. I’m not sure. But I kind of had two
roles in that. So, it ended up in the ICA because Sandy Nairne was probably in a funny
sort of way still is very much part of that. So it was easy I think for him to put on a show
there. I mean I saw it briefly, but by that time I wasn’t living in London. I saw the shows
themselves actually on a TV set in Glasgow, in Maud’s mother’s house. And so I sort of
completely missed out on being with the people that were in the show as the programmes
were coming out, so that was kind of peculiar. Was definitely like seeing yourself in some
other, on some other planet strangely. It was very weird, having been part of something –
and you know, if you’re in TV things anyway, you don’t really feel part of it because you
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have to repeat things and all that sort of stuff, over and over again. So you don’t feel kind
of part of it, but I think Sandy Nairne did try to sort of galvanise a kind of set of
discussions and obviously the show and the book itself and everything, around the TV
things, but I was kind of on the periphery of it, not really engaging. I think I was kind of
unhappy not to be engaging with it, but once I’d left London I didn’t really have any
money to keep going backwards and forwards, you know. But it was very, very nice to
see my work, which I think, which I think [laughs] – it’s interesting to think what piece of
work it was, but I think it was Running Women, I think it was those two women running
along the beach I’d taken from a Picasso painting that I put in that show. But I just visited
it once. Now for me it wasn’t really about the show, the show was a sort of, again, a bit of
an advert for the book and the TV programme. I think by that time Sandy Nairne was
much more interested in the sort of questions and answers I suppose you could get from
interviewing people and by writing than, momentarily, than he was about what you could
achieve by putting on a show. So the show was really a kind of side issue.

Did you notice any particularly impact coming from that, in that, you know, TV exposure
or you know, the book, things like that – did you notice…

For me, absolutely none whatsoever. Absolutely no effect whatsoever. But I can’t
emphasise enough how different life is if you don’t live in London when things like that
are happening. Because I never came across anybody, except people I was related to, who
were watching it. It was one of those things that was on at a funny time of night, quite late
at night and it was a hard work art show, you know, where serious questions were asked
and answered. It wasn’t your sort of, it wasn’t full of soundbites, you know, it was quite a
kind of, he was trying to dig quite deep I think. Much, much later of course I realised that
it’s used, it was used by lots and lots of art lecturers in art schools. You know, a bit like
that way of, you’ve got small children, of bunging a video on, you know. It was very
much used in that sort of, oh well now let’s watch a video. We can do, you know, what’s
happening in the art world all over the world from several different angles, either from a
money angle or from a collecting angle or from a, identity angle, all in one set of
programmes. So it was a great teaching tool, so in that way then it had that impact on me
much later because people knew who I was from having taught or been taught with that set
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of videos. But at the time it was on it didn’t make any difference at all. I quite liked the
way I looked on the telly though I must say. I kind of liked that. [laughs]

Tell me more.

Well I don’t know, I just thought I sounded very articulate and looked as if I knew what I
was talking about and I quite liked that. But I haven’t done any television since or not, no
not really. I mean not in that way, not in that intense way. But I’d have thought I’d be
quite good at it.

[interruption – break in recording]

Okay. And the other one that happened when you weren’t in town was The Other Story.

Oh yeah.

In 1989.

Yeah.

So how did you get to know about it, first of all?

Well, I would think, I’m sure I can’t remember, but I would think because it was quite a
well put together sort of show and the Hayward put a lot of money and time and thought
into it and I would think that that was an official letter from the Hayward Gallery that was
accompanied by an unofficial letter or different kind of letter from Rasheed Araeen
inviting me to be in it. And I was pretty pleased to be in it, I have to say. Showing in the
Hayward Gallery did not, you know, it was pretty hot, seemed to me. Again, it was one of
those shows that they wanted work that was made already, so I put in the Carrot piece that
was in the ICA show, the, a set of paper works that I had made for a show called
Depicting History for Today that was about the life of, a day in the life or a sort of, a life
of, not really the day in the life, the daily life shall we say, of Toussaint L’Ouverture.
And…
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Who’s that?

Oh, he was, he led a, he was a slave who lived in Haiti and led the first successful slave
revolution if you like, slave rebellion in sort of 1790s, and I’d read a lot of stuff about him,
mostly a book by C L R James called Black Jacobins and then another book, rather easier
to read, a sort of almost –not really children’s version, but a very simple version of his
life, by another author who I can’t remember her name. That was also, but it was very
useful because those, juxtaposing those two books together was useful. So I made that
piece and they showed, that was a series of watercolours; two images on each sheet of
paper, so a sort of long shot, shall we say, of Toussaint in his tent working out the next
sort of battle plan and then another image on the same page might have been a close up of
the map that he was sort of constructing. And [laughing], it’s funny actually that I
mentioned Darcus Howe earlier because he had an objection to that which somehow
filtered to me. I’ve no idea how these things filtered to me, but he was rather upset, again
I think that I – it’s to do with whether you’re the right person to be doing a thing and I
think, you know, I can see where that’s coming from, but anyway. So I think he thought
that he didn’t really understand why I was the person as that wasn’t my background, I
wasn’t from the Caribbean, I wasn’t descended from slavery, why I was making this piece
and why it was being shown in the Hayward and that why I was therefore seen to be
telling the story of Toussaint L’Ouverture. And I think he is related actually in some way
to C L R James. So I was kind of given the impression that C L R James wouldn’t have
approved, which I think is nonsense because since then Gilane Tawadros asked me to
make a second set of Toussaint watercolours to give as a present from inIVA to Stuart
Hall, his sort of retiring from inIVA present. And I think if Stuart Hall thought that C L R
James wouldn’t have approved, there was no way that he’d be as delighted as he seems to
be with this set of work, d’you know what I mean? So I think that was just another
weirdly silly piece of gossip to try to undermine me, which having remembered it, it
probably did but it didn’t really stop me doing stuff, you know. But I was rather aware
that there were people that thought that, you know, that I shouldn’t be doing this, that I
was too white or too posh or too something, I don’t know. Not very posh. Yeah. But, I
did do an interesting thing for that show. They wanted me to remake the wall piece that
I’d made for The Thin Black Line; three women at a fountain, which was a remake of a
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Picasso, Three Women at the Fountain. What I’d done at the ICA was made the three
women black women and they were sort of waiting for and shouting about Nelson – they
were waiting for Nelson Mandela to be released. And this was years before he was
released and lots of us were making work that was kind of willing him to be let go. It was
kind of in those days when people were talking about him obviously, political people were
talking about him, but newspapers and cultural people weren’t. So lots of us at that time
were making work about Nelson Mandela, so this remake was a canvas work, again a
painting and collage that revisited three women patiently, I suppose making water
libations I suppose and magic spells even, to attempt to get him released. So it was a good
thing to remake, I enjoyed it actually, I don’t think I mind remaking stuff. Though I don’t
know what’s happened to that piece. Somewhere in the, it’s lost in the mists of time
somewhere. And it was a fantastic show to be in. Again, you know, I could walk to the
very spot where that work was shown. You had to walk through the entire show to get to
it, just because of where it was sort of placed in the galleries. I think it wasn’t surprising
that it got completely panned. It was written about, mostly by social commentators rather
than art people. It was, I suppose it was quite fashionable to make criticisms I suppose of
those sorts of shows, they were seen by art people to be survey shows, in their opinion
clunkily put together. They weren’t explorations of new ways of working. But it was a
lovely show to be in, from that coming down from the north and sort of visiting it sort of
way. It was the loneliest private view though I think I’ve ever been in, because it was
packed, absolutely packed. But I kind of lost communication with lots of the people that
were in it, so I only had polite, visitor, tourist conversation. I didn’t have, well you know
if it’s private views there’s not that sort of space for real conversations, so that was kind of
strange to be in that.

What d’you mean, you’d lost communications?

Well, when I moved out of London I didn’t really communicate with a lot of the artists
that I’d been working with for the previous, well I don’t know, six years. It sounds
ridiculous to say so now and I think she would probably dispute it, but I think Maud didn’t
really want me to be part of that any more and wanted me to concentrate on making my
own stuff rather than supporting other artists. And I was sort of torn between those two
kinds of ways of being and a bit lost really. And I didn’t really know how to be. So really
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what happened to me, when I would come to London to sort of engage with these shows,
to come to the openings or to maybe be part of doing a talk or something, I’d just be in,
really in a hurry to leave again. Maybe it was because I think I knew I’d made a mistake,
I guess. In leaving.

So soon?

Oh yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. Yeah, so soon. I knew it was a mistake to do it, but I couldn’t
really work out, possibly because I spent a lot of time thinking about making work and not
enough time about how you were supposed to live your life. You know, those sort of
practical things. But I couldn’t work out how to do it, I couldn’t work out how to live in
London or how to be, so I think I just allowed myself to do something else and go
somewhere else. Which now, you know, has been fantastically successful and interesting
and in some ways I’m incredibly glad I did it, but I had to make the situation work for me
in a way. And learn very, very slowly about what it was I really wanted and what was
really important.

So did that mean a kind of deliberate not contacting people?

Well I suppose I didn’t, you see I don’t think I knew really what I would be contacting
them for. I was so used to talking to artists about their work and about what we were
gonna do next and about how we were going to I don’t know, publicise it or store it or
make it or transport it or whatever, but if I wasn’t doing that I didn’t really have anything
to say except about how much I missed them and missed that way of being. And I know
they’d have just said to me, why don’t you just come back and I’m sure they would, a lot
of them would, but I didn’t really know how to. That sounds totally pathetic now and in
some senses I think it was, I think I was just, I just lost my way temporarily, you know. I
don’t really have anything more articulate to say about it except that’s how it felt at the
time and that’s still, thinking about it, how it felt.

D’you know how any of the artists that you’d worked with, d’you know how any of them
felt about you leaving, given that you had occupied a particular kind of role in London?
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No I don’t really. No. I mean although I’ve talked to Ingrid and to Sonia and to Sutapa
since, no. I’m not entirely sure, I would think that – ‘cos I knew they were very, very
clever artists and I knew that they knew each other and I knew they knew what they were
doing and that, I think I pretty much knew that they would have been successful without
me being there, it was just I had a particular way of wanting to do things. But they still,
they were still incredibly hardworking, ambitious, good artists, you know. So I don’t
think I thought that at the time it would necessarily make a difference to them if I wasn’t
there, it just made a difference to me, I kind of missed that. So no, I don’t know, I’d never
I suppose have thought to ask them. It’s not – by that time they weren’t isolated artists
just out of art school, you know, they were showing and they were having relationships
and having children and you know. ‘Cos they were, all of them were about maybe six or
eight years younger than me and so were at that stage anyway of finding sort of what they
were going to do alongside making art. So I suppose some of them were finding partners
and beginning to have children, so you know, I didn’t actually think that I’d left a hole in
their lives in any way, so it wasn’t anything that I discussed with them if you know what I
mean. Yeah. But that was an odd thing. It was an odd thing that happened really.
Having been so intensely kind of in the midst of something to then leave that very
suddenly as well. But you know, inIVA was growing and becoming… and the Black Art
Gallery in Finsbury Park is still there. And people were being asked to be in exhibitions
because of having been in those shows, and teaching. And so in a way it was pootling
along in its own way, you know. Yeah, I mean I guess Donald Rodney had a show at
Chisenhale, Keith got a small show at the Hayward, you know, later on. Sonia showed in
a, the whole of the top floor, that very nice sort of smaller space on the top floor at the
Whitechapel. And so, you know, quite significant things were beginning to happen for
those people in that sort of time so… yeah. I wouldn’t think to ask them at all what
difference it made that I wasn’t there. None I don’t think, you just go down one path
don’t you and not another one. But how would you know if that person isn’t there.

Aside from the shows in London that you’d had close involvement with, were there other
key shows, you know, for example the black art movement, were they doing things that had
a particular impact that you can recall?
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Well I think by that time they were doing things more as separate artists and really by the,
you know, by the tail end of the eighties… I guess, well yeah again, as I say, once I’d sort
of left London I didn’t go back a lot, you know, just occasionally from time to time. I
kind of became I suppose more aware of what was happening in the rest of the country,
but I suppose that seemed, I can’t think of any particular shows at this moment, but it sort
of seemed a bit as if they were catching up in a way with some of those, you know, some
of the most important shows, there are some things like the early Mappin show, those
early black shows happened out of London, but in the places where they hadn’t happened,
they were still sort of happening in that same sort of way. So as I say, I was aware of
those solo shows those people I just mentioned were having, and I was looking at those,
but I don’t think I really know what the Black Art Group were doing. Once I was actually
working at Rochdale Art Gallery I then started to put on a Donald Rodney solo show and
Claudette Johnson solo show and it was my idea when I started to work at Rochdale Art
Gallery that I would begin again to kind of start to work with artists but I only did it for a
couple of years and I did it sort of under the roof of Rochdale, if you know what I mean.
So they were almost survey shows, but by one person, so they got money to make new
work but it was mostly a sort of survey show. So still wasn’t quite working in that, let’s
be brave and put something on in a space that isn’t necessarily an art gallery. It was very
much in a beautiful art gallery space, but that’s sort of the way I worked with artists, with
those artists after I left London, was as an assistant curator at Rochdale. And in two years
I didn’t do very much, but – and not quite in the same way that I would have done. So I
suppose in answer to your question, I’d go and see exhibitions by people that I knew. I’d
go to the Black Art Gallery in Finsbury Park but I’m not sure that late that Eddie and
Donald and Keith were still showing there. And I hardly ever went to anything that inIVA
were putting on in London, but of course many of the things that happened outside
London they had facilitated, so there were exhibitions at the Cornerhouse, an exhibition at
the Cornerhouse curated by Keith Piper and Marlene Smith, which was interesting in that
it had people like Roshini Kempadoo in it, who’s a photographer, who I never really
showed when I was showing work, but who makes sort of - now she’s making films - but
she was making interesting photographs at the time. And I think they might, I think that
whole show at the Cornerhouse was sort of, was a lot about how black people had been
represented I suppose in adverts, or on television, or in the movies and so they were
making shows that were kind of bringing up those sort of interesting questions and using
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them, using art shows as a sort of starting point for a debate. I guess I was pretty annoyed
I wasn’t in those shows, but they were good.

Can I ask a question that I forgot to ask along the way in that at the time of doing Black
Woman Time Now and Thin Black Line, at that time, what were the men doing in terms of
putting on shows?

Well, they were being pretty angry that I was making these shows. I suppose they were
having, they were carrying on putting on shows all over the country, less in London I
think. So… yeah, they were working as individuals, they were working together and they
were yeah, I’d say they were making exhibitions all over the country, still in those
galleries that had shown them all along I suppose. They didn’t come from London so that
sort of took longer. I think Donald Rodney, although he was very ill almost all of the
time, was showing say at Chisenhale, you know, in a show curated by Rasheed Araeen
and in his own show. There were poster projects around London that they participated in.
Eddie Chambers was starting the African and Asian Visual Artists’ Archive, which he ran
in Bristol and he was writing a lot, writing for Artists’ Newsletter. And Keith Piper was
showing solo in Birmingham. So you know, they were doing – and I suppose they were
having the sorts of conversations with David Bailey or with Stuart Hall or with Paul
Gilroy in the sense that we weren’t having. They were taking on the bigger questions of
the culture really, the whole kind of cultural strategies, cultural industry strategies even,
and having those sorts of conversations at the same time. I think that’s what they were
doing. …I mean… yeah, I’m trying to think in my head really whether – I definitely at the
time knew that if I hadn’t organised those shows in that way with those configurations of
those women, those women would not have appeared on the walls. Which is not to say in
time they wouldn’t, they certainly would have appeared on the walls because they were
those kind of women, they were making good stuff and they didn’t need, you know, they
didn’t need someone to sort of carry things on for them necessarily, but I think that kind of
making an impact, saying this is an all woman show and not only is it an all woman show,
which in a sense feminists, white feminists had stopped doing because you just got, you
know, you weren’t taken very seriously if you did it, I think because we weren’t looking
to be taken seriously by a white press or by other, or by white artists or whatever, we were
aiming to have a conversation with other black women, well I wasn’t really concerned
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with whether it was taken seriously by those people. So, I suppose I’m thinking about the
ICA. I could have put anything on those walls and I decided to do that. I’m not sure that
any of those men thought that was a particularly good idea, but I think they would have
liked to have been in that show, but they were not stupid and they could see that it was
still simply a corridor. It wasn’t as if we had the whole of the ICA. Now, I might have
made a different show then, but you know, it was a tiny thin slice of a great space and I
suspect that they thought and knew that they could do a lot better than that and that I think
they probably thought that that was a sort of, would be one of many shows. In fact it
turned out not to be. Was shocking actually [laughs], in a way.

Why do you think it didn’t?

I think it just went out of fashion, it simply went out of fashion. The water was tested and
it was found that you could get away with not doing it. Who was going to protest? You
know, we were supported and backed by these local authority agendas and the art world
versus a local authority agenda, you know, you know who has more impact on what is
shown in the best spaces. You can only, once you’ve done your black show then you’ve
ticked the box and you don’t need to do it again and I think those spaces understood that,
realised that and that’s what they went with. I think that was short-sighted because I think
there were some great artists in there who really could have done with even more
nurturing and support and they could have made one hell of an impact. I think it was a
lost opportunity for British art actually, not to have taken up some of that. Fantastically
ambitious people who worked very hard and were very, very clever. I think British art
now would have been rather a stronger thing if it had had that strand of very serious
political art happening as well as that strand of very flamboyant commercial art going
through it. I think those people, those Young British Artists learnt a lot from us and we
would have learnt a lot from them and we’d have been even more of a force to be
reckoned with I reckon. It would have been interesting, how those two worlds might well
have crossed over. Yeah, just went out of fashion. Something more commercial came
along, something you could write about that the press would actually take up, even if in a
totally silly way, came along. And… well it’s a funny thing too I suppose, I think all that
black art flourished very well in the incredibly harsh Thatcherite years, you know, you did
have something very real to contend with and maybe then as that whole enterprise culture
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took hold, because the art, our art was nothing to do with that and the steam had somewhat
perhaps gone out of that kind of protesting against Thatcher, the appetite for supporting
that opposition to the Conservative government and those sorts of – it just went out, you
know, they had other, they needed to survive as local authorities, people needed to survive
as human beings, so supporting a kind of lot of radical black artists probably was just too
knackering. Much easier and more in the sort of swing of things, but still seeming
rebellious, much better to support a set of people who understood commercialism but
understood how to break through every kind of what at the time seemed like every kind of
shocking taboo, at the same, was a much better strategy, being in and out at the same time.
Just went out of fashion. [laughs] It’s been interesting talking about it since, you know.
A whole lot of us when we were talking in 2001…

For?

For the, a conference organised by inIVA, AAVAA and sort of spearheaded by Sonia
Boyce and David Bailey and Ian Baucom from Duke University. A conference called
Shades of Black, which then subsequently turned into a book, also called Shades of Black.
And so we spent a lot of time actually giving papers about how we had seen black art in
the eighties and our part in it, what part collaborations played or what part archiving
played or sort of how aware were we of what else was going on. And the conversations
that sort of came from that… I think if we’d had that conference in London we all would
have left after the first morning really, because I’d say we realised that we didn’t have a
strategy for archiving that we should have had. I think that was my main sort of thing that
I had to say really, I’d realised that not enough people were keeping a record of what was
happening, there wasn’t enough evidence, we weren’t able to put that evidence back into
the teaching or back into the history. But yeah, but we thought we had strategies which
would have worked had things moved very quickly, but we didn’t reckon on things taking
a very long time and didn’t really have the sort of staying power I don’t think to get
anything to last as a sort of movement for longer than a decade. Now, I don’t know if that
really is what I was originally talking about really, but I think that decade was so much
about making something happen immediately. The shows were very short or they were
very big or they were, the deadlines for them were very short, the run-in to them very
short. That it was about it happening in the day. Some of us had our eye on history but
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not enough. Some people were writing, but perhaps not quite enough. And I don’t think
we made ourselves visible enough to the black Americans soon enough. I think that might
have helped us quite a lot to sustain it, if we’d made those alliances sooner. I think it took
rather more into the nineties before those alliances started to happen as those artists began
to feel quite comfortable and look to Europe to see what black people were doing in
Europe and realised that we had been doing things in the eighties that they didn’t know
about, but that we’d never told them about and you know, black Americans I guess are
really, we’ve a lot to thank them for, for sustaining a lot of what happened well into the
nineties when it went out of fashion here, they began to do sort of survey shows that
included us, there. But we were already history, if you know what I mean. That’s the sort
of – I don’t know, it’s been a funny thing about it really that I think one often found
oneself in a show that was looking back at something, instead of looking forward into
something. Not so much what will you do next, but what have you done already. I don’t
know.

[End of Track 13]
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[Track 14]

So it’s the seventh of November 2006 and yesterday you were telling me about your
leaving London, but before then you broke up with Marlowe after about six years or so
and alluded to problems, but what happened there?

Well, yeah I suppose it was totally and entirely how, just how I felt, if you know what I
mean. I was living in Marlowe’s house, before that I’d lived in Paul’s flat, you know, and
I suppose I sort of wasn’t really – I mean looking back on it, I don’t think I was really kind
of growing up. I was concentrating on making work, which isn’t great for learning how to
grow up, frankly. But I think what I wanted to do was sort of be my own person rather
than, I don’t know, rather than somebody who was sort of incapable of making decisions
and I think I sort of saw stretched before me a kind of, I don’t know, puppy dog existence
I think, where I’d be kind of comfortable and you know, safely sort of looked after in a
house that wasn’t mine and I think I kind of wanted to be braver than that and see if I
could be as, I suppose to see if I could be as brave about sort of bigger decisions about the
way I lived in the world in the same way as the sorts of ideas I had about putting on
exhibitions, if you see what I mean. I think it was sort of easy to make those kind of, I
don’t know, to be that brave in that kind of world where I was kind of rather safely
cosseted at home, not living with my mother, but sort of living that kind of life, sort of
protected in some way. And I thought, you know, I am simply never gonna kind of grow
up if I don’t do this. But of course what I did was leave in an incredibly teenage sort of
way. So instead of having long drawn out middle class conversations about it, about how
it wasn’t working really because I was feeling a bit pathetic and young and not really
earning a living, do you know what I mean, I’d just earn odd bits of money but it didn’t
really matter because I didn’t really have to pay for anything much, you know. And I
really, it wasn’t what the rest of my family do, they’re incredibly hard working sort of,
you know, people, they don’t sort of expect to be looked after by somebody else. But
instead of having a sort of proper conversation about that, I just left. You know, I just
walked out the door and in some ways caused a huge amount of uproar, from Marlowe’s
end, appearing to disappear. Because it was exactly what I used to do when I was a small
child, you know, I’d go and play and I knew where I was so I just expected everyone else
knew where I was. So it was kind of pathetic and I suppose I continued being a bit sort of
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hopeless for a while, still sort of floating round in odd small flats with Maud or small
rooms or trying to make these shows, for a little while. Then I think, you know, when I
moved north I thought really now I had to be, I had to really, really grow up. And then I
sort of haven’t been anything else but grown up ever since in terms of going out to work
every day and, you know, buying a house and being a kind of responsible person. But I
suspect in a kind of way of making up for that just floating around being a bit artistic for
[laughing] thirty years really, with people looking after me. So it was completely a sort of
decision on my part made without any consultation with anybody in a bit of a hurry.

So before then, you – I hadn’t really asked, but in terms of making a living, it hadn’t really
been a problem?

No. I didn’t really need to make a living you see. I mean I worked a bit as I said, doing
some community things, but that wasn’t real money, wasn’t real amounts of money. But I
didn’t have to pay any rent and I didn’t, you know, bought a bit of food, you know, didn’t
have to pay any bills. I mean I was completely looked after, which is why walking out the
door probably seemed even more unbelievable than if it had been some kind of equal
partnership, but it wasn’t and it didn’t feel right, the right thing to do, you know. I just
expect, I mean I expect that if I was the sort of person that had, it had been an equal
partnership, it would have remained that. That was the sort of, that was what went wrong
with it really. That wasn’t anybody’s fault, it wasn’t a sort of – I just easily fall into being
looked after if, you know, someone’s there to do it. And especially because I felt that the
work I was doing was incredibly important and there’s no way I could have done it if I’d
had to seriously, every single day go out and earn a living, five days a week, you know.

So, how did it come about that you sort of changed relationship? Did you go straight into
a new relationship or was there a time when you didn’t have that?

No. I think that’s a kind of pattern really. No I went straight out of one and into another.
That’s what I mean, it did take me rather a long time to become a bit more sort of, you
know, thinking person really. I think, certainly Maud was not the sort of person who
would tolerate me seeing two people, her and somebody else at the same time, so there
was no way that was going to happen and I’m not that good at that, I must say. And, but
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both of those women are incredibly strong women and although now I sort of might
appear to be that, I think at that time someone made a kind of, especially in that kind of,
my emotional life, somebody made a kind of strong enough suggestion that kind of made
sense in the moment, I’d think well, actually that’s not such a bad idea. Because I think I
reserved all my kind of careful thinking and all my workings out for the stuff I was
making or the events I was trying to make happen. And I don’t know, and I think Maud
could see that sort of with both our brains and both our kind of incredible ambition to
make certain political things work, that we could make this work. And I would think she
wouldn’t necessarily agree, but it seemed to me that it was always a kind of, a kind of
strategic, political, business sort of arrangement really in that we had some good ideas and
we didn’t entirely agree on – we didn’t really agree on anything, but we saw that as a kind
of strength. So that, if we could, for instance if we saw a situation and I would see it one
way and she would see it another way, and I think we’d think right, well we’ve probably
got the whole situation covered then because it’s either how you see it or it’s how I see it,
the combination of the two with a bit of thinking, we’ve probably got it sorted. And I
think with a lot of the sort of moves we made and things we tried to do, that was the
methodology we were using and that was exciting and interesting. Though she would
probably say that she did look after me, I think it was a kind of more equal sort of
relationship really.

But what about on an emotional level – what was it?

Well it was kind of… it was incredibly full of battles. I think we probably argued for
fifteen years, but some of the time we were arguing about, you know, how neither of us
could understand how the other one was behaving and some of the time we were arguing
about different strategies to, for doing things. And sometimes we were arguing about our
opinion of people. So I would say, from my point of view, from this end of it, it seemed
like from the very beginning one enormously long argument. But some of those
arguments were incredibly interesting, because I was arguing with somebody who I
considered to be very clever and I like to talk a lot and I like to argue and listen to how
people see things differently. And so although some of the arguments were, you know,
real rows, some of them were, you know, I’d learn something every single time I
disagreed about something and I think I became quite, I just got used to it. So it was a
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strange relationship in that it was always incredibly argumentative, but yeah, so at times it
was truly awful, but at times it was interesting. It’s hard to explain it now because now it
seems like such a ludicrous way to be, but at the time it seemed – and for a long time it
seemed, I don’t know… I suppose because the art was important, it’s really difficult to
explain, the art is just really important and if that was going well and I was making stuff I
wanted to make or whatever, then that was the important thing, the rest of it, I just think I
thought well, it’ll kind of take care of itself somehow or it’ll get better or it won’t. It was
important, but I don’t think I really realised till I was, you know, much older, you know,
that it’s what mattered most. So whether relationships were working or not was sort of, I
wasn’t entirely sure that I knew how they were supposed to work.

Were you in love?

I don’t know, it’s really, really hard to say. I don’t think so, now I look back. I don’t
think that, I don’t think I was. I think I was in love with making art, being an artist and…
I mean she would always say that I wasn’t and I would have protested in the middle of it
that I was, but I don’t think so. I think I… no, I don’t think so. I think it became – it’s
really difficult to explain how something was an incredibly important relationship and that
I think we even did some incredibly important things. But I don’t know… there wasn’t
the, I guess what it was is there wasn’t really the tenderness that there should have been. I
was just much too selfish I think, and preoccupied. So I still even then wasn’t
concentrating on what it actually means to care about what another person wants or needs.
I don’t think I knew how to do it.

Did you feel that you had to be in a relationship or, you know, did you think you could
have been on your own?

[laughs] Yeah, that is an extremely good question. … [laughs] What I’m thinking about,
it doesn’t seem to make any sense at all, but though I spent my whole childhood as an only
child, I’ve found as an adult that I don’t really like being on my own. I’ve said I can make
work with people in the room, I enjoyed that at art school, that the studios were actually in
houses, not big studios with sort of walls built round them, you know, chipboard walls or
whatever. I was always making work in front of lots of people and I’m sort of happy

Lubaina Himid Page 306
C466/249 Track 14

doing that, happier with human contact around and people around and someone to talk to.
I’m not actually that great at being on my own. So I think I do need to be in a
relationship, if that’s the question, I think the answer is yes. It’s just taken me rather a
long time to learn how to do it properly. [laughs] Because I’m also the sort of person that
needs a load of time to make work and now, a load of time to earn a living as well, you
know, at least for the past twenty years or fifteen years or whatever it’s been. So if you’re
in a relationship with me you have to be making work as well, or have – or, not mind
hanging about the studio for hours on end while I’m making it, or want to go off and do
other things. I’m not the sort of person who can devote whole evenings or weekends or
weeks on end to going on holiday or you know, going out to do things, I’m kind of still the
sort of person that does have in the back of my mind that a hundred something or others
have to be made by such-and-such a date. And I usually know it can be done, but I’ve
only recently learned to have a bit of a life as well. I didn’t really take that into
consideration.

[laughs] Okay. Could you tell me more about Maud in terms of her background, her
training, what sort of person she is?

Well, of course this is my view, which is probably very different from her view and the
things I would say she might not – she’s very much the sort of person who would want to
be the one that said what her background was or what sort of person she was I think, so
she may well say something completely different. But she was born in Glasgow in 1960
and her mother is from Glasgow and her father is from Ghana and her parents met each
other when her father was in Glasgow doing some medical training. Now their
relationship’s quite complicated and quite private and really she would need to tell you the
details of that. And she left, I mean she never really left home, she has a very close
relationship with her mother, but she left home when she was about sixteen and went to
London, to the London College of Fashion and really never went back to Scotland to live
until recently, but was always the sort of person that went back to Scotland at very regular
intervals. I mean she sort of never went back, but never left either really. She was very,
identify herself as Ghanaian and Scottish, do you know what I mean? And she, so she
went to the London College of Fashion, I think that’s what it’s called, and, but then, I
don’t if she, I think she completed that course but then sort of just started to make her way
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in the world really. She didn’t go into the fashion business and didn’t really go back into
sort of long-term, fulltime education till she did an MA at Derby, ooh, in about 1990,
something like that, yeah. We had conversations obviously about art education and by the
time we met and by the time she, she’d written and published poems by then and was
known as a poet, and I put her work in The Thin Black Line and it was visual work, it was
collage work, but it was collage and text sort of work and it was about the lives of writers
really.

Collage and text – what do you mean?

Well, there seemed to be, the text was poems that she had written, then the collages were
of I think it was black woman writers and sort of collaged photographs really, and her own
text, something like four of these pieces just sort of quite small paper works in frames.
And so really she, I suppose when I met her she wasn’t really a visual artist, what she was
was a shaker and mover and a writer and she organised a big sort of event called Check It
at the Drill Hall in London. She organised before we were together, before I knew her
well. So in some senses she and I were doing the same sorts of things but she was kind of
broadening the whole notion of what creativity was. I was very much sort of, even though
I’d done theatre design, I very much was sort of, thought in terms of visual art and she
thought in terms of black women’s creativity, so that she knew musicians, dancers, poets,
as well as visual artists. And I think she thought that visual artists were in fact the most
hopeless of them all really, the most sort of unable to cross, make sort of cross, you know,
were unable to do sort of musical things and written things in the way that sort of poets
and musicians and dancers could sort of see themselves in terms of visual culture as well,
do you know what I mean? So I think she was always rather impatient with visual artists.
And, but then I think the more we knew each other, the more we obviously talked about
visual art and she – because actually she could turn her hand to anything, she was actually
rather an amazing writer. I don’t really know how much writing she’s doing now, but her
poems and her plays were really quite brilliant, and the ideas she had. She’s the sort of
person who reads, who just reads the whole time and writes the whole time and then
makes a visual art piece quite quickly, so perhaps over a period of a few weeks, but the
thinking about it and the reading about it and the sort of, the idea brewing in her head has
gone on for months and other things might be kind of started and finished, written things,
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on the way to that. So it’s a completely sort of, in a way, untrained way of working. You
know, none of that kind of sketchbook nonsense and you know, planning the work in that
way. It was all happening in her head and then it would just, you know, with a great kind
of, usually gathering other people around her not to do the work but to kind of participate
in it. So a big series of nine photographs of Zabat which the V & A own, you know, all of
us who participated in the photographs, you know, had to be in the right place at the right
time, dressed in the right clothes with the right props and, you know, so she was the sort of
person who could organise and I suppose order people about to such an extent that we
would all be in the right place at the right time. So it was like an event. So in a sense that
piece of work might have been planned in a kind of invisible sort of way for months and
then it would happen in a day. And then much faffing about getting the print perfect, but
she wouldn’t be doing the print, she would get someone else to do it. So she was very
much… yeah, I mean a great thinker and very, I don’t know what the word is really. Sort
of spiritual and intuitive sort of visual artist as well, you know. Although the process she
used was invisible, you couldn’t actually see that happening. So yeah, kind of quite
extraordinary, I never really met anyone else before or since who made work quite in that
way, nor with the kind of spectacular results that some of those photographs had. But she
didn’t really start doing visual stuff to any degree till we met.

What was Zabat?

It was a sort of multi-faceted event. I think it took place over something like two or three
evenings and there were poets; Dorothea Smart who’s a black woman poet working in
London at the time, was one of the poets. I think there were musicians. I can’t think of
bands, but it was all women’s, black women’s creativity really. And there must have been
theatre pieces as well and it was a sort of culmination of a lot of the work I think that
she’d been doing with the women’s bookshop I think, Sisterwrite, up in Islington and I
think a women’s educational organisation as well that she worked with. And the publisher
of the, her first book of poems. He was a man called Desmond something, one of those
kind of great unsung heroes of British cultural life in that he started a publishing company
and published half a dozen sort of books which I think obviously meant a great deal to the
poets whose work it published. Marsha Prescott was another one. But then, you know,
the money ran out and his company kind of folded. But you know, one of those people
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who did something amazing. So yeah, I suppose it was more of a kind of music, poetry,
theatre, dance sort of black women’s two-day event than it was visual, but I think, I don’t
know actually whether that was a good experience for her or not, I think it was an
incredible achievement but she didn’t seem necessarily to want to do it continuously like
for a living, if you know what I mean. I mean I think that’s maybe, if we hadn’t met,
which would have been impossible, London’s too small for us never to have met, but if we
hadn’t kind of joined forces and left, I think there are some quite good sort of ways of
working in that way that would have been interesting. That would have cut across all sorts
of other poetry things that were happening at the time. But, quite a difficult thing to do,
organising events in that sort of way, I think finding – you need to have enough, I think
she must have had rather a lot of networks of those kind of literary sort of audiences
helped by the people at the Drill Hall who organised a lot of those sort of events at the
time.

And what was your part in the Zabat project?

Ah well. [laughs] A kind of unwilling participant I suppose. I loathed having that
photograph taken with a vengeance. I’d rather have just had a role in that whole project as
a runner arounder, you know, a gatherer of bits of fabric or props or, you know, maker of
cups of tea. I was all those things and I did do lots of the sort of, can see in the
background it’s a very simple trick to it. There’s lots of sort of, there’s sort of textured
kind of background, so I just did some of those with sort of crinkled paper and that sort of
thing, so I did do some of that kind of assistant type of work, but not in a particularly
creative way, in a kind of, you know, runner sort of way and I’d really rather not have
been in those photographs, but she wanted me to be in it. And she was incredibly nice to
everybody else [laughs], you know, in the things. I mean really she is a charming and
really, really nice woman, but we just, you know. I never quite did anything quite right or
I wasn’t concentrating or didn’t… So, and I never have and never did think of myself as a
beauty and so posing in a photograph in, dressed up, is my idea of a nightmare, you know.
If I could have spent my entire life in jeans and a t-shirt, I would have, you know, from
birth all I wanted to do was pull on the nearest two bits of clothing and do what needed to
be done. So dressing up, I loathe it. She loved it. And she wanted me to be that kind of
person, a very kind of glamorous person. She somehow saw a glamour that isn’t inside,
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do you know what I mean, I just, I’m not, I can’t be doing with it. So all the time of this
project I kind of dreaded – and, yeah, all the time leading up to it I kind of dreaded doing
it. Anyway, she had this idea of me as Urania, sort of, I suppose a kind of goddess sort of
person. So there’s this photograph of me, which I think is ridiculous, but everybody who
sees it really, really likes it. Yeah, sort of holding this crescent moon thing I think. I
never look at it properly whenever I look at it actually and yeah, there I am in this
photograph. But even, I can remember the sort of process of taking the photograph
because it’s, you know, it’s a long exposure sort of thing and I was tired. I’m always
tired, but I was always tired [laughs], you know. And I’d been, you know, humping
cameras around and doing God knows what five minutes before it. Okay, then it’s my
turn, then I have to dress up in this ludicrous dress –and I never wear dresses if I can
possibly help it, and I have make-up on which I have never worn in my entire life either,
and hold this thing and look winsome and beautiful [laughs], which is virtually
impossible, and keep still. And I couldn’t keep still and she shouted at me the whole time.
And I kept – whenever I look at that photograph I can hear her shouting at me to just
fucking keep still, why don’t you. You know, how many times am I going to have to do
this if you just don’t stop shaking. So it was a horrendous experience from my point of
view. However, the whole series looks fantastic and other people she was [laughing]
incredibly kind of course, ‘cos they’d come a long way and they’d gone to a lot of trouble
either bringing their own props or being supplied by her and they did exactly what she
wanted them to do and they liked her very much. And so it was, it’s fantastic.

And who were the other people?

Oh well, there was Dionne Sparks who was a young artist that Maud had met at Liverpool
Art School, she taught her a bit there, she’d done a sort of day’s teaching. Both of us, all
of us used to do that kind of, you know, do a day’s teaching of this person. So there was
Dionne Sparks. Gosh. There was me, there was Maud herself. There was Dorothea
Smart who is the poet I was talking about earlier. There was Ysaye Barnwell who was
one of the singers from the most amazing American women’s a cappella group [Sweet
Honey and the Rocks], whose name has just completely gone out of my head now and it’s
incredibly well known. It’ll come back to me. Let’s see, who else was there? It’s really
strange – oh yes, two people, a mother and daughter who were very old friends of Maud’s
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– Pat and her young daughter, she must have been about, I don’t know, maybe fifteen,
sixteen at the time. I’ve completely forgotten what her name was and she was sort of
dressed as this incredible warrior. Beautiful kind of – she was a magnificent, they were
both of them magnificent women but the daughter was just dressed in this beautiful kind
of, I suppose animal skins really. Yeah. What was it called, that band?

You can tell me another time.

I’ll have to. Okay. [laughs] It’s really strange how it’s gone. And it’s a funny thing
actually because this show took place actually at Rochdale Art Gallery and it got a very
strange review in The Guardian done by Robert Clark, who either didn’t go to see the
show or committed one of those, the most heinous crime that a white person could ever
commit, and wrote that he wasn’t sure whether Maud Sulter had played all the parts.
Now, if you see these photographs, I for a start don’t look anything like Maud Sulter, I
mean it’s impossible, she’s a fantastically beautiful woman, but quite her own self, you
know, I mean she just – and none of us, not one of us looked like the other. You know,
Ysaye Barnwell, incredibly dark skinned woman, quite large, quite sort of dramatic and
Dionne Sparks built, of a tiny frame, pale skinned black woman. You know, it was
impossible, absolutely impossible for – Dorothea Smart doesn’t look anything like me,
you know, we wouldn’t be mistaken for, you know. So it was one of those extraordinary
reviews that I think, I hope proved that he just never went to see the show and wrote it
from the press release. But it was a very long column in the sort of, you know, in the
newspaper bit of The Guardian. But one’s never been able to use that because all it did
was make him look a bit of an idiot rather than say anything about the show. But it was
wonderful, a wonderful piece of work. And later, the Victoria and Albert Museum bought
it, which I think came about because Maud made the piece in a way at the same time that
she was doing the MA at Derby and that MA was run by Olivier Richon who’s now the
Head of Photography at the Royal College of Art. But, he knew Mark Haworth-Booth
who was Head of Photography at the V & A and he introduced Maud to Mark HaworthBooth and they became very good friends actually and he bought this set for the V & A,
which was utterly magnificent. The Arts Council have a – oh I know another person, a
really brilliant dancer, and there’s a marvellous, one of the Zabat photographs of her is a
marvellous photograph of her dressed in a costume that she had made herself for a dance
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piece that she’d done and she was dressed as a sort of wealthy eighteenth century woman,
so not as the slave servant as she would have been, but as sort of lady of the house if you
like in a fabulous kind of white powdered wig and silk dress. And that photograph, it’s
just reminded me that not only did the V&A have those, but I think the British Council
have a couple of that set and the Arts Council of England have a couple of that set as well.
So it was incredibly successful and sort of, I think if people think of Maud Sulter’s work
that’s the piece they most know and most think about.

And, you mentioned a show up in Rochdale called The New Robes for Mashulan, how did
that come about in the first place?

Well, Jill Morgan who had run Rochdale Art Gallery – she ran it from, most of the way
through the eighties and she’s one of those great curators actually who made exhibitions at
that art gallery that were known all over the country. Everybody knew about the shows
that she made. She was just an out and out radical feminist thinker and she put, she made
a show with Laurie Anderson, at Rochdale Art Gallery, I mean can you believe it, at the
beginning of the eighties. I mean she is brilliant. She works at Leeds Met now, is Head of
Fine Art there. But she had come to The Thin Black Line, which I didn’t know at the time,
but she had, and she had come to Fashionable Marriage and when she came to
Fashionable Marriage she said – and she was with one of her assistants and they said,
asked me if I’d like to have a show. And I think really what they wanted, strangely, was
for me – not strangely for them [laughs], strangely as it turned out – I think what they
really wanted was for me to put on another Thin Black Line and I think I would have done
that, but we’re talking this tumultuous time where Maud really is trying to persuade me to
make my own work and not do any of these kind of big things again. And I think really
she pers… the beginning of her persuading curators that I was a really good artist, and she
– which I’m not entirely sure was true at that time or since, but that’s what she decided to
do and she I think put quite a lot of effort into persuading Jill Morgan that it would be a
much better idea to have a show that was a solo show and work that she and I, Maud and I,
had made together. But we hadn’t made any work together up until that point so that was
a bit nerve racking, I have to say, and she hadn’t made much work at all up until that
point, but anyway. Rochdale Art Gallery’s a fantastic beautiful space, or it was then, you
know, three really enormous galleries so there was plenty of room to put work and make
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collaborations so it, that was fine. And in a way what it turned out to be was a much too
early retrospective with some new work that I’d made and collaborations with Maud. So
the whole of The Fashionable Marriage was shown there as well as new cut-outs that I
made, one called Fishing, which was a sort of black woman walking across the water with
a fishing rod on her shoulder. And another piece called something like Reclaiming
History or Reconstructing History or something or other, with two black women cut-outs
with a sort of shopping trolley full of Egyptian artefacts that they were taking out of the
museum and giving back to Egyptian museums I suppose or I don’t know, back to them.
And so it was a sort of great mixture really of older work, new work, and these, this sort of
collaboration which was a room, a large kind of, almost circular room where Maud had
made, it looked almost like cave paintings on unframed cloths on one side and I had made
a kind of continuation of the Mirror, Cloth and Bowl that I’d made for the Whitechapel, a
whole sort of series of these, different kind of bowls and different cloths and different sort
of mirrors, made in such a way that it looked as if you could interchange them if you
wanted to. So that was a sort of collaborative room. So it, I mean I was invited to do a
show and it turned out I think under Maud’s management to be this show, which I think
that they were pretty happy with at Rochdale and you know, I think it did what it was
supposed to do. Jill Morgan was never into the ticking the boxes, so it wasn’t a case of oh
well, I’ve done one black show and now I don’t need to do another one for ten years or I
don’t ever need to do one at all. So I think if she didn’t get her Thin Black Line, it didn’t
matter. I think she thought that by knowing us other artists would get to know about the
gallery and come and visit it and have shows there, which is what happened. So if the
point of asking me was to get other artists involved in the place, then it worked without
actually having to have that kind of group show. She was clever enough I think to know
that those huge group shows were not a good idea and I think that’s why she’d not done it
up until that point, because I think probably she could see that they were interesting, you
know, like I said, interesting for the moment but not, never interesting in an art kind of
sense.

Why was it called what it was called?

Ah well. That is a, the long answer really, well it was called that because Mashulan was
my grandmother and I have to admit that I probably wouldn’t have called it New Robes for
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Mashulan, but I think at the time Maud didn’t know her grandmother, her African
grandmother and I think what I maybe represented and the fact that I knew quite a lot, not
a great deal, but quite a lot about my African side of my family and she at the time didn’t
know very much about hers, I think she kind of wanted to become a bit part of that. You
know, I had photographs of my grandmother and photographs of my father and at that
time she didn’t have those sort of, like sort of memorabilia or whatever. And I think it
seems that it was a sort of wanting to be part of that family I suppose and I think it was the
sort of – I think I would have called it No Maps because I made a big painting on a
tarpaulin of a dog eating a globe. I was making lots of cut-out dogs at the time and angry,
fighting dogs, and I think I’d have called it No Maps. My titles tend to be sort of shorter
and a bit brutal in some ways. But I think she wanted it to be something more romantic
and had rather a romantic idea of Africa I think, romantic idea of family that I didn’t
particularly have and that was what she wanted to call it. I don’t think my mother was
very pleased actually. I think she thought that in some ways Mashulan belonged to her
even more than she even belonged to me and that Maud was perhaps, you know, hijacking
something. Maybe she was, but I don’t think it really mattered. I think it probably
mattered that it had a title that people were quite hesitant about saying the words, you
know, because they don’t know whether it’s Mashularn or Mashulan or how to pronounce
it, so I think having an unpronounceable title’s a bit of a mistake, but I sort of took the
titling of my own shows back after that. [laughs] So they had names like Revenge. But
that’s why it’s called that, it’s something that Maud wanted and I wasn’t in the business of
saying no, we can’t do that. It seemed alright to me.

Could you clarify for me that collaborative piece? When you said they were kind of
interchangeable, the – or, I don’t know, I didn’t quite understand what you meant.

Okay, well I made sort of a series, I don’t know whether there was five or six, of these
Mirror, Cloth, Bowl pieces. So the mirror might be a baking tray and then the cloth a
piece of corrugated iron and the bowl made of paper. And then the next one along, the
mirror might be a photograph and the cloth an actual piece of cloth and the bowl, tin. So it
looked – well, what I wanted it to do was – they were kind of an extension of cut-outs in a
way, that they were real things really in the room, made of objects that you’d recognise,
there was no art to making them, and I wanted to give you the view of the kind of
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impression that you could swap them, that you could take the cloth bowl and put it with
the paper mirror, or take the corrugated iron and put it with tin bowl. So to give an
audience a sense of, I don’t know, speaking with the work in a way, but in quite a simple
kind of way. I have this idea you see when I make work that I’m making work with my
kind of story in it and the viewer comes to the work with their own story, and it works if
through the work there’s a kind of an exchange of conversation. So these Mirror, Cloth,
Bowl pieces, I imagined an audience kind of having a conversation with themselves about
how it might look better if you took the corrugated iron and swapped it with the cloth, you
know. So quite a kind of simple thing, but to do with participating with me in making a
work. But you couldn’t actually do it, it just looked as if you could. And that was on one
side of the room and then on the other side of the room Maud had these, what seemed to
be like sort of, they seemed to be like cave paintings in a way, of people, women in that –
well there were two pieces that were two grandmothers; her imagined grandmother and a
painting of my grandmother done by her and then these cave painting things as well. And
I don’t suppose in a way that those two sets of work really spoke to each other, but that
wasn’t surprising really, that’s how we were, but what we were doing was making work
that was about speaking to an audience or speaking to an ancestor or through the making
of visual work. But when I can sort of re-see the room now, which I can kind of hazily,
these two sets of works weren’t really engaging with each other in any way, except that
the original Mirror, Cloth, Bowls had been made as a conversation between me and my
grandmother. So that room was I suppose about grandmothers, how we are our
grandmothers, how can we be our grandmothers if we never knew our grandmothers, what
of them is in us. I suppose they were the black women that we had as models or as – they
were sisters we didn’t have and mothers we didn’t have, because we didn’t have black
sisters or black mothers, but we did have black grandmothers. So I guess it was a kind of
conversation around that, even though Maud didn’t know hers.

And did Maud have her own work in another section of the gallery or…

No, no.

And can you remember any sort of reviews of that show?
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Yeah, there was a review actually. Again, another Robert Clark view, which was – but
then of course that was long before, or not that long before, but quite a bit before, a couple
of years before Zabat, and it was quite good actually, I think I felt quite chuffed actually to
have a review in The Guardian. I can’t remember at all what it said, but it certainly
wasn’t rude or – I think he thought it was strong sort of stuff and worth going to see, I
think that’s what he said. But I don’t know if I still have it. I certainly haven’t read it for
decades. [laughs] I don’t know if there were any reviews anywhere else, I don’t think so.

So he worked out you were separate people?

Oh well, yes. I think the thing is you see, because Mashulan happened, New Robes for
Mashulan happened before Zabat so he knew we were separate people. It was probably
the way that Jill Morgan and Maud Sulter had written the press release, which they
undoubtedly did, so I think that was clear. [laughs] Maybe he came to see that one. I
don’t know. [laughs] Yeah.

But you were making that still in London?

Yes, I was sort of, yes, making that in some grotty place in the Kingsland Road. Still with
the paint I think that I’d rescued from the mural. But it was a combination of things, it
wasn’t all painted. I was still mixing, you know, making cut-outs and painting and
painting on tarpaulins and using these kind of found objects. So it was a bit of a
mishmash really. I think it hung together quite well, but there are pieces in there that I
soon abandoned that I knew weren’t very good. I don’t know how much lead-in time I
had for that. Still not that long I don’t think, you know, a few months. Which didn’t seem
odd to me at the time, you know, making work very fast, but I sort of realise now it wasn’t
that good an idea.

In terms of the painting of the cut-outs and tarpaulin and so on, what kind of paint quality
were you achieving or trying to achieve?

Hmm, I don’t think I thought in those terms at all. I’ve always used the same paint and
never used any other paint, sort of rather spookily I hear myself saying this in a sort of, it
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sounds nerdish somehow, but I’ve always used Liquitex acrylics ever since I, I don’t
know, I cannot remember a time when I didn’t. And the great thing about them is the
colour. The colour is incredibly pure. It’s not chalky or you know, it has a fantastic
quality and what you put on is what you get, so it doesn’t go darker or lighter and it mixes
fantastically. So you know, you can mix half a dozen different reds and get, you know,
the real richness of red. As long as you don’t use ultramarine ever, because it’s always
been sticky and it probably always will be. I don’t know, they don’t seem to get the
mixture right. But there’s something about those colours that I really love and I use them
in all sorts of different ways. You can use them as watercolours and you can use them like
oils, so they come in sort of different consistencies and you can slap it on really thickly or
you can thin it down to just almost nothing. And so I wasn’t really particularly
concentrating on, shall I say, the quality of the painting, but I’m always, and always have
been, most interested in the quality of the colour. So while I’m a person of many
paintbrushes and many different ways of putting paint on, no-one ever actually taught me
how to paint, how to paint. So I’m a putter on-er of colours.

So how will you apply it?

Well, it depends what kind of paintings I’m trying to do. I mean it depends. Now I’m, I
very much mix paints on a palette, then I would mix it in jam jarfuls or vats full of colour
and almost use it like – so I’d get lots of the different blues or whatever to make a blue
and then mix that colour into a kind of, you know, half a pint’s worth and mix all the
colours that I thought I was gonna use and then use them as if they were straight from the
tube or straight from the tub I suppose. So use them a bit like Rolf Harris I suppose.
[laughs] But now I make much smaller work so I don’t mix vast amounts of colours at
once. But I’ve used it in all kinds of different ways actually. I’ve squeezed it straight
from the tube and mixed it on the canvas, I have had whole periods of time where I paint it
wet and then paint into the wet, where I’ve not primed the canvas, where I’ve painted
straight on to wood so that it stains the wood rather than sits on the surface, or where I’ve
primed the wood and it sits on the surface, you know. Whatever it is I’m working on I
might do it a different way.
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And does that come out as experimentation or have you sort of looked at other artists to
see, sort of researched it in a sense?

No, I don’t think I did any research at all, I think it was totally to do with twenty odd years
of experimenting and seeing what works and what lasts. Once I was into thinking, I hope
this lasts, you know, a year and doesn’t fall off the surface. No, I don’t think I, I was
never into looking at techniques or methods because I don’t know, never thought about it.
Never thought about pondering it in that way. Once I have an idea to do something then I
want to do it so I try lots of things out, and if I can make Liquitex do it, I’ll get it to do it.
It’s fantastic stuff. I’ve spent obviously thousands and thousands [laughing] of pounds
over the years on it and persuaded my students to use it too. I say to them, you know, just
get one tube at a time. See when that green runs out buy Liquitex instead. And it just has
a rich vibrancy that’s brilliant. I like it.

And vibrancy is a quality that you’ve always…

Yeah, I want the work, I want you to look at the work and for it to grab you and for you to
think wow, and then kind of maybe realise that you’re being told something you perhaps
didn’t want to know or you’ll have to enter into a conversation that you perhaps weren’t
entirely sure you wanted to enter into. But I’ve usually used colour to do that, to kind of
lure the viewer in to the dialogue. Yeah. And those are the kind of painters I’ve looked
at. Yeah, so I mean I certainly spent a lot of time looking at what painters have done, but
not so much how, you know, how many grounds did they lay and you know, what did they
mix with and how long did they leave it and all those sort of methods. It’s mostly looking
at what impact was achieved. So I was very much looking at it from the outside in instead
of from the inside out. Yeah. It’s quite a lot about, I’m sort of interested with my work
like having that conversation that I said, so you bring your story and I bring mine and we
have a conversation, but I’m not really trying to bring an audience into the paintings, I’m
kind of trying to yeah, it’s all about having the conversation in the room really. I think,
although that sounds a bit strange when I’m actually saying it, but I feel I’m sort of
coming out of the painting to have the conversation in the room, not taking you to a
magical space or an imagined world or another dimension. It’s not about that, it’s about
there’s this situation, this is how I see it, what shall we both do about it? And I think that
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runs across all the work that I’ve ever made. It’s not very, yeah well, some of it is quite
poetic in a way but it’s not, it’s not particularly mysterious.

Where did you go on leaving London?

Ah well, to this place that actually, had I known about its whole history I might have
thought oh, do I really want to go there. But it’s a very strange place called Hebden
Bridge in West Yorkshire and it’s a kind of funny little village really, but it’s got all this
kind of many layered sort of mythical status. In the sort of seventies it had a kind of
mythical status as well, I think simultaneously actually as the place that Sylvia Plath is
buried at the top of the hill in Hebden Bridge in another village called Heptonstall and the
next village along is Todmorden where Ted Hughes was born. So there’s that whole kind
of Arvon Foundation poetry thing and there is this sort of seventies lesbian community.
And I didn’t know neither of those things of course, but Maud Sulter knew both those
things extremely well. And I got to this place and I suppose found it just really hard work
because it’s tiny. You know, you can walk from one end to the other end of it in maybe
twenty minutes. And I’d lived for thirty-two years in a place that was the centre of the
world and it was in an incredible, incredible shock to me really. But, it’s incredibly
beautiful. Marvellous hills and river and the kind of brooding dampness, which I actually
came to really, really love, but your kind of everyday life is, was just bizarrely tiny. But I
don’t suppose I thought that we’d be there for very long. I think somewhere in my heart I
must have thought that we’d go back to London. But actually, Maud really thrived in the
place and wrote a lot and even though we lived in a really tiny house, because I have a
tendency whatever house I live in, to take it over and so I painted actually enormous
paintings in tiny rooms. So that was actually quite successful really in all kinds of ways,
but I don’t know, just such a peculiar place to live really, you know. I mean I suppose of
all the kind of tiny, small and boring villages, it was the most exciting for all those sorts of
reasons, but you couldn’t exactly get on the bus and see a Caravaggio, you know, or go to
the cinema. So it was a bit of a shock to my system, but I suppose I did what I’ve done
ever since which was make paintings.

What paintings?
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Well the first paintings I made in the north of England actually, which is when we didn’t
quite have this little house, when we were renting somewhere, was the series about
Toussaint L’Ouverture, the series of watercolours that the Arts Council bought in the end,
that was shown in an exhibition called Depicting History for Today curated by Mike
Tooby, that went sort of to Leeds City Art Gallery and the Mappin in Sheffield, which is
where he was the curator. So I made those in a little rented accommodation, which was
kind of good and I – but I can make work actually anywhere at any time of day or night
and small or large or cold or warm surroundings, I just can do it. But once we moved into
this house, I made the work for the Wing Museum, which was a show at Chisenhale and
Chisenhale was pretty, well it wasn’t then, rather an enormous space and I was making
these six foot by six foot paintings I think about, possibly, maybe six of them, could have
been six or seven of them in a room maybe about twelve foot by something, eight foot or
something, twelve foot by ten foot, something like that. Little tiny, one of these little tiny
terraced houses. But… it seemed quite natural at the time I suppose to take over the
whole house or the biggest room in the house as a studio and live around this work. And
the point was again, it was another, it was another show that Maud, behind the scenes, had
negotiated. This is a sort of consistent thing right the way through this time, is that she
would go back, I think what she did in a sense was go back to curators that had shown
some interest in the past and Emma Dexter had been in a show of hers called Palaces of
Culture at Stoke about a year and a half before and just made one cut-out piece for that.
And I think she persuaded Emma Dexter to give me a show and I made this Wing
Museum, which I, I really liked it actually. I suppose it was probably the first time that I
made an exhibition that was totally paintings on canvas, so there were these paintings that
– it’s rather complicated actually – but they came from this idea that, an idea that I’d used
before in a cut-out. I tended in those sort of days to kind of make up stories I suppose.
I’ve always been interested in museums in the sense that there are objects in those
museums that are supposedly, you know, Nelson’s eyeglass or whatever or Queen
Victoria’s shoehorn or whatever and it always makes me laugh because I think, you know,
you could, it’s all about the label really and not about the object. And so I had made up
this story of sort of mythic creature who had two wings – obviously, as one wing’s a bit
useless – but, and she had, she was walking along the river one day and one of her wings
started to come loose and took off by itself in a kind of mission to observe and record all
the achievements of black people across time and across history and across the world.
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[laughs] Sounds mad now, but anyway. That’s why I invented this and I made the cut-out
and I showed that in a very tiny show in London at some point in the very, very late
eighties. So this exhibition was in a sense the result of what the wing had seen. So you
saw Hannibal’s sister, who actually I’d invented this thing that she had been the one that
knew about how to take care of animals so that Hannibal couldn’t have crossed the Alps
unless he’d, you know, had all this information from his sister about how to care for the
animals that sort of took them over. And various things like that, a painting about Aesop’s
Fables. So I was also putting forward the idea of sort of well-known historical figures that
were black that you might have not known were black. So anyway, there were these
paintings and plinths with objects on them, found objects that were supposedly the
original objects. So they would be bolts from a slave ship or there would be the first, the
cricket bat used by the first Aborigine cricket team to come to Britain. Or seaside
souvenirs used by the first black family to visit the British seaside resorts. You know, all
made up stuff with made up labels and on one end of the gallery I’d painted this enormous
painting directly on to the wall of the wing itself. So I’d sort of made this mini museum.
And the sort of private view card thing was a gold credit card with ‘The Wing Museum’
printed on one side, which is probably actually the best private view card. It was certainly
the best private view card I’d ever done and you got, along with this card you got the kind
of story of the wing and the Wing Museum. And there was a whole questioning at that
time, there were big debates about touring exhibitions and about the museum’s sort of
role, and so it was a critique of that. You know, in funding. You could get money for
touring shows but you couldn’t get grant money for just having a show in one place or it
was the beginnings of museums having to open their doors really to a wider public,
whatever that meant, at the time. So it was as usual trying to do too many, well quite a lot
of things at one time. Talk about a hidden black history and critique the kind of art and
museum system and the British system for that.

So, the objects, were they found objects, did you alter them?

Yes. I didn’t, I found – yes, I’d pick ‘em up, buy ‘em and then alter them and repaint
them or sometimes they were just placed in a certain way. There were these great big
rusty bolts, I can’t remember where I got them but you know, if you say they were sort of
bolts from some prison or some slave ship or whatever, then that’s what they look like.

Lubaina Himid Page 322
C466/249 Track 14

Yes, so that was a throwback really from theatre design expertise of going round shops or
markets or whatever and picking up stuff and then making it look like you wanted it to
look. They weren’t objects to be bought, they were just objects to kind of illustrate further
the scene. I mean it was a sort of installation, but I’ve seen better installations so I’d
rather say it was a set of paintings with objects in the middle of the room. I don’t think I’d
have called it an installation really.

And the paintings were of?

Well, sometimes people, like Hannibal’s sister. One was a painting of a lot of French
revolutionary hats, but one hat was missing and it was Toussaint L’Ouverture’s hat that
was missing. Another was an enormous table with a jug and two spoons, which sort of
alluded to domestic life really, to some extent to my domestic life and its, even then, its
kind of way it didn’t really work and how you could have a jug full of water and two
spoons, all of which are useful but that don’t really kind of interact all that well together,
but it was painted in such a way to look like an enormous version of a kind of English
naïve painting. So it was, all of them were really to talk about that kind of invisible
presence and how, if you think about, certainly at that time if you were to read about what
black people were doing, what black people were supposedly thinking. It was always
something kind of extreme and so some of these paintings were about how, you know, we
actually do lead ordinary lives, you know, and eat breakfast and do kind of ordinary things
and are not always thinking about revolution or change. Yeah, there was a strange sort of,
well interesting thing happened to those paintings too that they were then, because of the
connections that curators have, you know, one of the curators at Stoke, where Emma
Dexter had worked, came to the show as they do and then wanted to take that show to
Stoke, which was nice because I like that gallery and I’m very interested in hanging
around ceramics and ceramicists. And, but at the very same time a woman called
Clementine Deliss came also to the show and wanted to take some work to a show that she
was doing in Austria, in the Grazer Kunstverein, a show that she wanted to sort of make a
point about African artefacts and contemporary European art and these paintings and
objects for her, in her kind of strange way of thinking about things, bridged the gap
between these two ideas. So I found that I didn’t, that I couldn’t, that these two people
wanted this work at the same time. Because I’m me and because Maud Sulter is Maud
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Sulter, I painted three more paintings, great huge six foot by six foot paintings and so that
there were enough to go to Stoke and to go to Austria, because I couldn’t really pass up
the opportunity of being in the same show as Rosemarie Trockel and Jeff Koons and Haim
Steinbach, I couldn’t do that, do you know what I mean, it was like, no, I don’t think so.
So even though I think it was rather a dodgy, it was a dodgily curated show, I think that
was a strange thing and I don’t think that I bridged the gap between [laughing] African art
and Jeff Koons at all, but you know, I took the chance and was in it and that was one of
those openings too that was like a sort of, oh I don’t know, it was like some kind of
fantasy opening. It was also in some huge, the Grazer Kunstverein then was a palace
really, a converted palace and the Austrians take their exhibition openings very seriously
and so it was packed. And it was really rather spectacular to be in. But it was, and I knew
that that’s the kind of show it was, that it was borrowed work, you know, so I wasn’t
going out to dinner with Rosemarie Trockel, which was sad, but there were lots of really
interested and really interesting artists there who I talked to and had a really nice, you
know, a really, really nice time for two or three days. And that was just when started
working at the university here, so I was a bit afraid to take more than like two days from
this new job to be in a show with Jeff Koons and Rosemarie Trockel [laughing], which if
I’d known then what I know now I’d have taken a week, but you know, I didn’t know to
do that. So it was quite a good, you know, it was an interesting, offshoots came from that
exhibition and I’m astonished to think that I made it in a house that was so tiny, you know.
I think what often happened all the way through my painting life is that people have
thought that I was painting in very large Howard Hodgkinesque studios because often the
paintings were very big, but usually it was in some kind of domestic setting that we just
lived around.

What did you think of the work of Rosemarie Trockel and Jeff Koons?

Oh, I love Rosemarie Trockel, I think she’s absolutely great, brilliant. I loved the
balaclavas, the knitted balaclavas probably most of all.

Why?
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Just a way of doing something that I’d never thought of I suppose and I liked the use of
real objects or manufactured objects to look real. I just liked the sort of, I don’t know,
bravado I suppose of her. Jeff Koons, well, I’ll tell you who else was in it actually, also
Mike Kelly was in it and he had one of those great stashes of stuffed toys, which was a
marvellously seedy and hideous piece and I can’t remember what the Jeff Koons piece
was at all. No, I never really liked that work, but I didn’t care. [laughs] Didn’t really
have any principles about whether I cared for the work or not, but I don’t know, do
people? I don’t know, I’m not sure that – I mean I think I’ve probably got principles but I
think [laughs] they kind of don’t, they don’t… I’m not sure I would ever make a decision
not to be in show because there were people in it whose work I didn’t like, because it’s not
really about liking the work. As long as – I don’t think this show made my work look
ridiculous, which was the main worry. If you’re in a show like that with people who are
obviously well-known and that’s who they’ve come to see and you’re in a show with work
that nobody knows who made it, but it’s incredibly powerful because of the sort of, the
sort of exotic unknown quality of it, there is a danger it could have looked a bit sort of naff
in the middle of those two sort of strong sets of things, but it didn’t. And if you read about
it in the catalogue for the show, which was called Lotte and the Transformation of the
Object, it’s written in such a way that it isn’t sort of singled out as neither one thing nor
the other, you know, it somehow is written about that it sort of seems to be both those
things. So I didn’t mind it really, but…

I was just reminded that when I first spoke to you and you said something about – was it in
your answer to your interview at Camden Girls’ School about wanting to be famous?

Mm hm.

I didn’t question you about it at the time, but what did you mean and has that continued to
be?

Oh I think it was a driver, certainly, yes. I did understand that if people knew who you
were, you could say what you wanted, you could get what you wanted heard. So it wasn’t
really ever the kind of fame of being snapped in your trainers while you’re doing the
shopping at Asda, though no-one would ever catch me in trainers doing my shopping at
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Asda, I might add, I think it was about, the business of fame was about visibility and was
about having an opinion and having somebody take notice of that opinion and I certainly
have, I have had that in mind continuously since then. Doesn’t seem any point in having
an opinion if no-one’s gonna listen to you. So yeah, I still, I’ve always been interested in
that. I think black women are too easily discarded to the back room of history and are
propping up all kinds of systems and no-one ever is interested in what they have to say.
So I took it upon myself to say things myself and in the process enable some other people
to say what they wanted to say and I think I also don’t really have, I don’t really mind at
all that other women disagree with me. I think I’m not that phased by a differing opinion
on what different black women think about different things, I think that makes for a richer
sort of picture of how we are and who we are. We’re never into a sort of single voice or
me representing a whole lot of women. My point was always, I’m me and these are all
these and what makes it really interesting is we need to be able to, we wouldn’t to say the
same thing about any one thing. We don’t have the same experiences but there’s a
richness in that, not a weakness in that. So there’s a sort of togetherness and an
individuality in amongst that togetherness. Yeah, that’s the point of fame.

Before you said that during the eighties the black women’s movement was sort of doing
work that was a bit different from what the men were doing and that difference was a
strong thing, but that afterwards you wanted to be somehow more – I don’t know if you
used the word representative, you might have used another word – but I was wondering if
when you sort of left, if your work somehow changed when you were sort of concentrating
on being an artist yourself?

I suppose it became less satirical and less… in a way less reactionary perhaps, less in
reaction to the situation. I think I was more interested once I left in building a visible
black history, so in reclaiming neglected histories or yeah, probably that more than I had
done before. Although that was always, yeah, probably what I really stopped doing was
making particularly kind of jokey, vicious sorts of pieces that were clearly, clearly aimed
at a kind of rallying together other black people to kind of have a laugh at European or
North American expense, I sort of gave that up I think. And I sort of think it’s more and
more because I had, you know, you have to live with the paintings that you make and I’m
not too interested in making work that makes me more anxious or upset or depressed I
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suppose than life would make one anyway, you know. I’m always looking for kind of
resolution or some kind of glimmer of hope in the, you know, at the end of it all I suppose.
So if I’m writing text pieces I, you know, might start with something quite traumatic and
difficult and then sort of see a resolution in that. Yeah. So I think I made much more than
kind of work once I left London. To surround myself I suppose in a kind of world that
felt, not so much safe as one in which there could be a two-sided conversation I guess.
There was lots of it was about what do you think of this, what shall we, you know, rather
than yeah, it was just less cynical I think.

And did you keep in touch with what the artists that you’d sort of left behind, what they
were doing, their work?

Well, I would go to exhibitions but I didn’t really engage with those artists about their art
as much as I had and I think different people began to do completely different things, you
know, so that some people in a way like say Donald I think probably became much more
political and some people like Sonia Boyce became equally political but it was disguised
in many ways. She, I think made work that teetered on the edge of being – I suppose she
in a sense moved more towards the kind of satirical kind of work, which was quite
different from the early work that she was making when I knew her, which was much
more, come into my home, this is how my life is. Yeah, I mean I was pretty aware I think
of what people were doing, but of course all of us were trying to do several things. We
were trying to make the work we wanted to make, but also somehow negotiate a place for
ourselves as artists, usually without dealers, usually without buyers.

How were you doing that without dealers and buyers?

Well, we did have the support you see of this set of people, I mean I said, you know,
there’s Jill Morgan or people that were in museums like Emma Dexter or there were
people like Mike Tooby at Sheffield who was then at Tate. There were men like Sandy
Nairne that was at the ICA and then at Tate so there was a great, amazing sort of
movement of white curators who I suppose are now in their sort of forties, fifties, sort of
now in 2006, who were able to support us in these kinds of state run institutions. There’s
a guy working in Birmingham City Art Gallery that’s been working there years, who also,

Lubaina Himid Page 327
C466/249 Track 14

that sort of support. So they would put us in shows or they would recommend us to other
people who were putting on shows. They were the sort of brokers and dealers, but they
didn’t necessarily talk to us about how to develop our work particularly, nor did they,
were they able to buy in very much. They didn’t buy it for their own houses, but they
weren’t able really to buy it all that much for museums either then. But I suppose it was
people like that that supported us and kept us from disappearing really. There are
probably others that’ll come to me, but those are some of the main people that helped me
and that I know were showing and helping other people.

But what about in terms of, you know, financially surviving?

Oh well, people just had ordinary jobs. They worked as community artists or they were,
yeah they just worked ordinary run of the mill, five day week jobs. We didn’t really come
from families of artists, although my mother is a textile designer, was a textile designer,
she went to work every day at nine o’clock and came home at five o’clock or six o’clock,
whatever and earned a living doing it, you know, working for a firm. So although she was
an artist she went to work, you know. We came from families who went to work, out to
work to earn money to pay the bills. I would say totally, right across the board, there were
no artists that I was working with at that time that came from families where that isn’t
what you did. And although I’m sure that had people come along and said, oh I’d quite
like to buy that, I’d like to buy that, we would have known a number that we’d have said,
oh that costs twenty-five quid or that costs two hundred quid or whatever, I still think –
and you would have to ask other people – but I still think that we made that work to make
it do something and we were showing it in places where it wasn’t for sale. If you show
something in Rochdale Art Gallery, at the Mappin in Sheffield or whatever it’s not for
sale, although you could if you, you know, you go through enough sort of questions and
telephone calls are made, you could get to how much does this cost, but it was very often
shown in places where audiences went there to learn something if it’s a museum or to
experience something if it’s a local authority gallery or a state run gallery in some way,
not to buy, it was – so although museums are kind of like department stores, they’re not.
People looking at our work were not, either in the, here’s twenty-five pounds for a small
thing I like, or here’s ten thousand pounds for something I want to invest in. They weren’t
in shopping mode, our work was never about shopping, selling, buying. It wasn’t about it
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being a commodity, all of us I’d say, however different and… we were interested in our
work becoming part of a bigger story. It was a making ourselves visible, as Rasheed
Araeen would say. So I mean I can’t think of a single person really, except in the back of
her mind, Maud Sulter, who thought about making work to make money.

But Maud did?

She tried and she tried to sell my work, but I would still say that in order to sell, other than
which I wouldn’t have by now, but in order to sell work you needed to have spent ten
years working with people who want to buy it and nurturing them and nurturing in such a
way that, you know, quite cynical I suppose. And I don’t think that either of us were
about that.

Is there any part of you that regrets not doing that?

No. I’d never have made the things I made if I’d – never, if I’d had to think about selling
them. I mean if I wanted to make a six foot by six foot painting, I made it. I didn’t think
not even I’ve got walls big enough to put a six foot by six foot painting on. So I never, no,
I never would have – I would have been a different kind of artist and I might have been
quietly happy I suppose, but I know now that I’ve made things that I really, really wanted
to make. And all I had to worry about was, can I get it in and out of the doors of suchand-such a gallery that I’m showing it in. I’ve never worked with a curator that said, oh, I
want that one, that one and that one, but I don’t want that one, that one and that one. And
I’ve never worked in that way either with anyone else I’ve worked with. So, some of the
time I’m sure a bit of, you know, gentle editing would have been very good, but I never
had that. So I certainly didn’t have the experience when I was making work of trying to
please anybody in any way and no, I think I’d regret that. If I’d been sitting here now and
thought, well I’ve got, you know, I’m very, very rich, but – and I don’t have anything in
the store so you’ll have to wait six months if you want to buy something, but what is it
you’d like, I think that would make me very sad and if I could think of things that I wanted
to make but I was now too old to make or didn’t have the nerve to make, that would be
terrible. So I’d rather it be this way round. It just meant I had to go to work every day,
but doesn’t everyone else [laughs], so out to work and be answerable. But, you know,
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most people do have to do that, so, you know. And there are great swathes of time when I
don’t have to do that. No, I don’t regret it at all, it would have been dreadful to have not
made some of the things I made.

[End of Track 14]
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[Track 15]

Okay, so you were in Hebden Bridge and you started teaching, whilst you were still living
there?

Yes. I was working at Rochdale Art Gallery as assistant curator, which I hadn’t really
done for very long, and one of the other assistant curators, a woman called Catherine
Gibson, was at the time in a relationship with a man who ran the fine art course at what
was then Lancashire Polytechnic and she told me that there was a post coming up to teach
at degree level and that I should apply for it. And I think one of the things she thought
was, good, then I can be the assistant curator fulltime instead of job sharing, but also he,
partner, obviously thought that I’d be useful in some way.

Who was he?

His name’s David Alker and he’s still running fine art to this day, though they are not
together any more. And I knew him vaguely and I always thought he was always a bit
fierce and he still is really, but I applied for this job as teacher on the degree course, but I
discovered as we were doing the sort of walking around the studios being introduced – so
this is the studio, this is the editing suite, blah blah blah stuff – as a group of interviewees,
which is how they did it then, you had to do everything together, that there was someone
going for the job who worked there already. So I thought, having thought I had quite a
good chance I thought oh, it’s a fix because the inside person usually does get the job,
unless they’re trying to get rid of somebody, you know, in a serious way and this man
didn’t look as if he was the sort of person you would want to kind of get rid of because he
was interesting and young and fitted the bill and wore denim, you know. And so I applied
for the job and he got the job, but I got his job, because he was teaching foundation
students and he wanted to teach degree students, so they gave him the degree student job
and me the foundation job. Now I never wanted to teach foundation students because I
knew it was hard work because I’d done a foundation and it is, you’re teaching people
who are just coming into it and it’s hard work, you have to really be engaged. But I
needed the money really and so I took it. And I was interested in the idea of seeing a
student from the beginning through to the end of something, instead of doing that coming
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in, talking to them for say three days or something and then never speaking to them again
or doing a module or something and going, somebody’s maternity leave and going. So I
took the job and when I got there I realised there was a sort of very traumatic sort of
political situation on the go and there was no sort of course leader. And the men that were
there said that they didn’t want to be course leader, they didn’t want any of that paperwork
and all the rest of it and I said well look, I could be course leader. I haven’t taught
fulltime ever, so what are we going to do. So one of the guys that had been there a long
time said, well look, I’ve got a plan, I’ll be course leader for the first term, the other guy
can be course leader for the second term and you can be course leader for the third term
when you’ve kind of seen how it’s done, okay, and we’ll kind of job share it like that. So
the first term he did it and I was learning how to teach fulltime, learning how to teach
foundation students and learning what on earth course leader was, frankly. Came to the
second term and the second guy said, oh I’m not doing it, so I had to do it. And then this
second guy said I’m not ever gonna do it. So by the end of the first year I was course
leader for foundation. And thereby hangs a tale of how I’ve been in that institution
actually, is that I can do a thing so I do it and then everyone else, if it’s something they
want, they decide oh, if she can do it, I can do it. Or, they decide, oh good, she’s doing it,
we’ll let her do it. So I spent the next eight years teaching foundation and teaching on the
degree maybe something like one or one and a half days a week. So I was in the
university five days a week and one and a half days teaching degree students. Which
actually I loved, but by the time I got to the end of eight years of teaching foundation
students I’d had enough. I was the sort of foundation teacher that could remember sixty
students’ names after the first ten days and so I kind of really was really committed to it
and after eight years I kind of, my brain kind of conked out, I could find myself thinking,
what the hell’s that guy called, you know, and I’d been teaching him for two months and I
couldn’t remember his name any more because I couldn’t be bothered to learn their names
properly in the beginning and I knew then I really had come to the end of being able to
commit in that way to that kind of teaching. But, the beginning of it was really terrific and
I enjoyed it and I was able to make work at the same time. One reason is because I live, I
still live in the same house and the building that I taught in is about, I don’t know, less,
what about a hundred, two hundred yards up the road. So I could make work in the
morning, leave and teach, come back sometimes at lunchtime, do a bit more, or at least if I
came home in the afternoon at the end of a day I could start working, you know, round
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sort of half past four, five o’clock. So I was able to almost, my studio was almost an
annexe of the job.

D’you mean when you were in Hebden Bridge?

No, when I moved to Preston.

Mm, yeah, right.

That’s what I mean. And when I was in Hebden Bridge it would take me about, I suppose
about, maybe an hour, forty-five minutes, an hour to get here, so I just spent one winter
doing that. So that was the term really that the other guy, the first guy was the course
leader, I was going backwards and forwards from Hebden Bridge but by the time, maybe a
month into the spring term, I’d moved to Preston, literally down the road from the art
school. So that sort of period, living in Hebden Bridge and working in Preston was about
three or four months maximum. And the house that we moved into is gigantic compared
to the house in Hebden Bridge. And I suppose altogether in the house that I’m still living
in, quite a lot of rooms, different rooms I’ve used as my studio, but I’m now back in the
room that I originally used as a studio which is sort of downstairs, front, bay-windowed
room looking out on to a tiny little garden, but that then looks out on to park and river. So
the sort of working and, working on the work, working on the paintings and working at
teaching in two different places was a very short-lived thing.

How did you find this home?

How did I find it?

Mm.

Oh well, of course I didn’t find it, remember. I’m busy making work and earning a living
so I, like some blokey kind of person, don’t have time to look for houses. And Maud had
obviously come over to Preston to see me or meet me and noticed that the art school
building overlooked, the park, two beautiful streets and thought that she’d like to live
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there and a house came up, she kept her eye on it and a house came up and she said, that’s
where we’re gonna move to. Well, I have to say that this house cost, I’d say twice as
much as we could afford and so it came to the sad day when Maud had to go out, earn a
living as well [laughs] in order for us to be able to afford this house. And I kind of knew
the minute I walked into it that it was a fantastic house, but I also knew that it would break
me, you know, that I would be financially ruined by it and that I would have to work until
I died to keep up with the payments and to pay it off in the end and that was true as well.
So I’ve always had a kind of battle with the house in that I love it, but you know, it has
meant that I have had to run, sort of in some senses three jobs in order to keep it. [laughs]

What job did Maud do?

Well, she, what happened was I left Rochdale Art Gallery and she skulduggerously took –
so what was left was a whole job, if you see what I mean, so – oh no, what was left was
half a job and the woman who originally had the half a job obviously expected to get the
whole job and there were interviews and blow me, Maud Sulter got the whole job so the
woman that had the half a job had to go somewhere else. But at the same time, she went
for a job at Manchester – or not at the same time exactly, but sort of very soon after she
went for a job at Manchester Met as it is now, not quite sure what it was called then, I
suppose it was called Manchester Poly – and applied for the job as head of the MA and
got it. So I’m busy struggling away here, she’s charming and beautiful and clever, okay?
Struggling away as a foundation tutor and she is the head of the MA. She leaves
Rochdale, so then there’s no assistant curator again, she has this job as head of the MA.
She did some pretty interesting things there I think, mostly in the print room, teaching in
the print room. I think they liked her a lot and she worked sort of well there. But it didn’t
really last very long. She had some kind of argument with them and some difference of
opinion and left that job and really never went out to work in a fulltime sense of the word.
She worked incredibly hard, but she never went out to work in that kind of, up at this time,
on the train, back at this time, type of way, again while we were living together. So
finances became, you know, incredibly kind of challenging. And it was a sort of
beginning of her having some fantastically good ideas and somehow us having to finance
those good ideas out of my university wages and pay the mortgage and make work and I
was kind of fantastically stressed most of the time and having to borrow huge sums of
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money from people and, you know. So that whole period was full of moments and sort of
events like that and that was the sort of beginning of it.

When you say whole period, what sort of…

Well, from sort of ninety-one to 2001 really, you know. I suppose that whole sort of ten
years that she lived in this house in Preston with me was one of yeah, coming up with
fantastic schemes for things.

Such as?

Oh, she would in a sense want to be an artists’ agent and so, you know, took out, rented an
office around the corner, round a few corners, quite near here, moved a lot of the work
there and attempted to sell it or to lend it for, to people and they would pay a rent on it and
to get shows for herself or shows for me. But, you know, you needed to be bringing in
quite a lot of money to pay for the sort of office and sort of showroom that it was and so, I
mean she just couldn’t sustain it. This is not the kind of town for that. It would be
difficult to sustain in Manchester, but it’s impossible to sustain a kind of, something you
could probably do in New York or in London or in Paris even, but you just can’t do it up
here. But she believed that she could and, you know, that was sort of one of many
different things. That was a sort of early attempt to do that. But all the while she was
negotiating exhibitions for me. She was just much better at talking to curators than I was
about me.

Would you sort of present yourself as a couple in that sense?

Well I think everybody just knew we were, what else could we be? I think she was
probably more upfront about it, she would write about it and speak about it, than I would.
But that’s because she wrote and spoke really more than I did. It wasn’t a secret or it
wasn’t something that I didn’t want known, if you know what I mean. So yes, I think
people, most people even now would, if they think of me would think of her even if they
know we haven’t been together for years, you know. Yeah, and some people I think
maybe found that difficult because they didn’t necessarily want both of us, you know, they
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would want either what one had to offer or the other. But she was very successful at
getting exhibitions for herself and I suspect that part of the deal was, if you show me, then
you know, in eighteen months you have to show her. And so she was very, very good at
that negotiating.

When you say exhibitions for herself, what kind of shows was she doing, what kind of
work?

Always, almost always photographic work but sometimes a mixture of photographic
project and a painting project as well. In 1990 she was appointed the artist in residence at
Tate Liverpool and she did quite a big sort of photographic project that was similar in its
construction to Zabat that was about Edmonia Lewis who was a sculptor, nineteenth
century American sculptor, black American sculptor. So she made this photographic sort
of project and also at the same time curated a show from the Tate Collection and at the
same time made a set of paintings, kind of in a conversation as it were with Francis Bacon,
sort of making kind of black Francis Bacon paintings. So she was – and she was writing
stuff. I mean we did work incredibly hard. And so she would always work on several sort
of different things at the same time. So at any one time she might be writing poetry or
making a photographic project or painting or experimenting with drawings or something.

And she was successful in getting exhibitions for you?

Yes. Yes well she, I suppose she just became – she was very good at conversation and
very good at talking about my work I guess. And to some extent she had sort of persuaded
me I suppose that I could do this thing and I think she did that because she knew that she
could broker deals for me. And so she, I don’t know what conversations she had
precisely, but I know that I was invited to have exhibitions, usually by curators that had
already shown her work. So… I think there are a few years where I wouldn’t have had
exhibitions. I mean the thing is that she always knew that I could come up with the work,
because I was always making work and – but I suppose I wasn’t that charming and not
that persuasive and I was the sort of person who liked to have someone looking after me.
And so I was kind of being quite a responsible person in the world, there were some things
I wanted somebody else to do for me and one of those things was chatting with curators or
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writing them letters that I suppose said, you know, that were sort of brokering deals really,
you know. I don’t know, you’d have to ask her or them how the conversations went.

So what were some of the shows that came out of that?

Well, certainly I think the Chisenhale show, although that was a show with a curator that
I’d shown with I think she did a lot of the talking for that. Yes, and I say that now and
now I come to think of it because the next show, Revenge, I definitely talked to Jill myself.
Yeah. I had a show later on at Wrexham that was curated by Martin Barlow, who’s now
at Oriel Mostyn, and she had shown with him before and persuaded him that it would be a
good idea to show my work. And he was very supportive, you know, I have to say that
those curators at – I don’t think they needed their arms breaking to do it, but they maybe
might not have thought of it or might not have thought of it then or in that way, you know.
I don’t know, different ones’ll come to me. But probably every other show she certainly
had some part in kind of preliminary conversations or… But I never really did that thing
and I’ve never done it of sending my slides to the curator saying, you know, dear so-andso, I would really like a show in your place. Either somebody’s done it for me or I’ve
done it myself because of conversations, and I know that’s how it’s done. But I don’t
suppose I’ve ever found it that easy to ask for things for myself because – and I always
have this feeling when I’m talking to curators that they are not looking me in the eye
because they’re worried that I’m going to say, oh give us a show, which of course I would
never, ever do in a million years. And if they said no, even if I asked them and they said
no, I’m the sort of person who would say alright then, fine, you know, sorry I asked you.
And so it’s never worked like that for me, people have always come to me and said, you
know, either in the early days, we’ve got this gap in a very short space of time, can you do
something or have you got something, or I saw such-and-such a show and I’d like you to
do one for my place, you know, my space.

Have you ever said no?

Probably not, which is probably why I have had so many shows. I don’t know, I probably
tend to say no more now than I used to, but I’d still probably only, I probably now
negotiate the time span, you know, I couldn’t do things in a hurry now. I’d need a year
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and a half. I’d need, you know, if someone asked me on day one I’d need a year and a
half before I could open it and if I was making something already that was coming on in
say a year’s time, I’d always try now to negotiate the timescale, negotiate the deadlines. I
probably, I might say no now if I didn’t like the space. I’m quite interested in, more
interested in making work for beautiful spaces however little prestige they have. I’m not
really that interested – of course I’d say yes to a Serpentine show, but I’m not that
interested in the prestige of a space, I’m interested how it is to be in the space and perhaps
who comes to the space too. Funnily enough I probably say yes more now to funny little
spaces that just, I think hey, I could do something for that that would really work and it’d
be fun to do and the person who’s asked me sort of maybe had a lot of nerve asking me, so
I’ll do it then in that case. But I very rarely would say no. Only time would stop me
really. Most people that have asked me I’ve thought had a genuine desire to either bring
in diverse audiences and that was their motivation, or tell people about my work and either
thing, I’m up for that so, you know, I’m probably usually rather happy to do it. It’s
usually interesting one way and another. I like it most if I’m making new things but of
course bringing out the old things is easy enough to do, they’re there. Mm, the concept of
saying no is sort of odd to me. I can’t think of why one would say no. It couldn’t be that I
wouldn’t want to be in shows with certain people because they weren’t well-known or
because they were well-known, you know, I’m not bothered. There’s always some kind of
interesting exchange to be made I suppose. But maybe some sort of damp, dark place
that… that no-one ever came to. I felt it was absolutely because it was ticking a box and
they were gonna make me bring the work there myself under my own steam, I might say
no, but you know, sometimes something can be salvaged from all kinds of strange
requests.

When you say beautiful spaces, can you tell me more what that means in the sense you
sort of using the space, interacting with the space?

Sometimes. What I suppose I mean by a beautiful space is I do quite like spaces to have a
lot of light in them, it brings out the colour of something. I like spaces to be in amongst
other things, so part of a bigger complex or part of a high street or part of a library or
museums where you kind of come anyway and you’re kind of in that frame of mind a bit
of, I don’t know, having a bit of time perhaps for a conversation. I like spaces I suppose
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that have been, where the showing of work has been thought about. It doesn’t have to be
a gallery, but something was, I don’t know, had – there are some funny spaces. There’s a
bit of Oldham Art Gallery for instance that’s got sort of marble floor. It’s newly made,
newly designed, which seems to me an anachronism somehow. I’d like to be able to
screw my cut-outs into the floor or for it to be the sort of place where people are
comfortable. I suppose it’s that, the audiences are comfortable and where the art has room
to breathe I guess. Yeah. A lot of kind of air and space I suppose and a friendliness. It’s
quite difficult to define it now you ask me, but I showed last year in a space in Preston, it’s
called the Nguzo Saba Centre and it’s a community centre and people do, you know, tai
chi classes there and things, but there’s something absolutely delightful about it. Go
through, got some very steep stairs even, which are sort of seemingly, you’d think were
sort of unfriendly, but when you get to the space it’s large and airy and there’s light
coming in from two directions and it just has its own sort of presence. And there’s a
particular audience that sees the work, the people who usually use the place and it was one
of those kind of, I don’t know, fun experiences, you know. And I like to do that. The best
space ever was probably Gallery 5 in Tate St Ives. It’s, I worshipped that room before I
even ever thought I’d show there and showing there was like one of those defining
moments, you know. So, it was beautiful and there couldn’t be a better moment I don’t
think. It was fantastic. So, I kind of know what I mean when I’m in them. Rochdale Art
Gallery spaces in the late eighties were marvellous; beautiful wooden floors, but the sort
of wooden floors that they didn’t mind, Jill Morgan didn’t mind if you screwed things into
it, you know. Lovely big walls, top lit, which is very necessary in the north of England
it’s very necessary to have top lit galleries, glass roofed galleries. So there’s a sense of
outside on the inside. So I think that’s what I mean by beautiful space. Easy to come in
and out of.

[End of Track 15]
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[Track 16]

Okay. So can you tell me about Revenge.

Oh yeah. Well I really loved making that show actually and making it at the same time as
teaching was really a challenge but it was terrific. I’d sort of got interested in the idea of
making, again, sort of two sets of work, the two things that were running through it were a
kind of memorial to the slave trade and a kind of puzzle about how can you get two black
women in a painting. There aren’t many, well there are hardly any examples of two black
women engaging with each other in a painting and so I was interested in trying that and
seeing how difficult that was to do, or how easy it was to do, but at the same time this
other strand. So Revenge really consists of kind of monument and memorial paintings and
two black women paintings and the memorial side of it was a series of about ten smallish,
eighteen inch by eighteen inch sort of plans for a monument really; lots of different sorts
of designs for a sort of monument fountain sort of thing, lots of different sorts of pillars
with jugs on top and the water would come up through the pillar and up through the jug as
it were and then kind of overflow. So really it was the same mechanism and the same
idea, but lots of different designs for that, which have sort of come from the story of how
the captains of the ships transporting the slaves from the west coast of Africa to the coasts
of Americas, obviously sometimes those slaves being human beings would rebel actually
and would attempt to take over the ship and in some ways revolt and attack the sailors or
try to get back or something, and were very often thrown overboard. And that whole sort
of series of work was a sort of memorial to people who were neither Africans left behind
nor slaves who arrived, they were the sort of memorials to the no people drowned in the
middle. And I’d read a story of a ship called The Zong where the captain had thrown
many of the people overboard in order to claim for them on the insurance. And even then
in seventeen something or other, you were getting thirty pounds each for each slave you
threw over – or no, sorry, not each slave you threw over, each slave you lost. And he said
that he had to throw them over because they were running out of water, but when they
arrived in port they still had gallons and gallons of fresh water and he was found out and
taken to port and he got away with it of course, but it still was kind of written down in the
books, you know. And so this sort of whole kind of series of work was sort of a memorial
to Zong and so those, and there was also another kind of memorial which was a kind of
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swimming pool thing that I designed, which was sort of a large rectangular shallow pool
with a huge sort of sloping orange wall, so you had the blue of the pool itself and the
orange of the enormous wall and this wall kind of was designed to face the sea. And so in
a way the sea could see how the memorial looked and all the way down this orange wall
are plates kind of cascaded and on every plate were paintings of creative Africans I
suppose, ceramacists and painters and shield makers and all sorts of people who would
make artefacts would make objects, would make ritual bowls and things, figures et cetera.
And lots of paintings of these, so these sort of cascaded down which, you know, the idea
was that these plates would cascade down the wall, cascade down into the water and then
from them in the water would come kind of fountain spray. So it was a sort of very
extravagant fountain really.

And portraits on the plates?

There were portraits on the plates and there were artefacts painted on the plates as well,
but they were a sort of, they alluded to the fact that in amongst these drowned people were
real people, you know, people who actually did something before they were shipped.
They weren’t just sort of, you know, there’s a horrible tendency to think of refugees as
just nobodies with no identity and no life and no name, or slaves in exactly the same way,
just sort of human beings, yeah, but – if you’re lucky – but without a kind of identity and
an individuality so it was a sort of memorial to those people really. So those were sort of
paper works, the fountains were canvas works and I sort of discovered in my usual kind of
halfway through making this work that Turner had made a painting which Ruskin bought
at the Academy and then sold because he couldn’t bear it, of the ship Zong halfway across
the Atlantic. And you see the ship, in this painting, you see one of his fantastic skies and
this very kind of choppy sort of pukey looking sea, horrible kind of choppy thing, messy,
dirty kind of sea and out of the water you can see hands and feet and hands in chain just
kind of coming up through the water. And I thought, you know, it was kind of, I don’t
know, it was kind of something moment, an important moment I suppose to think – and I
sort of thought of Ruskin in a different way after that and Turner in a different way after
that thinking, you know, in amongst all this, these were men that were kind of in a kind of
small way amongst the other tons of other things we were doing, making also a memorial
to these lost betrayed people really.

Lubaina Himid Page 341
C466/249 Track 16

What had you thought of them before – Turner and Ruskin?

Nothing, I’d thought nothing about them before. I thought oh, there’s a Turner painting
and I like it or I don’t like it. Ruskin, can’t be bothered to read the stuff really, you know.
Need to know as much as I need to know and you know, that’s it, a few facts. So I hadn’t
really engaged with them from the inside out before. So I became much more interested
in Englishness I suppose and Britishness and the history of what I was talking about from
making that show, which is ninety-two. And then the paintings of the women were not of
Maud and I but were certainly of that celebration and kind of exasperation of what
happens when two black women attempt to embark upon a relationship and attempt to
change the world. And I suppose a couple of those were more successful than others but
they became, there were four, I think four paintings in the end with two black women in
them, but they became, I became known as somebody who painted paintings with two
black women in them and actually I’ve only ever painted four in the whole of my life, but
that’s sort of what’s happened.

What’s happening in the paintings?

Well in one, two women are standing behind a huge cloth in, sort of ankle deep in water.
And in that I suppose there’s a sort of sense of slight sort of exotic eroticism there, but
there’s a sort of sense of danger. Somehow you know that either the cloth has some other
meaning or the cloth is going to disappear and they’ll just be naked, or the water is going
to be deeper than ankle deep. There was something sort of a bit vulnerable about that, not
a fantastically successful painting but not bad. And then another one, two women are in a
theatre box looking down at an empty stage and the theatre box is a little bit like the bow
of a ship, and so these women are a little bit like those sort of carved figures on the front
of a ship, but they’re tearing up pieces of paper and throwing these pieces of paper over
the balcony while watching this empty stage on which nothing is happening yet. And then
another one, two women are sitting at a café table arguing and the table has an Egyptian
flower painted and then sugar bowl and plates that sort of imply Britain and America and
the Middle Passage, so it’s a sort of map, the tablecloth is a sort of map. And that has kind
of shades of Alice B Toklas and Gertrude Stein at a Parisian café table. The one in the
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theatre box I suppose is sort of slightly pinched from the sort of Degas, Toulouse-Lautrec,
you know, French scene. And then the last one that is obviously two women is Between
the Two My Heart is Balanced which I always call ‘Two Women in a Boat’ and I always
have, in which there are two black women in a very small kind of rowing boat and you the
audience are in the rowing boat too, rowing in fact, because they aren’t rowing, so you
must be rowing. And they’re going out to, or all of you are going out to sea, beyond the
horizon is just sea and sky. And they’ve got in between them this kind of stack of maps
and charts, navigation maps, charts and they’re ripping them up and throwing them away.
And that was taken, I just lifted really a Tissot painting called Portsmouth Harbour, but
the etching, the engraving rather that he made was called Between the Two My Heart is
Balanced and in that there are two white women obviously in a boat and in between them
is a sailor, Scottish sailor and he is looking at one woman and touching the other woman
and they’re sailing actually, not out to sea, but they’re sailing towards boats moored in the
harbour, that he’s obviously going to get into one of these boats and go off and they will
be rowed back to land. So I took out the boats as it were in the background and made this
kind of open sea. And that is the best painting of that series and now the Tate have it and
they never, I have to say – and I’m kind of glad, I have to say – but they never seem to
take it off the wall. And they use it all the time in calendars and address book and
postcards, diaries, education pack things for children to talk about either the land or
identity. It doesn’t often leave Tate Britain, it’s never been in Tate Modern, but it has
made a brief visit to Tate Liverpool and it never got to Tate St Ives as far as I know, I’m
pretty sure it hasn’t. And it always seems to be on the wall, it’s not always on the wall
inside the galleries, it’s in this rather – I rather like it but I know other people think, you
know, how odd it is, but it’s obviously, it’s often in what Nick Serota calls ‘the
perambulatory spaces’ and it’s a little sort of niche that’s to one side of the main rotunda
where people sit and look at magazines on rather nice leather sofas and I think it’s sort of
a meeting place. I think people say, you know, I’ll go round the show and you go round
the something or other and I’ll meet you, probably they say, next to those two women in a
boat. And it obviously works. Or maybe children gather there, you know, schoolchildren,
because there’s hundreds of children. And I think people have become rather fond of it in
a way, it’s sort of like wallpaper in a way now. And whenever I go to London I do
actually go and look because I think this time it is bound not to be there, and it’s always
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there. So that’s kind of nice, but strange I think. It’s the most over-used painting ever and
they bought it in ninety-four.

How did it happen?

Well Virginia Button, who is usually curating, usually at the time was curating the Turner
Prize, to mention it yet again, came to, well she called me up and she said that she wanted
to look at my work. Okay, I think fine, this is good [laughs] so I say yeah, what exactly do
you want to look at and she said, I want to look at everything. Okay. And so she came to
look at the show at, while it was up in Rochdale and then she looked at everything else I
had, all cut-outs and running women and cut-out men and everything I had and she was
interested in buying for the Tate one of the cut-out men, because what she wanted to do
was make a show on masculinity and put one of these cut-outs in that show. But she was a
bit worried because she said there are no erect penises in the entire Tate Collection and I
don’t know whether actually I can do this, whether I dare to do it. So I said nothing and I
thought, it never occurred to me at the time and it certainly never occurred to me to that
day, how in a way shocking that piece, those pieces, those cut-out men were. I didn’t
think of them like that. Their erect penises were by the by, they were part of the taking the
piss, rather than ooh, I know, this is what I’ll do. So she went away and the work from
Revenge went to the Festival Hall and people at the Festival Hall put on an exhibition. It
was, I don’t think it was called Revenge when it was at the Festival Hall, but it was a solo
show that was on at the same time as Georgia O’Keeffe was on in the Hayward, which
was like, wonderful. I didn’t mind that it was the South Bank – did I say the Hayward?
No. Georgia O’Keeffe was in the Hayward and this was in the South Bank Centre, which
is like – so it was kind of one of those lovely spaces where there are always hundreds and
hundreds of people, there was a bar, bands play. So it was the heady days of the GLC
when that happened along. And while those paintings were on the wall there, somebody
attacked them with a screwdriver so that at least three, if not four of those two women in a
boat painting have at least six, if not four or six holes in them, through the eyes and
through the mouths. And so what happened was that I then obviously when the show
ended – this was right towards the end of the show – and so the work came back and
Maud went to a great, great deal of trouble to get the right monies and insurance and
everything to have them properly restored, so – I mean she didn’t do it herself but she got
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the Hayward, sorry the South Bank Centre to do the insurance. So they were all properly
restored and that was that really and you know how it is with Tate gallery, everything they
do takes a terrifically long time. So what seemed, what was probably in the end about
eighteen months after she first came, Virginia Button wrote me a letter and said, what I
really would like to buy is Between the Two My Heart is Balanced. I thought oh my God,
Tate want to buy a work that’s got holes in it. So I wrote her two letters, one letter said,
Dear Virginia Button, thanks very much, I’d very much like to sell you this piece of work,
I’d be delighted, honour to be in the Collection, blah blah blah. And the other letter said,
I’ve got this really big problem, this work had, you know, a screwdriver put through it and
it’s been restored but, and you can’t tell, but I can’t sell you this painting without you
knowing this. And she wrote back and said as long as it’s been properly restored it
doesn’t matter in the slightest, and bought it anyway. So it was kind of one of those, but it
took about two years in the end. So they’ve had it since ninety-four. I – sorry?

How did you feel when you knew that the work had been…

Oh really, really, really upset. Really, really upset. Because I don’t think of the work I
make as precious, do you know what I mean, I don’t mind people touching it, it’s not, you
know, it’s acrylic painted on canvas, it’s a painting. So I don’t think of it as some kind of
incredibly sort of precious thing, it’s the sort of theatre designer in me comes out, the
painter of murals. It’s not about some holy thing, but to put screwdriver through the eyes
and the mouths was really spooky. But it was because it was that kind of space, you
know, there was nobody really watching it. So I suppose it’s sort of inevitable. And I,
that’s maybe why I was hesitant about painting two black women in a painting again, but I
think it is actually an incredibly difficult thing to do. It’s quite – there are no precedents
set for it, that equality of space, you know, you’re painting two people in a space that are
equals, so usually in a painting there’s some kind of sort of conflict or there’s some kind
of, something happening that, I suppose somebody is in control and somebody isn’t
somehow, usually. So I didn’t really attempt it again, but I think it was a combination of
that factor as well, that in painting what were not really my most – well not at all – vicious
paintings, I’d provoked this kind of attack. But of course the show was called Revenge,
[laughs] so you know, it did have a sort of, you know, fisticuffs sort of air to it I suppose.
No, it was really upsetting. Really, really upsetting. ‘Cos I liked those paintings, you
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know, I was very fond of them. Well I liked the fact that I managed to make these kind of
in a way two different kinds of works in the same show. And I loved being in the same
sort of, you know, square mile as a Georgia O’Keeffe show. It was great, you know, I was
rubbing shoulders with greatness. And I loved the fact the Festival Hall was so full of
people all the time, but, you know. I don’t know how often it happens. It never happened
to me, touch wood, again so – but, you know, I’d still risk it. It’s not something that I’d
get incredibly het up about.

And what about dealings with the Tate since? Have they, was that kind of it as far as their
interest in buying your work…

In buying it? Yes, absolutely. They never bought another piece even though they use it a
lot and I don’t quite understand that, but I know that when she did organise the buying of
it, it was for a particular show, display I think they would call it, called Picturing
Blackness for Today. And I suppose the thing is that with certain artists, they buy the
work with a display or a curated show in mind and Virginia Button made that show and no
curator that’s worked there since has wanted to use my work in that way. Sheena
Wagstaff I think persuaded whoever it was who curated that, the opening show after the
refurbishment of Tate Britain, I think it was called RePresenting Painting 1500-2000
[RePresenting Britain 1500-2000], and she persuaded the curator of that to put Between
the Two My Heart is Balanced in that in the Home and Abroad Room. And it looked great
and it was, you know, it was pretty amazing to be in a show like that, but you won’t find it
in the catalogue because she persuaded him to make it part of the display, but I don’t think
it was part of his original idea, which is why I think it doesn’t often appear inside the
galleries. I think the education team are – maybe even the ‘perambulatory team’ if there is
such a thing – are quite committed to it, it serves a good purpose. It presents a friendly
face, but I don’t think that as an object Tate curators can find any place for it. So, they
don’t buy anything else. But I have quite, but a totally sort of ongoing and communicative
relationship with Tate ever since, you know. Like I say, they put things, they put the
painting on a postcard and they seem to bring it out, it seems to always be there, if you’re
in Tate Britain you can always buy that postcard. They made a centenary, a card of
another painting of mine, ceramicist from the series Venetian Maps that I made a few
years later, about ninety-seven. Two women in a boat, or Between the Two My Heart is
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Balanced is always, you know, it’s either in a Tate women artists’ book or some
commemorative thing or other and I get invited to shows and occasionally have lunch with
one important curator or another. Then in, you know, right towards the end of the
nineties, I was offered a show at – well, really I was offered time to work in a studio
really, down in St Ives, so that was sort of ninety-eight. So I suppose on and off all the
way since buying the work in ninety-four there’s been this sort of quiet and, well
sometimes quite interesting conversation, but it’s never led to buying anything else.
[laughs] But I think it’s just very much to do with how Tate curators plan shows, you
know. I think, I don’t know, I mean it would make – apart from the fact that it would be
nice to sell another piece. I did actually try to give them a piece. You know, in all that
furore about giving pieces, I did offer Nick Serota all of Naming the Money, which is like
a hundred cut-outs. Which actually, although it sounds enormous doesn’t take up actually
all that much space. But I thought – I made it in 2004 or something and I thought that it
would be useful for 2007. I said, didn’t have to show all hundred at once, you know, you
could just keep bringing them out if you wanted and show them in different ways and all
sorts of things. When I spoke to him in the room he was really very keen on the idea and
said yeah, that would be terrific, but I needed to write a letter. So I wrote a letter and he
wrote a letter back to say yeah, actually I think this might be a really good idea but it
needs to go to this committee and that committee and then I knew that it had been shunted
to one side and eventually, something like a year and a bit later, the collections people
wrote and said no, they didn’t want it. So I still have it. But [laughs]…

D’you know why?

Well, I think it would look odd in the list of works if Lubaina Himid was represented by
101 works and somebody who was eminently more successful and famous was
represented by, say Lisa Milroy, by fifteen works. Or Anish Kapoor by fifty-two works,
or whatever it is. I think in the sort of history of the Collection it would present a
completely odd picture of how the situation is and I think whoever works out these things,
or if a team of people worked it out, I think thought that. I don’t think it was the quality of
the work. You know, I go through moments of thinking oh, maybe that’s just a rubbish
piece of work, but I kind of, I am pretty certain that it isn’t. So I just think it just
politically doesn’t work, you know, I think the Collection is something that needs to have
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a certain character or being for now and a certain – and it needs to reflect how now looked
and that would not have been a true reflection of the early 2000s, you know. It would
have raised my importance way, way above what it is. And I think the Collection’s about
reflecting how things are, not how you might wish them to be. So a kind of politically
speaking, I completely understand it, but it was worth a shot.

But do you regard each of those hundred cut-outs as a separate artwork?

No, but they would have because that’s how you categorise it in those collections. If you
sell, if the Tate buys a set of prints and there are fifteen prints in the set, then they count it
as fifteen works, even though for you it’s The Life and Times of Fred Bloggs in fifteen
panels. So it wouldn’t have looked like one work, it would have looked like a hundred
works. And in a way, you know, I think of it as one work but when it’s on show in the V
& A there’ll only be eighteen of them, so I’m quite willing sometimes, as long as they
don’t appear totally alone in a building, then it’s possible to see them as separate.

Could I ask you about your taking part in the Havana Biennale?

Oh yeah. [laughs] Well that was a kind of strange thing too and, you know, Maud had a
kind of big part, though rather invisible, to play in that in that – I don’t really know. I
think the thing was that the Cuban curators knew my work and directly contacted me and
invited me to be in it. But at the same time, the British Council and all that lot were
gathering together a group of artists who were going to represent Britain in the Biennale,
and I wasn’t part of that, but Maud did quite a lot of negotiating in order for there to be
money for me to go. So in the end I was part of the group of artists like Keith Piper, was
another of the artists. I was part of that group – and Chila Burman – to represent Britain,
but that wasn’t the sort of original way that my involvement happened. So in the end I did
get the fare to go and her fare to go and also the money to ship the piece there. So in the
end I sort of was part of the group representing Britain, but it didn’t quite happen like that
and it took a lot of hard work on her behalf to sort of make that happen – Mona Hatoum
was part of it too. And in that way we kind of, we didn’t go quite at the same time as
everybody else and we didn’t stay in the same place as everybody else, because they were
on one kind of, you know, organised tour thing and we were under our own steam, even
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though we were paid for. And the piece I took was Vernet’s Studio, which was a cut-out
installation that I’d made for Transmission Gallery in Glasgow in ninety-four, and that
piece was twenty-six cut-outs of women’s images of women. I’m not going to be able to
remember every single one of the twenty-six artists, but it had some very obvious people
like Frida Kahlo, Georgia O’Keeffe, Vigee Lebrun, I don’t know. And then some not so
obvious people like Claudette Johnson and Betye Saar and Faith Ringgold and Rosemarie
Trockel, Jenny Holzer. Yeah, you know, Gwendoline Knight. So some black women
artists, some historical European artists and some contemporary artists like Susan – no, not
Susan Miller actually, Jenny Holzer. And so I decided that I wouldn’t just take, you
know, a few paper works all the way to Cuba, I would take twenty-six wooden cut-outs.
And so they got shipped there and we flew there and it then took both Maud and I several
days to install this. And it took several days because there wasn’t any electricity and the
cut-outs needed to be sort of drilled into the floor and so we were using hand drills and
screwing into the floor. Maud Sulter is not the sort of person who drilled holes in
anything at all, but we were in a hurry and it was very hot and we didn’t have all that
much time to set it up, but I actually couldn’t have set that up without her, her actual
manual assistance. I mean she had always kind of been in the background trying to sort of
broker deals but she didn’t usually participate in the setting it up. So, it was actually an
amazing experience, being in Cuba was an amazing experience and I’d always wanted to
go there, but it was that, just that time, just before everybody started to escape or put to sea
in, you know, buckets and baths really and when you looked out of the hotel, just at night
there was no light at all and you just could see, you couldn’t see where the sky ended and
the sea began, it was just incredible kind of deep purple blackness and you never ever saw
any craft at all, shipping craft or pleasure craft or anything. I think the whole of the coast
was in a sense policed at that time and no-one was allowed to leave, getting out was really
a challenge. So for me, Cuba will always be, it’s obviously that kind of actually calm
before the storm really, that sort of… It was a strange period in the place’s history really.

Why had you always wanted to go there?

Oh, I suppose a kind of desire to engage in what it was like to live somewhere where
everybody was black and where there was this kind of whole mixed kind of culture of
people and you know, the so-called perfect communist state and a fantastic island. It just
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seemed like the possibility that it could have been paradise really. But, you know, by the
time it got to sort of ninety-four you could see sort of immense poverty and that without
the kind of support of the Soviet Union it really, its underpinnings were sort of going,
there wasn’t any food in the shops, there weren’t markets. There wasn’t much joie de
vivre I suppose, or else if there was, it was hidden from view. There were far too many
German tourists who thought that every black woman they came across were prostitutes
and I mean, whatever Maud and I looked like, there’s no way that we actually looked like
the prostitutes in, you know, platform soles and hot pants, you know. They were quite
clear who they were, fantastically glamorous, but you know, they looked up for business,
but the drag about being there I suppose was every time you were in the lift with a German
tourist he was kind of, you know, wondering how much it was gonna cost to, you know,
be with you and if you went to any kind of eating places that were tourist eating places,
they always had German tourists with young black women who they were feeding really.
So it was kind of, had a real kind of sadness and end of an era exhaustion about it
somehow. But the Biennale was fantastic and I met up with Betye Saar there, who had
work in the show and her daughter Lezley Saar.

What were they like?

Oh, fantastic. Betye Saar is just the most giving, generous, wonderful artist. I’ve been a
fan of her work for such a long time.

What’s it like?

What’s it like? Well, she has this sort of two strands of work in that there’s her very
overtly political work where she’ll make pieces with found objects made from things
bought at sort of ‘swap meets’ as she calls them, or car boot sales, Aunt Jemima figures
with hand grenades or rifles or – the kind of work that exhorts black people to rise up and
take what is theirs. The sort of work she was making in the late, mid, late 1960s. I
suppose she’s most well-known for that sort of turning those sort of mocking and racist
images of black people as compliant manny figures and turning them into gun-toting
revolutionaries. She’s made some of that stuff more recently as well, but in between it’s
almost magic, she almost makes magic boxes that have keys in them and hearts made from
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sequins and precious stones and little photographs. Sort of almost magic boxes, much
more spiritual and delightful than Cornell, but that kind of thing, not kind of spooky and
seedy, just delightful kind of, almost like voodoo boxes or Catholic shrines or Haitian sort
of fetish objects, all kind of combined together. Beautiful, beautiful stuff. I love it. I’m
her number one fan. [laughs] Yeah, so that was good. So the whole experience was
really interesting in a way, it was interesting to go to the openings, which took place in
this kind of castle kind of place that my work was in and lots of the Cuban artists were in
there and all the British artists. And then there were other venues that were galleries or
townhouses and other work was in there and all these places had different sort of opening
parties. It was interesting to sort of – because it was a very official thing, obviously grand
thing, so there were very grand sort of official people there and it was interesting to see
how the further up the hierarchy of Cuban life you got, the whiter people were. So that
the top people were all white people, actually, Conquistadors. And the people crowded on
to rooftops with their washing, their things they were growing in tubs, their chickens and
their goats and all their family and all their kids and all their grandmas were black. And
that was a kind of wake up call as well, it wasn’t quite as sort of mixed and integrated and
utopian as I’d imagined either. But it was really an experience worth having. I lost all my
luggage on the way back though. I think I probably found it again. [laughs]

And your cut-outs, what do they look like?

Oh well. So if it was Frida Kahlo, it would, I just would life, I just lifted one of the
images of Frida Kahlo in a red dress with her breasts out, made a life-size cut-out of that,
of Frida Kahlo in one of her dresses. Georgia O’Keeffe, who didn’t make images of
women, I took one of her sort of parched bones and made a life-size parched bone.
Rosemarie Trockel was a woman in a balaclava. You see the whole kind of point about
Vernet’s Studio was that it came from an engraving that Vernet made of his own studio
and he had a studio about three doors down from Jericho and people would be always
coming to Vernet’s door looking for Jericho and he’d have to say, oh no, no, no, Jericho’s
studio’s like three doors down. And I’d just come across this engraving in a book one day
and the studio was gigantic. I mean it was, I don’t know, I suppose fifty foot by fifty foot,
very high ceilinged place, full of men. So there was Vernet in there painting, but there
were other men painting, there were horses, goats, men boxing, sword fighting, playing
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music and it was a sort of whole atmosphere of, I don’t know, male activity really. So I
lifted the idea and still called it Vernet’s Studio but wanted to talk about what happens in a
woman’s studio, what is a woman’s studio and what would it be like if I made a studio
that was like Vernet’s Studio but a woman’s studio and imagined who one would have in
there, instead of having men sword fighting you might have yeah, Jenny Holzer or you
might have Claudette Johnson. So each cut-out was either a woman that a woman had
painted or an image that was a very kind of archetypal image made by that woman. So
there was a Marisol, which I tried to make a cut-out that looked like a kind of great big
block of wood with figures sort of cut out of it. A Paula Rego, where I took one of the
figures, sort of think she’s one of the figures from the mural actually that used to, maybe
still does, is still in the café restaurant of the National Gallery. Certainly that kind of
period, very Portuguese woman kind of mysteriously whispering behind her hand. Yeah,
so I just, wanted to broaden out the idea of what is a woman artist, who are women artists,
who is remembered really and how are they remembered and I suppose the thing about it
as it was originally shown, you had no clue, which upset a lot of people, if you didn’t
know who this fake painting as it were was by, there were no clues in the room to tell you.
So it was also a sort of way that young, enthusiastic women who knew about women
artists could go round a show and know that they knew all the jokes and they knew all the
nuances and I was able to have a conversation with them that other people weren’t able to
sort of enter into. So students that I had that went to see that – not obviously when it was
in Cuba, when it was in Glasgow – kind of got a lot out of that I think because they knew
that it was a conversation with them. That still to this day, really it is only young and
enthusiastic women artists who can tell one, you know, who can tell one woman artist
from another.

Really?

Yes I think so, I think those whole conversations about women artists are still – well I
think that’s gone out of fashion now, that in the art school I don’t think it’s, yes, but
someone might mention Paula Rego or they might mention Tracey Emin, but if in the art
school you’re having serious conversations about artists, I don’t think that the women are
the names that come up first or foremost. I still think even women like Gillian Wearing or
Tracey Emin come as a kind of adjunct to the major players. So I don’t think all that
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much has changed, I just think yeah, you can pick up books on women artists, but they’re
still called women artists, women artists are not talked about in the same breath, the same
level as the men making now or the men making then. You know, still if you see a
Guardian list of twenty best artists or whatever it is that ever existed, you won’t find any
women in it. So, nothing much has changed, so yeah I think so.

Were they all women artists that you admired?

Not necessarily. I kind of admire women artists for simply keeping going actually. For
starting in the first place and keeping going, so admired, I admired them for, yeah, for
doing it. Probably would have been quite difficult for me to make work or fake work by
women that I thought the work was rubbish, but – and there are some that I probably just
couldn’t have faked. But yeah, I kind of like a whole cross thing of work, I mean Marie
Laurencin I kind of like, I like all those sort of pink and blue fluffy vague looking ladies,
do you know what I mean, I wouldn’t mind one on my wall. But I didn’t do a Gwen John
– I don’t think I did a Gwen John anyway. If I did I can’t remember it, you know, and I
love the way that she made a drawing, you know, I love that kind of way of working, very
kind of light touch, you know. So, well there are more than twenty-six. You know, I
decided to do twenty-six because twenty-six letters of the alphabet as well. You have to
stop somewhere and I hadn’t moved into, well I think I’ll do a hundred cut-outs, yet.
Twenty-six sounded, seemed to me like a lot of cut-outs to do.

Two names I remember you saying, Jenny Holzer and Paula Rego, why did you choose
those, you know, amongst all of them?

Okay, well Jenny Holzer because I’m a great admirer of writers and poets and I think her
texts are just so clever and so sharp, and often incredibly vicious, but effortless acceptable
to a whole range of people, obviously acceptable to the curating classes, the collecting
classes and the rest of us who read a text and know who she’s speaking to, speaking about.
So I don’t think you can talk about contemporary work without talking about Jenny
Holzer, I think she raised text to a whole new place. And managed to take it out of the
gallery and have it in the gallery, you know, big electrical billboards, whatever you call
those, as well in, you know, very saintly palaces of culture. So I don’t think any
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conversation about women making art is complete without Jenny Holzer so she’d have to
be in there. Wasn’t a very good cut-out mind you, but…

What was the cut-out?

Oh it was just a great big ‘H’, you know, and now I think, God, the things I could have
done. So, it wasn’t particularly good. I think, and I think that, that just happens a lot. It
looked good in the space, it worked in the composition of the thing, but as an individual
cut-out it wasn’t very clever, considering I was talking about somebody who I actually
admire for their brain. And the Paula Rego, I’m not a great admirer of Paula Rego’s
paintings exactly. I just think she’s got fantastic cheek and a fantastic dogged
determination to say what she wants to say, get the stuff out there, take on, you know,
certainly at the time when she first sort of re- as it were, emerged. Take on the big guns of
contemporary art. But she draws a good figure, you know, and she’s easy to copy and her
figures have a sense of drama about them, you know, so that figure, there was a kind of
yeah, a sense of drama around that figure so it made, the composition of the room again
had another kind of, sort of intrigue and another layer to it.

And, in terms of the other artists that were showing, many of whom you’d had sort of
relationships in the past with, did you reconnect with them?

Oh yes, I mean if you’re in Havana you can’t really help but reconnect with people
because you know or we knew we were in quite a sort of special place at a special time
and part of something quite unique really. I mean I could be wrong, but I’m not entirely
sure that any of us have been, certainly up until that time we had never been in any other
biennales, certainly representing Britain. Highly unlikely. And I know Anish Kapoor and
Chris Ofili have represented Britain since then in the Venice Biennale, but up to then, that
was a sort of, you know, God, it was an astonishing and surprising thing really. And I
think to be in a biennale that was as much about who you were, what your identity, what
your ethnicity I suppose was, as well as the work that you made, was exciting. Yeah, it
was an exciting place, I mean people had experiences I think they hadn’t had before. You
know, like all those things it was quite hard work. I mean putting the work up was hard
work, the openings were hard work. You know, we were sort of shunted about from place

Lubaina Himid Page 354
C466/249 Track 16

to place and made polite conversation, you know, with dignitaries and officials. Yes, I
think I was able to reconnect I think, with Keith certainly, Gavin Jantjes a bit and Chila.
Yeah, I think that was quite – I mean I never really knew Mona Hatoum that well, we’d
been sort of moving around in the same kinds of circles when Rasheed Araeen first
introduced her on to the art scene, but we didn’t really, so we had plenty of conversations,
but she had a sort of different agenda to mine. But that was interesting to reconnect with
her there.

What do you think of her work?

Oh well, I have loathed it and admired it at the same time. I think that’s probably where I
am with it. It’s too dangerous for me. It throws the viewer into too much of a dangerous
place. I’m not so interested you see in harming my – I’m not interested at all in fact in
harming my audiences and I think that Mona Hatoum is inviting you to be, to harm
yourself, either to get too near the heat or too near the electricity or to be overwhelmed or
experience even if not actual pain, to imagine pain and I’m, I have been in kind of awe of
some of those pieces and felt the pain of some of those pieces, but I wouldn’t want to have
that inside my head, I wouldn’t want to make work like that because there doesn’t seem a
way out of it. I might even be able to engage with those sorts of emotions and those sorts
of feelings if there was then some hope of some kind of resolution and I think there isn’t in
her work. But I am a great admirer of it, I know why it’s successful and I’ve sort of, I
don’t know, I’ve thought, you know, I simply could never go down that path. If that’s
what it took, then I couldn’t do it. But I think she’s an interesting and determined woman,
you know. Tough and clever. So that was interesting, being in the same show as her.

What did people like Keith Piper and Chila Burman show?

Well Keith showed work that was I think a sort of blueprint in a way for the electronic
pieces that he was beginning to make at that time, the sort of computer generated website
sort of pieces. So I’m pretty certain it was a sort of paper works, but that were a kind of
paper work version of that. So still alluding to the slave trade and the hypocrisy of the
slave trade, the sort of hypocrisy of the overt sort of Christianity of the traders and their
clearly unchristian sort of behaviour and I think lots of his work, you know, deals with
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those kind of subjects and that was a piece like that. And Chila Burman’s also were larger
versions of her collage pieces, collage stroke photocopy pieces. It’s a strange thing about
Chila’s work actually. I kind of like the fun of it but I’m not that good nowadays at
knowing which are the old pieces and which are the new pieces. I could recognise Chila’s
work, you know, from 500 yards, but I couldn’t tell you whether a piece was from eightyfour, ninety-four or 2004. So I can sort of see incredibly brightly coloured portraits of
herself juxtaposed with different sorts of portraits of herself in kind of, as paper works, as
photocopies, but I couldn’t be sure that’s what it was.

What’s it about?

What’s it about? Her work? God, it’s about being an up and at you facedy, tough, Asian
woman who will brook no, you know, nonsense. [laughs] She’s incredibly kind of
optimistic and energetic. Yes, energetic, optimistic, don’t think I’m a kind of wilting
person, you know, behind a curtain sort of woman, I’m – they’re very kind of, you know,
powerful womanly stuff really, great stuff. You want to wear it as a t-shirt or you want to
wave it as a flag, it’s that sort of work really. I haven’t looked at it recently, but I’ve seen,
you know, invitations and things about it recently and I think those are still the underlying
kind of things that underpin it.

Yesterday at the end you were mentioning when the Americans sort of realised what had
been happening in Britain. When, how did that happen?

Well, I think there are, there were around a few art historians, black art historians who
were making connections I suspect with art historians at Goldsmiths, probably, mostly and
sort of exchanges and conversations with those European… And then of course there was
Stuart Hall and Paul Gilroy and I think that American art historians were reading those
kinds of texts, The Empire Strikes Back or numerous Stuart Hall texts, and understanding
what was happening through that and then actually came and looked at work and looked at
people and talked to people like David Bailey or Ingrid Pollard and you know, inevitably
in conversations then I think if you’re speaking to one artist then they mention another
artist because they usually have been in a show with somebody. So they started to have
small shows in galleries in New York and I knew a gallery, gallerist I suppose you’d call
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her, called Peg Alston who even now I would send her paper works and she would sell
them or show them. Don’t do it very often, you know, maybe four or five years even, but
we have this sort of ongoing kind of pleasant kind of relationship and this woman, Peg
Alston, was of course somebody that Maud introduced me to, though I can’t actually
remember how she met her. Probably somebody from here I think perhaps introduced
them. Maud would travel much, much more than me. There were several reasons why I
didn’t travel; I was making work and I was teaching so I, you know, there were only
certain times when I could leave the country. And Maud had a dealer in New York called
Bernice Steinbaum who had a gallery in Princes Street. And so she was showing there
and so I think there was a sort of theory of what was happening in Britain, that these
historians were beginning to know and then there were a few people, I think odd tiny
shows and then there were younger art historians who I think thought that they could, and
probably have, made a name for themselves mining perhaps a different history than had
already been quite well documented and archived in the States, which was the Harlem
Renaissance work and in the rest of Europe I would say there has never been a kind of
group or movement, however disparate and disorganised and unconnected we were, we
were very, quite a force compared to anything that had happened in France or Germany or
Italy or Austria or wherever else in Europe. So for young, black, American art historians
looking for some kind of history to talk about, we were it and we all obviously had plenty
of work, we were mostly easy to find at that time because Britain is not that big so even
those of us outside London, it only took two hours to get to us, which for an American is
not the same as a Londoner. And they’ll come, you know, or they’ll come straight to
Manchester and come and see you in Preston and it’s not a problem. And so I think we
were, I think those historians, people like Mora Byrd who organised Transforming the
Crown, I think she was absolutely interested in what we were doing, but also it was there
in a sort of not very neat, but in a sort of package and had already by the sort of mid
nineties become history because it was transforming itself into something else by then.
We weren’t working as groups and we’d started something in Europe that hadn’t been
done before. And I think it was news to - it was obviously news to white Americans that
there were any black people in Britain - but I think it was also news to black Americans
that there were enough of us having kind of co-ordinated conversations enough to make
work and show work in different sorts of galleries. But if you’ve got a British art school
system that has an art school in every town and every city, then that is what happens. So I
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think it became a sort of interesting phenomenon for them and it was a great chance for
some of us to show in the States, although the shows, like Transforming the Crown, were
a kind of mirror image of those clunky things that we were in way back in the New
Horizons, Creation for Liberation sort of days. But it was New York, hey.

[End of Track 16]
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[Track 17]

It’s the fifteenth of January 2007. Okay. Last time we got as far as talking about the
Havana Biennale.

Yep.

I also asked you about the mid nineties when there was a start of interest with the
American art historians.

Yes.

So you were talking about more survey shows going on over there and you mentioned
Transforming the Crown. I know we’ve got to go back, but could we start with that
particular survey show?

Okay, well we’ll start with Transforming the Crown then. Okay. Well actually I’m, I
never actually saw Transforming the Crown. That’s the first thing I need to say really, but
I had a lot of really, well there were difficult conversations actually, but they were useful
conversations with Mora Byrd, who’s the curator of the show. She’s one of those curators
that’s incredibly thorough and doesn’t just, you know, call you up and say she wants this,
this and this. She comes, talks about the work, and she talked a lot about the eighties and
who did what, when and of course because it was the middle of the nineties I could
remember rather better than I can remember now, I have to say, but – and I think I was
also a lot more, a bit more angry actually about not having got the results from all that
work in the eighties then. Anyway, so she came and she wanted a lot of work. She likes
putting on big shows. She doesn’t really like that kind of small discrete show, everything
for her has to be some big blockbuster thing, so it was on in three venues and she took the
Carrot piece from The Thin Black Line and also paintings; she took My Parents, Their
Children I think as well. You know, big kind of works and, but I think really what she
was trying to do was, well she was trying to get a whole picture of the eighties in Britain
and so what, but with the hindsight of the nineties she also chose artists who were not
exactly part of that period in terms of the kind of actively doing things, they were
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absolutely making work but they weren’t actually part of it. So it became a kind of rather
unwieldy thing, I think. I think the Americans found it useful and I know for a fact that
tons of people have decided to collect the work or write about it or make other shows from
having seen it, so it was useful in that way. It did introduce us to an American audience. I
think it’s, unless you read the catalogue from cover to cover, you probably get a funny
picture though of who we were and what we were doing. I think if you didn’t read the
catalogue you would kind of, I think it looks an incredibly mishmash thing, it looks… you
know, if you were trying to present a coherent picture then the work itself doesn’t really
do it, the narrative does it more or less, but the artwork must have just looked I think a bit
chaotic. I’ve never found anyone who said that it was a magnificent experience for them,
that they were really moved by one piece of work or another, but everyone, I know a lot of
people found it useful so it was good to do it. It was, you know, all that business about
shipping work was sort of tedious and traumatic like, as it used to be, you know, worrying.
You wondered whether you would get it back, whether you would get it back in one piece,
you know. I always find actually those arrangements incredibly stressful really. I like to
be out when the museum or whatever’s coming to collect it. And I certainly did then, I
was even worse then than I am now. So yeah, it was, I realise now actually how useful it
was. Then it did just seem like a bit of a kind of, a bit scary I suppose, looking back at
something when you knew you were making important stuff at the time. And I think the
reason that I didn’t go was a money thing. You know, money was all a challenge all the
way through the nineties. And it’s not that I wasn’t earning anything, I was earning a
reasonable amount that you earn teaching people, but just chaotic home life meant that lots
of that money was being spent on crazy schemes and so there wasn’t money to get to New
York and I kind of regret that really, because I think I needed to see it. So, I don’t exactly
remember that show with fondness and I can’t describe it, but the catalogue is an
incredibly useful read.

What do you mean, useful?

Well, because it does track some of the issues from the artists’ point of view rather than
from a kind of cultural historian point of view. I’m not against the cultural historian’s
point of view, but they usually put visual artists quite a long way down the pecking order
and I actually think the visual artists often spur things to happen and writers take it up and
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then cultural historians can then deal with it. But I think if you can read visual work then
you can read much better what’s happening in the cultural landscape. And the thing about
Transforming the Crown was that, well it was an art historian asking artists what the hell
they were doing and why they were doing it and who they were doing it with and I think
that’s more useful, and because it wasn’t written that long after – it’s a bit like, you know,
gospels and bible and all that, because it wasn’t too long after the event it kind of has quite
a good flavour of it. So that’s why I think it’s useful.

So when you said asking about the artists’ experience, was that in the form of interviews?

Yes. I did an interview with Mora Byrd and she, we sat in the Tate at Liverpool and she
asked me about The Elbow Room and about The Thin Black Line and about those shows,
sort of why I did it and who I did it with and, you know. And I know at the time I was
rather angry with her because I wanted to make sure that she got some of the stories
straight, you know, by the middle of the nineties the story was a bit glossed over, you
know, as to who had influenced whom and who were the important players. Because as
ever, some of the important players had run out of steam, you know, women like Claudette
Johnson who was important, she kind of had children by then and was being a normal
person and wasn’t in the thick of the art stuff, but it’s important that, you know, all kinds
of things wouldn’t have happened if she hadn’t done certain things and been kind of
strong within that black art group. So there were those rights that I thought needed to be
just highlighted and, you know. And I’m always banging on about the same things, but
it’s because I find that sometimes those key movers or key occasions are missed out.

Are there other examples where you think the story has somehow been skewed?

I don’t know. I mean I think probably – I mean I think this probably always happens to
artists. They’re busy making stuff and doing stuff and experimenting and failing a lot of
the time so they don’t spend time trying to say how it was to do it, because quite a lot of
them, they don’t even know. We don’t know, we just do it. And I think, yeah I think
some of the… I think looking back on that period there is a danger that it will be seen in
terms of, I don’t know, I suppose I think it’ll be seen in terms of a set of men made things
happen and that they were all conveniently communicating with each other in a rather
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fluid and flowing way and I think, I suppose history’s always like that, it needs to be
packaged. If you told it the messy way it was, then you know, the books would be too big
and blah blah blah, but I think what doesn’t get said is that some artists made things, did
things and that spurred other artists to kind of compete with them, or writers hoped that
things would disappear and they didn’t disappear. You know, the kind of messy world of
making and making a difference really. So I suppose there aren’t particular incidents, but
I think the dogged way that some women like Sonia Boyce continuously made work all
the way along and sometimes did small projects that kind of brought other people in and
joined sort of one set of people with another – filmmakers perhaps with painters or
whatever – would tend to be missed because there wasn’t a sort of grand narrative around
it. But some people like that just plodded away, quietly. And I’m not sure I’ve exactly
read that.

What did you mean when you said some artists that were working at the time but somehow
weren’t part of the movement?

Well say Yinka Shonibare for instance, he was obviously making the work. If that’s what
the date says, that’s what he was doing, but he was, I think he was at Byam Shaw when we
were making exhibitions and I think Robin Klassnik was teaching at Byam Shaw. So
there were obviously people that were talking about us as artists in order to get this
particular student to do well, do what he was doing, but he wasn’t really part of that. I’m
sure he felt part of it and certainly if you’re making a show in the mid nineties, even in
2006 and you don’t put Yinka Shonibare in it, then people will wonder why you haven’t
done that because he’s important at this time. But it’s a slightly skew-whiff picture of
how it was, it wasn’t quite like that.

What do you think of his work?

Well I don’t really like it because I think that it’s strategic. But you know, who am I to – I
mean I’m strategic but I suppose the thing I’d say is that my work is not strategic I don’t
think, now what was the most sensible thing to make at this time. I might think – well I
don’t think I even think where’s the most strategic place to show it, I just, I don’t know,
what do I mean? I mean that if it’s a slave year he’ll have slavery things to show you, if
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it’s you know, conceptual, he’ll have conceptual work to show you. If it’s sort of small
and, you know, handmade and botched together, that’s what he’ll have to show you. I just
think he’s very strategic, I think he knows what’s needed, I think he’s a personable,
charming man and friendly and yet he can work the system. But the work I think doesn’t
ever seem to actually take you somewhere. You know, there’s sort of all that – I suppose
what happens to me is there’s all that opportunity; there’s fabulous dealer shows, Tate
shows, opportunities, international shows, and he could take us somewhere, he’s there, he
could say, you know, we’ve sort of gone beyond the, we know your game, you know.
His… I suppose if I was talking to him I would want that he would either make fabulously
beautiful work that just says, God, I just want to make something beautiful, I’m going to
make it, or he makes work that is radically political that kind of cuts to the quick, aims for
the jugular, goes for it. He’s in an ideal position to do it, but he seems to be in that
position and then make work that just is the same as the other work, except it’s kind of…
makes nods in the direction of, you know, the kind of smuttiness of Jake and Dinos
Chapman or it makes nods in the direction of, I don’t know, other Brit artists I suppose. It
just, I don’t know, and I guess that’s what makes it successful. It doesn’t challenge what’s
happening, it predicts well what’s happening and manages to fit, but it isn’t speaking to
me. But I’m sure he’d say, probably, that that isn’t what he set out to do. He set out to
make products that collectors want to buy. Very successful.

As a result of Transforming the Crown did you come across collectors that, you know,
beginning to take an interest in you as a sort of a selling artist perhaps?

No, not at all. No. I mean I’ve only really been successful in selling things either to
museums, British museums, you know, and then I think it’s because they were particular
curators with a particular agenda who want to either make a mark for themselves or buy
work that their education departments can use, that they can use in trying to argue for
broader audiences. My work’s specifically bought for those kind of reasons. Or, private
people buy it, but they’re people that maybe would spend 300, 500, 800 pounds on say a
paper work. So that, I mean most of my paper works, if I make them, people buy them.
But the big paintings or the kind of series of things, nobody’s really interested in buying
them for their, you know, collection. I mean I think they’re good, useful, museum works
and the paper works are great for putting in your house, but they’re not – but collector
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collectors have never been interested. But I think that’s, it could be to do with the work,
but I think I’ve probably gone beyond thinking it’s to do with that the work isn’t any
good, you know, I think I’ve probably gone past that little thing for the time being. I think
it’s just more to do with – it’s not quite the right people brokering the deal between me
and those people. I think there are, I think I’m more use actually in that kind of
museum… you can have useful and well thought out sort of family day out sessions with
my work. I think that’s where it lies in British curators’ mindset. I don’t think it’s about
impressing their collector friends. I don’t know why. Oh when I’ve looked back actually
through reviews and things of it, which are only tiny little reviews in sort of things like
Time Out or Guardian listings or funny little things like that, not big things, there’s lots of
kind of, you either love this work or you hate it. And I have to say at the time I don’t
think I really read those things. It’s not that I didn’t read them, I did read them, but I don’t
think I really took it in. I just think I thought oh good, they’ve spelt my name right and
got the picture the right way up, great, enough. But I’ve been reading them recently,
because my mum sent me a load of stuff, and I think there is a lot of that, you either love it
or you hate it and they’re talking about how angry it is and how, you know, yeah how –
and I really, really at the time, I know it sounds ridiculous, but really at the time I never
thought of it like that. I very much work that I make it, it’s gonna be there whether you’re
looking at it or not and it has conversations with all kinds of other work and other people,
but angry? I don’t know. So maybe that is really coming across a lot and it’s a difficult
kind of thing for those curators to broker with collectors, where the collectors are just,
want something hot that they can talk about at a dinner party, but not that hot. To me I’d
say it wasn’t that hot, but I think that’s the way it’s come across. I can’t put it down to
anything else unless I go down the path of actually it’s not very good. You know, I did
read a Brian Sewell thing about The Other Story, you know, that said, well actually none
of this stuff’s any good and I did think, well that’s crap, you know, there was a lot of good
stuff in that. But it happens, you know, you go in and out of thinking oh dear, maybe
they’re right.

Have you noticed any difference between how British critics respond and how say,
Americans do?
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Well I couldn’t really be specific, but I think that Americans tend to try to describe the
work. They try to say, you know, they went, they saw this thing, it looked like this, it
seemed to be doing this. So they don’t go either way, but I think British critics tend to tell
you immediately that, the response they had to it and then talk about the artist and talk
about it in terms of the artist rather than the stuff and sort of, I suppose a veiled thing
about where they are on, not so much the class system or the social scale, but where they
are on the kind of scale of the hierarchy of a British art world. So giving the reader time
to place you and then giving the reader time to, an opportunity to place the critic in terms
of the work, but not exactly all that much about the work itself. I haven’t read ever many
kind of descriptions of work, I think that’s the difference. I’d say British critics are
interested in how you’re playing and American critics are interested in the thing you’ve
made. I’m not sure if I’m quite right, but that’s kind of the feeling I get.

Does it frustrate you, this thing about, you know, quickly placing you in terms of some sort
of art world hierarchy?

Well I don’t suppose it would, it wouldn’t really frustrate me if it was consistent, if you
actually could look it up and you could see, oh I see, okay, fair enough. I don’t know.
Now, I suppose no, it doesn’t really matter any more. I think it sometimes, if that’s the
game that’s being played then it would be useful to sometimes know whether all the effort
that you put in and the non-reward you got from it was for one thing or another thing, you
know. It’s maybe a bit old-fashioned of me but I think a few more descriptions of what
people actually saw might be quite useful, [laughs] you know. Especially as most of the
time what I was really interested in was people going to see it, so a bit more of well, there
were six of these and they were brightly coloured and you could, you know, do this with it
and they looked like this and I like the way it did this, this and this, or I didn’t like the way
it did this, this and this. It might have encouraged more people to go and that’s what I was
interested in. I don’t know, maybe they did go. The galleries seem to tell me lots of
people do go and you know, they’re always pleased with their visitor numbers so I
suppose it’s alright. Was it frustrating? I think it has been.

Was it the result of Transforming the Crown that you began to show in New York or was
that sort of a separate development?
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Yeah, it was separate actually. Showing with Peg Alston was kind of, came from a
completely other sort of direction, as usual Maud Sulter had a lot to do with it in that she
knew someone who knew Peg Alston and thought that Peg Alston would be interested in
the kind of work I make because I make work on paper almost always for every show,
which are kind of one up from sketchbook things, you know, the things in the sketchbooks
are truly bad drawings and workings out and then the things on paper are, well if I do it
this way and this way and this way, how will it, how might that look. I suppose it’s just a
bit of a leftover from doing costume drawings on paper and a bit of yeah, just testing
something out, they were experiments trying to make things work. So, but people like
them. There’s obviously a – well they’re a better size and there’s a slightly less
portentous quality to them I think than when I actually make a bigger painting.

What sort of media are they in?

They’re always acrylics, I’ve never really worked in anything else but acrylics, Liquitex
acrylics. Yeah, a bit of ink and pencil and stuff thrown in, but generally. And Peg Alston
had this, has a tiny, tiny space on… in a kind of apartment block really, sort of her, she
used to do it just in her apartment in fact and sort of turn it into a gallery when she felt like
it and then have like storerooms full of drawers of beautiful things like Romare Bearden
paper works and you know, dreamy things, you know. And I think she’s quite a good
friend of Elizabeth Catlett as well, so – who’s very, very, very old now – but, so it was
kind of quite a small, you know, modest sort of thing to do to show with her but I liked
that because lots of people that came to the shows were black collectors and they liked the
stuff and they just bought it, you know, they just really enthused about what it looked like
and yes, it was sort of strange and they didn’t ask questions like, you know, they could see
you’re an artist obviously if you’ve got the show on the gallery wall, but they didn’t ask
you what you really did, you know, they knew that what you really were was an artist and
I found that really seductive about New York and about black collectors in general, you
know. And conversations with them, you know, if they were lawyers then we were
talking about law and we were talking about, you know, having sophisticated
conversations about life, rather than them asking you daft questions about, you know, I
don’t know, stuff you didn’t know about I suppose. Yes, so I came at New York from a
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different direction than Transforming the Crown and on and off since then I’ve shown
with Peg Alston, and it’s a very easy experience, you know.

And will you go over there when you show?

Yes. And that’s a kind of good excuse. The last time I was there was 2001 in about April.
It’s been too hard work for obvious reasons to think about going again, although I nearly
did have a show in the meanwhile but I couldn’t face going. I kind of, you know, by the
time I do go I’ll be able to face going, but I couldn’t face it really.

What are you referring to?

Well, it’s just that I’ve always had a problem going in and out of the country, although
I’ve always had a British passport and a rather silly London accent. Since I was a
teenager I’ve been stopped and had my bag searched and when I was my mother it would
happen to me, with friends it would happen to me. It always happens to me. If I’m
looking smiley it happens, if I’m looking gloomy it happens. So in all that kind of 9/11
business and having a Muslim name and because probably actually if I went now I’d go
with Susan who isn’t the greatest confident person flying and travelling about the world, it
just seemed too much hassle really. I thought I can’t deal with the hassle of it, but I think
if I’m well organised enough, then it’s alright. I know it sounds really weird but because
I’ve had this history of always being searched, I really can’t, some days I just can’t face
the idea of it really. But yeah, if you’re gonna have a show there then it’s worth going, if
only to spend the money that you make [laughing] on selling pictures in the shops there,
because that’s the best thing about it really. Because it only amounts to, you know,
hundreds of pounds rather than thousands and thousands of pounds, so you know, it’s a
great place to spend money.

Would you ever have reconsidered, you know, where you’ve been located, maybe gone
and spent some time in New York as an artist there?

Oh no, I don’t think so. I think it’s a great place to visit but I don’t like it that much. It’s
too much to do with money and – no, it’s overwhelmingly the capital of capitalism, I
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couldn’t possibly contemplate it, you know. I mean it’s absolutely no place to be poor and
that’s how I kind of judge where I want to live actually, especially now. I don’t want to
live anywhere where it’s really, really challenging if you’re poor. I’ve got enough things
to get stressed about really. I mean it’s a fantastic place to live if you’re fabulously
wealthy. Otherwise I can’t see the fun of it. It’s too hard, you know. I mean I’ve
probably seen the best art I’ve ever seen in New York and the best dance and the best jazz
and all those things that I do love, but I couldn’t bear the bits in between, you know. It’s a
fantastic place to spend money and experience kind of culture in that way, but you know,
no, it’s too difficult. I’m not made of that kind of stuff I don’t think. I think Maud would
have liked to have gone, but I was, you know, I was really, really resistant to that.

Have those other forms; music, dance and other cultures, have they had some sort of
influence on your work d’you think?

Well I don’t know, I don’t know, it’s really hard to say. I mean I didn’t go into theatre
design accidentally, do you know what I mean, I was pretty passionate that that kind of art
was the most powerful that it could influence your kind of everyday in a way that
paintings couldn’t, but well I’m sort of just not prepared to compromise how I live and the
theatre world here was just rubbish as far as I could see. I mean I could not see a way into
it or a way to function in it or any connection to how I thought, so I’m pretty good at just
abandoning something that I think’s not worth doing. But I think I do have, I do find
opera, dance, music, exciting. But I couldn’t actually, couldn’t really say how it’s
influenced, you know, I couldn’t actually say in a specific way. You know, there’s music
on all the time when I’m making work, or Radio 4 on and clicking between the two, you
know, and between Radio 3 and Radio 1 and Radio 2. So I’ve got music on and tons of
music around the house, but I like to hear it and it does take me, you know, to other sort of
places. It’s going off the thing, but I think it does help me be in this place, listening to
music. I can pretend I’m in another place, but it doesn’t really have an influence I don’t
think on it. Don’t know enough about it, I think I’m like those people that say, you know,
they like art, they don’t know anything about art but they know what they like. I’m rather
middle England-ish about music in that way. I just like it as escapist wallpaper.

How do you find silence?
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It’s quite difficult actually. Virtually impossible to deal with. The more noise there is in a
way, the more I can concentrate.

[laughs] You were saying, back to Transforming the Crown, about it being quite scary in
a sense to be, you know, involved in like a looking back situation at the same time as
actually still making work [laughs].

Yeah.

So can you explore that feeling – how did it feel for you?

Well I suppose by that time, well by the middle of the nineties, I was making work that
didn’t, that wasn’t populated by black people. I was making work that would kind of,
trying to look obliquely at what it was like to be a black person without actually picturing
black people in, you know, in the picture frame and so looking back at the eighties where
that was much more the case, it was scary because I didn’t want to keep making the same
work. To me making the same work, well you might as well be, I don’t know, you might
as well be working in a factory really. If you just keep making the same stuff slightly
different to kind of, you know, because it’s, oh it’s this year, I’ll do bigger ones or smaller
ones or ones with three people in instead of two people or something, seems ludicrous to
me. And at that time I was trying to be a bit cleverer about what it was like to be kind of
in a dangerous place, which is what I see as a sort of state of being of many black people
or sets of black people in history. So the paintings, you know, for Beach House at
Wrexham were very much about that, you know, they were about those same sorts of
things, there were these kind of fragile constructions on stilts that stood in this kind of
shifting land mass between land and sea. And so they had all those kind of allusions to
slavery and to – but also to those very sort of strange paintings, British paintings where
you see lots of women on the seashore kind of looking out to sea and they’re either
looking longingly and romantically out like Laura Knight paintings or they’re William
Steer paintings, but they’re always, women are always on the shore and the men are either
in, you know, great British battles on the sea or they’re fishing or you know, they’re going
off somewhere in order to return and women are always in this kind of I think rather odd
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and dangerous place in between, neither owning the land nor battling for king and country,
you know, but kind of always waving and welcoming in a way. So the Beach House
paintings are very much about that and I was trying to say things that were sort of, I don’t
know, I thought clever and more sophisticated than simply depicting black people. But
you know, if I was making them and I titled them in certain ways and talked about them in
certain ways, then I expected – and I think audiences are pretty clever, they can read that –
but I think, sometimes I think art historians, curators want what they know and they want,
if they want a certain artist they want what they know, they don’t want you to have
changed or have grown up or got sophisticated. And so I find it frustrating, you know, to
be able to make work that I thought was good at the time, like that, but what people were
interested in was some stuff from way back. Now I can, I’m not so bad about that, I don’t
feel so badly about that because I think that was an important time. But in the middle of
the nineties I thought it was just yesterday, come on, let’s talk about what I’m making
now. And the other, the other show I made in ninety-five was also a sort of work about…
that sort of land about geography if you like, a bit about the politics of geography but also
the politics of health, the kind of, the work I made for this exhibition Word Not Found that
I was talking about in Trier in Germany, was part of a show that I made with Maud. I
made sort of these very long, about twenty-five foot, probably twenty-five foot maps with
drawings on them and the drawings were kind of showing how, well the politics of
landscape I suppose and the politics of mapping and how, I suppose black people’s bodies
had also been used to… don’t know, sometimes for the advancement of medicine. And so
I was, they were kind of odd things to mix together, but I suppose that sort of, in fact the
first heart transplant, successful heart transplant patient – it’s not a coincidence that that
was a black man and that the first successful heart transplant sort of doctor was a white
South African. You know, I was trying to make those kinds of points that people’s – it
was all this sort of experimenting and seemed to be dominant in my life at the time. So I
was making things that were kind of grappling a bit with complicated, what I thought were
complicated issues and I wanted to talk about that at the time and not the things I was
talking about fifteen years before or ten years before really. And I think I’d have
welcomed more sophisticated conversations really at the time. I think my work would
have been better if I could have had, you know, proper arguments with people about why
that didn’t work and why I was maybe using too many issues or issues that juxtaposed
with each other that really I would end up arguing against myself or whatever. But I
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seemed to be making lots of the work at that time in a kind of vacuum really. Could be
because I was making it in Preston and though I was showing it all over the place, you
make a piece of work, you put it in a show and you go away so you don’t really have all
that much opportunity to argue with either the people that are looking at it or even the
people that are showing it, or the people that you’re showing with, to kind of make it
better or more interesting. But I think that’s why, looking back then was frustrating

Could you describe more those sets of work so I can visualise them more?

Yeah, well it’s probably easier to say how I made them really. I’ve always been interested
in those sort of rather English sort of books on magic tricks, on weather, on I don’t know,
strange instruments for measuring the weather and all those sorts of things. So – and
atlases – so I made a series of photocopies that were – and I’ve had discussions actually
with Rosemary Miles at the V & A since then and she wanted to buy this set of work but
the head of print at the time wouldn’t let her buy them because they were photocopies and
in the middle of the nineties she was able to make the argument to Rosie Miles that these
prints wouldn’t necessarily last. So that was a sort of conservation issue. That’s it, it’s
always conservation or storage, but anyway this was a conservation argument. But in a
way it was quite – it sounds mad actually because I know that people were making
photocopies a long time before that, but not that many people were showing work that was
photocopies. So, I get all these atlas pages and then, and photocopy work from these
funny magic books or weather books or whatever, I’ll put them on to acetate and then
layer, put layer upon layer of images and then so what you got was a kind of atlas and then
you might get rather nasty 1940s sort of drawings of different ethnic types and then you
might get some kind of strange weather machine and then perhaps a description of how to,
you know, cut something in half without it cutting in half or whatever. So then I had
about sort of maybe ten or something single A4 photocopies. And what I did then was get
about, I don’t know, a good fifty of each of these copied, so then every one had fifty
copies. And then I strung together or – no I didn’t string together, I glued or taped
together all these photocopies so then you had very long kind of strip of map photocopy
with these different images juxtaposed on them and when they were shown one end was
hung very, very high on the wall and then came down the wall in a kind of curve and then
across the floor. So you have this kind of things that these strips and for some reason that
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I can’t recall now, I can remember there being a very long thin wand made from elder
branches and a pair of rubber gloves, a very thin, those very thin sort of rubber gloves. So
that there was the idea of magic in there, the idea of medicine in there, of… and a kind of,
I was trying to kind of talk about this, the political use of black people’s bodies or of…
And in the same show was Maud Sulter’s photographs which were stills from a video that
she had taken while she was having an operation to remove a cyst from her womb. We
were in the States and she had this operation and because the Americans are Americans
and you might want to sue them if they, you know are, I don’t know, neglectful they take a
video of the operation. I actually watched that operation on the screen as it was
happening. It was fantastic actually, but what I was doing was watching the operation on
a screen as it was happening, but I was also watching the forest fires in Hollywood at the
same time because that’s what was happening on the news. So always for me are these
two images of Maud’s womb and Hollywood [laughing] on fire, the hills of Hollywood on
fire. Anyway, so she took stills from this film and that was her contribution to the show
and these map things were mine. And I also painted on the wall a map of Trier, this town
in Germany, and placed on it invented sites at which black people had once lived. So it
was a bit like the kind of Venetian maps idea, but transferred to Trier and painted directly
on the wall. So it was a sort of way in for the audience that came, so there was this sort of
me making a site specific work that was to do with the city itself – it might be a town
actually, it’s not very big. And then we were bringing this show which was a kind of
geographical body show. So those were the sort of things I was doing in the mid nineties
which I thought were interesting, but it has to be said that specific curators that put on say,
Beach House, Martin Barlow who worked at Wrexham at the time and now is at Oriel
Mostyn in Llandudno and Christina Threuter and Angela Rosenthal who are really art
historians, but who put on this show in Germany, specific and particular curators were
interested in having conversations, but I guess just the way it is, we never managed to
really broaden those conversations out enough. I think I’d have welcomed at the time, you
know, just I don’t know, bigger arenas for those conversations. I wasn’t really, I probably
should have organised perhaps a symposium or kind of more talks or maybe have written
more. That might have helped get it out there, but it was as much as I could do was to
make the stuff and you know, and go to work. I couldn’t really – now, looking back on it,
I can see that might have been useful.
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What about the various essays and so on that, the critical writings that you were
publishing along with Maud. Was that some sort of attempt to fill that gap?

Well at this moment I can’t think of a single thing that you might mean, but her book
Passion that she brought out in 1990 was just an attempt to put some record straight of
what happened in the eighties. I don’t know, by the middle of the nineties, to be perfectly
frank I can’t remember writing anything at all.

What about Urban Fox publishing?

Well really that Passion book was the last thing and I’m still paying the debt now. You
know, if anything shapes the nineties for me, it’s debt. It’s big schemes like making
Passion, but not having any grant money to do it, you know, just doing it with money that
we had or money that we borrowed, you know. And it was madness, completely madness,
you know. And I don’t, none of it was well thought through enough and that was a classic
example. So I think even if maybe I had – I can’t remember that I did, I must say – had
the thought to broaden the debates or to publish things, I think I’d have probably thought
well, first of all, got to pay the electricity bill and I’m gonna try and do that. But, you
know, so many times we did some, you know, put on something or invited somebody
somewhere or made work, she would probably say that I spent money on, you know,
canvas and paint and I would say that she spent money on making some kind of, you
know, kind of… you know, making some show somewhere, you know, trying to sell work
or whatever. But I suspect some of those things didn’t get done because there wasn’t the
money to do it. But that might have been a way. It might have been a way. Don’t know,
it’s quite challenging though I think if you’re living outside London to, well really to get a
sense that you are at the centre of things because you clearly geographically are not and
politically and I think in the middle nineties, as opposed to sort of, you know, the twentyfirst century without e-mail and without a kind of, you know, really kind of great use of
mobile phones, you know, except big clunky things, communicating was still a bit, you
know, slow and ponderous. I think it’s easier to feel at the centre of things now than it
was then, you know. So I don’t think – yeah, I don’t know, I don’t really want to blame
myself for not getting those issues out there, but I think, you know, weeks would go by, I
might think of something, think of a way of doing that, of communicating some of those
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ideas or building on the fact that I’d had a show in Trier but never then quite getting round
to telling anybody that there was, this show had been on. Yeah, so that’s a little bit
frustrating I guess looking back on that.

How do you feel about the business of art, in as much as you have art critics and art
historians and curators that do a lot of talking and writing about art, more so than the
artists themselves?

It means you have to be an artist of great charm and yeah, and understand how to
communicate with those people. I probably don’t think really that artists who intend to
have long and productive careers should necessarily hone their curating skills, their
writing skills, their buying and selling skills as I thought that, you know, if you’d asked
me thirty years ago I’d say that’s what you have to do, but I don’t think that is what you
should do. I think you have to hone your charm skills, have to remember all your
excellent manners that your parents taught you and you have to be much, you have to
really understand the art of communication and learn to communicate with curators, art
historians and writers and get them to understand what’s in it for them if they
communicate your ideas with you and for you and not be resistant to that and not take it
personally when they don’t do it quite as you would want it to be done. But you can’t,
you know, they’re human beings is what I’d say now aged, you know, fifty-two that you
can’t force you people to do things. Why should they write about your work unless
there’s something that they find enriching about that and how do they know what they’d
find enriching about it unless you learn to tell them how they can share the experience of
that work. I bet, you know, if we dug to the bottom of successful artists’ careers, that
would be the thing that was the same about all these artists that appear so different, that
they actually are very, very good at communicating. Even, maybe not even verbally, but
maybe they just actually tried to communicate how their ideas could enrich the life of
whoever it is who’s writing about them or selling or buying it, rather than just trying to
either ram a political idea down their throat or talk about methods and process or
whatever, that the person they’re talking to isn’t interested in. I think you have to gauge
that, you do it in every other kind of way, you know, don’t you. If you really want to
communicate with somebody you work out whether it’s English or Cantonese that they
speak and then you attempt to do the best you can to speak English or Cantonese with

Lubaina Himid Page 374
C466/249 Track 17

them. Well, you know, that must be it. And I think, I’m not sure that artists, they think
they’re doing their communicating through the art and I think they are, but I think there’s
also a person to person thing that does need to happen. And you’ve got to be there in the
room, which is why I think, you know, if you’re in a big metropolis you are going to be
more successful because mostly you are there in the room, and you’ve got to take time to
learn and understand what those people you’re talking to actually are interested in, you
know, as well. I think it’s right, I think, you know, if you were to ask, I don’t know, Peter
Doig or Yinka Shonibare or Damien Hirst, you will find that they’re very good at talking
and listening and exchanging ideas and maybe they send recipes, you know. Maybe
there’s a kind of real communication that goes on. I don’t know. [laughs] That’s what I
think.

Is there a difference in how artists talk about what they do, you know, compared to a
historian or a curator? You know, is one more valid almost?

No I think, no, I don’t think you could say one was more valid. I think probably the
trouble with it is that you need all of them. You need all the voices to get a true picture of
how work is in the world. I think you need the artist’s rather fumbly, bumbly, well I made
it like this and I added this to this and no, I can’t remember where I got that from. But you
also need the sort of historian’s, ah but can’t you see that you probably chose this because
this was happening at the time and this was being made at the time, and the curator’s ooh,
if I add this artist to this artist to this artist, I’ll be saying something that no-one’s said
before. You do often learn things from the shows that you’re, from the people that you’re
in shows with. You might not learn how to paint better but you learnt how you’re seen
and you have the power to kind of shift that, change it. It’s a bit, I don’t know, it’s a bit
difficult if a lot of your shows are you on your own, which is a lot of what mine are. I
don’t know whether that’s because it’s difficult for people to put my work in bigger
shows, unless they’re really big survey shows. Not often in kind of six people, eight
people kind of shows and it would be up to curators to say why that is, I don’t really think
I know. But I don’t think one voice is more valid than another. I think you probably, the
audience to the work just needs the work, they really do just need the work, but they need
to know what it is they want from the work. You know, do they want to, do they want to
buy work or have work so they can talk more about themselves. Do they want work
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because it shows how wealthy they are, do they want work because it reminds them of
something incredibly deep of their own, you know. Mostly an audience looking at work is
going to be trying to find themselves in that work somewhere or other, so they don’t need
the curator, the historian and the artist at all, but sometimes in order to make sure that you
are seeing what you think you’re seeing, you seek the opinions of other people. I mean
you don’t need to, but you do. Must be, human beings must be like that otherwise they
wouldn’t be all drinking the same drink and wearing the same trainers, you know, they
must want to be reassured by other people and other people’s opinion. But of course all
you actually need to do is spend longer than the forty seconds allotted in front of a piece
of work and it will either speak to you or it won’t, and if it doesn’t, it isn’t always it and it
isn’t always you, but it doesn’t really matter because there’s plenty of it. It’s not a, I don’t
know, it’s a funny thing to say that it’s not a big deal, but it is a big deal but I’m a great
believer in taking time with art and not at all only being able to communicate with it and it
communicate with you through mediated terms, you know, books, whatever. You know,
going there, looking at it and touching it. Or if it’s moving image work, actually sitting or
standing there for the entire twenty minutes and then maybe again, you know. That’s
what I call the same as being in the room with a painting, is actually not just looking at it,
you know, a bit of, I don’t know, Isaac Julien for two minutes and then going, but actually
really looking at it and go and have a cup of tea and then go and look at it again and I
think probably some of that moving image work gets less of a kind of engagement than
paintings even do now because people say they’ve seen Isaac Julien’s this or whatever,
and they haven’t seen it, they’ve just glimpsed it. And you know, I do know that once you
really engage with things, your day can change but your world can change and you don’t
need either the artist, the curator or the art historian, but if you want a quick fix, it’s like
instant gardening, do you know what I mean, then you do need those people, to be able to
talk about it, to be able to buy it, you need those people. But I mean I’m sure nobody, you
know, under the age of twenty-five would agree with me, but you know, doing things
slowly is actually really very good and it’s a rich experience, you know. But trying to get
everything sort of fast and by… you know, bits and pieces, you might think you’re getting
more experience but you’re not getting a very kind of, you’re not getting the kind of
subtleties and the resonances. [laughs] Which is a long answer to that question.

Is it important that your intentions are understood by the viewer?
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No, not at all. It’s not about that, it’s absolutely about does the viewer get the experience,
get an experience from the work, you know. No. Otherwise if your intention, well
certainly if my intentions, you know, if it didn’t work unless the audience read it to the
letter I would just give them a list of instructions. No. People, say with Naming the
Money or you know, children run in and out of it. Well I didn’t make a piece for children
to run in and out of, but – and some people come and stay for a short amount of time and
something and get a certain experience, it’s – but that particular piece, you’d be hearing
John Coltrane if you came at one bit and then you’d hear Baroque French music another
bit, it’s a whole different experience. But no, it’s about, I bring my baggage to the work,
you bring your baggage to the work and the work helps the conversation, helps you think
more about what you are thinking and certainly helps me think more about what I’m
thinking and sometimes there’s a kind of, you know really interesting question gets asked
or ten years later somebody says, I saw that piece of yours in such-and-such a show once
upon a time and I did this or I asked this or I read this and it wasn’t at all, well that’s not
what you did it for, but that’s what happened and that’s important and experience that –
and it sounds incredibly cosmic – but an experience that enriches is the intention. But
you… I couldn’t, how could you guarantee it? You’d have to, I suppose you’d have to be
a stand-up comic really if you wanted to get an audience to do what you wanted them to
do. I think that’s the only way you can do it. I don’t think if you’re a politician, a teacher,
a fine artist, a dancer, anything, but if you’re a stand-up comic you can probably do it
because you just stand up there in front of a load of people, you tell jokes until they laugh
and you keep telling those kinds of jokes and you shift it and you’ve got them to do what
you want them to do. But I’m not sure people doing as they’re told is quite what I’m
interested in. I think I’m interested in people looking at stuff, engaging with stuff and
going off on some tangent and then my having to deal with that tangent even. You know,
it was a student that said to me, who’d only been in the art school about, I don’t know,
five or six months that said to me do you think your work is about the difference between
safety and danger. You know, I’d been making the work for fifteen years, twenty years
really when that person asked me that question. I thought well you know, my God I think
it probably is, but I’m not sure at all that – well I’m certainly not, I’d never brought it right
to the front of my brain and so that was never what I intended to put out there, but those
are the questions that I constantly do seem consistently to be kind of putting out there. So

Lubaina Himid Page 377
C466/249 Track 17

no, you can’t, it doesn’t – it’s interesting when audience is kind of, not so much a step
ahead, but has a kind of different overview and wants to strike up a conversation that you
had never thought you’d have or never thought you, never even dreamed of having.
That’s the best thing about it.

Have you always felt that way? I mean when you talked about early work you talked
about impact and making the viewer do something?

Yeah, but the making the viewer do something is making the viewer do what the viewer
feels that they want to do having experienced that work, not making the viewer go down
to the corner shop and buy, you know, the works of Chairman Mao or leave their husband.
To make the viewer moved to change things for the better in the way that they feel they’re
empowered to do. You know, not join the Labour Party or write to the newspapers. It’s
not those kinds of instructions, it’s those kind of empowerment I suppose. Yes, they were
kind of calls to arms, but they were, they were designed to give an audience the
wherewithal to go ahead and do something, you know, do something about it. I mean I
have to say, I have to say which I really, I suppose – why am I saying this – but one of the
things that’s annoyed me [laughs] for many years is the absolutely, I know it’s a
coincidence, but how there are artists who ten years, five years, fifteen years after I’ve
bloody done something seem then to be doing it. Now, I guess this must happen to
everybody, that they think, just a minute, I made a piece or a set of pieces twenty years
ago and now here you are in this place or space saying almost the same words or making
the same things. Now either this is my, me making work and people looking at it and yes,
going to do something and actually what they do is make something that’s nearly the
same, but probably I have to say, probably better which is the annoying bit, or it’s just one
of those coincidences. But I have to say nothing, nothing annoyed me more than Tracey
Emin making Beach Houses and nothing is going to annoy me more than Yinka Shonibare
talking about Hogarth, okay? And I don’t really care who knows it, but it drove me – the
Beach House business drove me to make Naming the Money, you know, it drove me to
think, now just a minute, what I have to make sure that I keep on saying the things and
making the things that I really, really want to make so that I never look back and think,
which I would be tempted to do, I’ve got this great idea but I’m not gonna do it, because
every time I do something that I think is actually really quite a sophisticated idea,
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somehow or other – you can’t control who looks at the thing and what they do with it and
I do mean people to be empowered and I do mean people to change how things are and
fight the battles that, you know, I can no longer fight, but it is annoying when swept up
into that gets [laughing] some artists who quite obviously sort of thought oh, I could do
that a whole lot better than that. It’s really irritating. [laughs] But anyway, I’ve said it
now so I’m really, really glad to have said it.

[laughs]

Small pleasures one gets from life. But only when I think because something, I’m happy
because some things have annoyed me enough to make me incredibly upset, you know, for
weeks on end, but then to summon up enough creative energy to keep going when there
wasn’t really any need to keep going, no-one was begging for the work, but I just thought
oh come on, don’t get hung up on that, let’s see if I can produce something really mad
now. So yeah.

But given those occasions when, you know, you’ve done work which hasn’t had the
reception you would hope for or it hasn’t had the sort of critical dialogue that you would
hope for, I suppose I was going to ask why do you keep doing it?

Oh, I can’t stop doing it. The ideas keep coming, finding a better way of doing it keeps
coming. And I’m very excited by it, I’m always excited by thinking about the next idea,
which is in a way why I’ve made as much work as I’ve made. I mean I haven’t made all
that much work, in fact because some of the time, well the past fifteen years anyway, I’ve
been teaching so I haven’t made all that much work, but when I’m making something I’m
always thinking about the next idea and working on the next idea while I’m making the
thing I’m working on. I’m excited by challenging myself to see if it could possibly be
done and if there’s a better way of doing it. I’m pitting myself against I suppose artists
either now, contemporary artists or artists in the past who have, you know, made
something with bits of pigment on a bit of fabric that isn’t that big that still 500 years later
makes you go, ahh. You want to pit yourself against that somehow, you know, and see if
it’s possible to do it. I guess it’s exactly the same as climbing mountains, which I would
never have the – well, I certainly wouldn’t have the nerve to do it and I don’t have the
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inclination to do it because I don’t have the nerve to do it, but I think it’s the same thing, I
think you just think, mm well, I climbed that one so if I plan well enough, you know, and I
get, you know, the right people to help me I could probably climb that one. It’s exciting to
do it and I can’t stop doing it. I really did try and stop doing it about two years ago, I
think I thought this is stupid, it’s stupid to keep bashing away at this, but then I thought
well, I’ll just make little things just to have and just to have around the house and then
ideas just sort of grew and then somebody said, d’you want to have this show? Well,
Susan Ashworth at Lancashires Museums at Judges Lodgings said, do you want to have
this show, in fact. I thought, I never actually thought this would happen again that
somebody said would you like a show. So I said oh yes, alright, okay. And I didn’t really
like to say to her, well actually, I never thought this would happen again. But I can’t stop
making it, whether people are asking me to show it or not. I thought I could, but I can’t.

When you talk about pitting yourself against art of the past, you’ve mentioned things like
storage, conservation a few times – how do you sort of make sure that the work sort of
remains so that it can be, you know, put into some sort of history?

Ah well. I’m better now than I was, but I slightly had a theatre designer’s brain up until,
you know, not that long ago where I made it for today, showed it today and it had to look
after itself for tomorrow. And in some senses I’m growing up a bit in that I think okay, if
I want it to be seen tomorrow, then I need to take care of it, but it’s expensive to take care
of it. You know, I probably pay more for my store, which I’ve now moved everything to –
they were in, some things were in the garage and some things were in a really terrible
store, having moved from not a bad store. Now they’re in a really wonderful store but it
costs more than probably a lot of people’s mortgages cost. I mean it’s really, really
expensive. But it’s not so much, I have to say, it isn’t so much that I want my work to be
seen in 500 years’ time, I’m just saying that I want to make work that has the same impact
as work that I have seen that was made 500 years ago so I still a bit have the sort of, oh
well, it’ll just have to fend for itself, but I am being a bit – now that more and more people
are asking me to show work that I made twenty years ago or asking me if they could see
that work because… Those Americans I was talking about can’t understand why it’s not
in British collections, they can’t understand it and they’re young women, you know what I
mean, and I don’t want to say to them, look, this is a long and complicated story. I just, I
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want to give them kind of encouragement and I say well, you know, there are these issues
about conservation and there are other people that are deemed more important, et cetera, et
cetera and you know, they’re heartbroken and, you know, some of the time I think well,
it’s only art and some of the time, you know, they’re writing whole books about this stuff
and they’re upset that I’ve either thrown something away or I want to paint over it or it’s
in a bit of a dodgy storage place. But I’m doing the best I can now to keep it, to keep the
good stuff preserved. But having moved it from all these different funny places to this
store, which is nearly a good enough store to actually make work in, it’s so nice.

What sort of place is it?

Well, it’s – what is it? It’s a sort of ground, huge ground floor space which has got
heating in it, which has sort of big, you know, metal roll, metal fronted, roll top sort of
entrance thing and it’s very, very dry and it’s part of a studio complex in Preston called
Watermark Studio. It’s run by an artist called Charles Hadcock who’s a sculptor. And the
space is about – it’s huge – it’s about – my own space I mean – is about at least thirty by
thirty and very high, so at least thirty by thirty. You know, and there’s a sink in it and
brilliant lighting and it’s really excellent. So I can sort of, I can see all those shows now
all stacked up, but there are shows, whole shows in there and, you know, I’ve said to you
before, you know, quite a lot of it, except if I was sensible I’d ask for a bit of money to
pay for a bit of the store, but you know, if someone, I’d give it away to collections because
it would be better kept. And, you know, people can make use of it. They do, well the
stuff they’ve got, the stuff galleries have got, they do make good use of it, so it would be
good. But yeah, so it wasn’t so much actually that I want the work to still be there in 500
years, what I’m most interested in is that people see it and they use it, you know, now.
Well I suppose there’s a sort of by-product that if it’s kept in a good place, if it’s well
wrapped – most of it’s well wrapped now and it’s safe and it’s warm and it’s dry, it could
last quite a long time. But if I drop dead tomorrow, I don’t have a plan and you know, if
you think about Donald Rodney’s work which, you know, the collections in this country
weren’t rushing to buy it and quite a lot of that’s fantastic stuff, you’d have to be a jolly
big bed to keep this stuff under someone’s bed so, you know. So, which is why I have no
qualms about over-painting old work or throwing away not such great work, because if
somebody else wants to keep it in a store, they’ll never be able to afford the amount of
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money I’m paying for a store so I’d better, you know, I am always trying to sort of reduce
it and in a way cut it down to what I think are the best things so that also, because I don’t
want some things to ever be seen again because I think some things are rubbish paintings,
so I paint over them or I get rid of them.

Are you going to tell me which?

Well, I made some, actually I did make quite a few paintings for the Bowes Museum not
so long ago and I thought one of them wasn’t that great, so I painted over those, couple of
those. I made a show called Architects, Models, Plans which was shown at Nottingham in
sort of the mid nineties, I think maybe ninety-six, and then they showed in New Zealand
and actually, some of them I can’t stand the look of them, but they were on this beautiful
canvas and they’ve got fantastic gold frames [laughs] and I’m looking at those at the
minute in the store and thinking, wow, you know, I could make some really good stuff on
those, because I want to make these kanga paintings that I’ve got in mind - I doubt if
anyone will show them, but I want to make them – so I might go over those. There are
some Beach Houses, there’s a big Beach House that was Lady Tennyson it was called. I
was looking at this painting in the Tate, a portrait of Lady Tennyson, which is a fantastic
painting, really beautiful. She’s sort of walking along the cliffs and I unfortunately forget
at this moment who painted it, but anyway, she’s walking on the cliffs and there’s a sea
beyond her and it’s really beautiful and she has this wonderful dress on and it’s a kind of
cream and brown painting, it’s really marvellous, rich, English painting, you know, at its
most kitsch I suppose, but I quite like that, you know, Tissot kitsch, English/French sort of
painting. But I made an enormous painting, Beach House painting. Well enormous,
about, it’s only five by seven or it might be seven by nine, anyway it’s huge. I’ve
certainly got my eye on that. So I’m thinking about taking apart some of those series,
keeping the ones I like. Yeah, art historians, including those ones really, you know, I
think one said the other day, a really interesting woman called Courtney Martin, she said
oh, you’re taking away a piece of me by saying this. And I’m saying well, you know, not
in a rude way but I’m saying okay, if this is the price of the store, you’ve got to share the
price of the store, I won’t get rid of the painting. But, you know, that’s the reality of it. If
you’re at a certain kind of level that’s not the bottom of the pile and is not an artist with a
dealer who’s got work that’s twenty years old. What’s the point… and of course there are
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pieces I would never paint over. I would never paint over any of the Plan B paintings,
most of the Beach Houses I wouldn’t paint over, the Cotton.com, all sorts I wouldn’t paint
over. But some, you know, if I saw them in a room and I didn’t know who painted them,
I’d say this rubbish, it’s painted too quickly, it was just a filler. Got to go. And I don’t
think it would make any difference, I really, really don’t think it would make any
difference, I can’t see how it would. I don’t see a precedence being set for any difference
it’s made, I can’t, you know, if you look back and there are, I don’t know, the lost works
of Barbara Hepworth or the lost works of I don’t know who, I don’t see a big protest about
it.

Is it all photographed?

Yeah. I’d say yeah, I think everything’s photographed. I started to take photographs of it
quite early on. Not bad photographs either, I don’t go in for the kind of blurry image
either. So you know, there it is and that’s mostly how people would see it anyway, is in
reproduction. So, it doesn’t amount to that many pieces but, you know. I think in a way
that sort of preservation over living your life is a bit over-rated, you know. Especially as
there aren’t piles of books in the bookshops about certain pieces and you know, how
important they are. It’s up to me to decide how important they are, you know. Unless
someone comes along and says well actually I am taking over this, deciding whether it’s
important or not, you can’t do that. Then I would say, that’s great, let’s share the cost of
the store then.

Does it matter to you what’s left behind?

Well, yes, yes it does I realise. I am anxious about Naming the Money and it matters to me
that if nothing else remains that Naming the Money remains. So that’s kind of, you know,
upsetting not to have been able – well to have thought I’d found a home for it and then not
found one. But much more, although I do think I’ve lived my life sort of riding on my
own ego, it’s not actually so much me actually, it’s just what you can do with it. There are
some bits of art that you can do a lot with, you can have whole conversations or you can
teach people stuff or – there are lots of sort of offshoots from it. And I suppose a series
like probably Plan B paintings, Venetian Maps and Naming the Money are things that I
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think, you know, you could do a lot with those. There’s a lot of mileage in them I
suppose. For either other artists or everyday audiences or writers or whatever. So that, it
would be a pity if they were lost, but then I wouldn’t know, so then it wouldn’t matter,
you know. [laughing] It’s for somebody else to be kind of upset about it.

Did you mention to me that somebody wants you to remake, is it A Fashionable Marriage?

Yeah. Yes, Mora Byrd wants me to remake it. Now she’s not gonna do it after all in
2008, looks like it might even be 2009 so if I’m still going, then I will remake it, there are
two – I know it sounds weird to remake the piece, but it was a kind of, the major piece of
Fashionable Marriage which was The Eager Listener, the feminist artist and she was
made from lots of drawers sort of screwed together and painted and really taking the piss
as I said at the time about Susan Hiller and Mary Kelly and Judy Chicago and just, you
know. So I’m quite – and remaking the Margaret Thatcher piece from there. Well
actually I kind of quite like the idea of it. It won’t be the same, but it’s important that both
the reasons why, the reasons why both those pieces don’t exist any more are to do with
space and money, you know. I gave The Eager Listener to a friend of mine who had to
leave the house she was in and had to leave it behind, you know, and I don’t at all at all
blame her for that, even though the art historians are going, ahhh. And with the Margaret
Thatcher, it wasn’t very well made and it started to sort of fall apart a bit. The only drag
about remaking that is that I have to find cuttings again, because it was collaged, you
know, cuttings of, you know, every day she was in the newspapers so it was easy to find
stuff about her and pictures of her, so it’s a bit more difficult now. But yeah, I kind of
quite like the idea of that, I think it’s rather amusing to make a piece twenty odd years
after you’ve made it in the first place. It’s not gonna be the same but, you know, I’m quite
interested in that. And also because it gave me a chance to say why it had to be remade.
It’s like, you know, if this had been taken from the Pentonville Gallery into, you know,
Tate, then it wouldn’t need to be remade. It would be very nicely, neatly there. And the
right people were there, so you know. And then they could have wheeled it out this year
for the Hogarth show.

[both laughing]
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So where is it going to be shown in the States?

Well, that’s the thing. She was going to show it in Boston because she’s doing this thing
at Clark, but now she’s thinking, because she’s writing her PhD on artists that have used
Hogarth in their work, so she couldn’t get the money to do it there, so like all those
Americans she’s gonna find herself another job from this job that’s kind of supporting her
PhD and, you know, she’s the woman who does Transforming the Crown so I guess she’ll
make something happen, you know. So she’s going to find herself another job and then
put this Hogarth show together wherever she is then. So, you know, it meant I didn’t have
to remake this piece this year, which would have been – I’m a bit busy. So it would have
been difficult but I could have done it, but because Susan has a lot of drawers from her
eighty-seven drawers, she’s gonna give me drawers from that, because I of course now
have infiltrated her mind with hey, you could remake it or… you don’t want to preserve
eighty-seven drawers so she’s gonna give me some drawers so I’ll remake it when I’m
ready. Yeah, so it doesn’t have a venue yet. But I think it will happen because she’s that
kind of woman. But it was a bit shocking to be asked to remake it, but now I’m rather
excited about the idea.

How does it feel to be the subject of study by historians and people writing books and
PhDs?

Well I don’t really think about it. I don’t really think about it. People ring up and I think
oh, yes okay, I’ll, like to help you, that’ll be fine, you know. And then they come and
then, I suppose doing this, I sometimes can’t remember the details that they want me to
remember so that’s a bit, that has been a bit surprising and shocking about how I can
remember how I feel about a thing but I don’t necessarily remember the minute details of
it. But it doesn’t feel very real, it doesn’t make any difference to the things that matter to
me in the everyday, but I think it does make me feel better, makes me feel that it was
worth doing and that I owe it to, you know, probably half a dozen people to at least keep
these things safe and dry and look after them a bit better. Yeah, so it does feel that it
wasn’t totally a waste, makes me feel that it wasn’t totally a waste of time because
obviously the art and the way it was with other art did make a difference and did, you
know, it put conversations out into the world that people are obviously willing and
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wanting to reopen. So it’s quite nice in that way. But it doesn’t really make any
difference to anything, you know. Well, that’s, makes quite a lot of diff… I suppose what
I’ve said makes quite a lot of difference. I don’t know, I don’t really sort of think about it,
what it’s like. I suppose in a funny sort of way, because if you’re teaching, in the best
departments you should always be talking about what you’re making, because now they
don’t pay artists who aren’t teachers to come and talk to students so they have to force the
artists that are teaching to make work at exactly the same pace as if they weren’t teaching,
so you have to have two kind of jobs. So I suppose every year that I’ve been teaching,
probably twice a year I’m talking about what I’m doing at the moment – this is one I made
yesterday sort of stuff – and people ask me to talk about my work I suppose a few times a
year, for many years. So it doesn’t feel that much different from that, except that usually
I’m talking about something I made yesterday or in the last year and a half so I can
remember the details. That is slightly alarming actually, that there are details about sort of
early eighties that are not that easily captured now. But…

D’you feel a responsibility to, you know, get the facts right for other people as well as
yourself?

I think if they weren’t written down somewhere I would, but mostly those facts are written
down somewhere. So I probably think there isn’t, generally speaking, any need for me to
remember that as long as it’s somewhere and it can be read off a bit of paper. You know,
I’d certainly know if there was a name that was in a show that shouldn’t be in a show and
I’d probably know if there was one missing. But if you ask me to remember a string of
names, I can’t… always.

[End of Track 17]

[End of Section 1]
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[Section 2] [Track 18]

Okay. So let’s return to talking about the shows and Picturing Blackness.

Yes, that was a, it was a funny little show I thought actually. I think it was the beginning
of my understanding how things ran at Tate that curators then were allowed I suppose or
made a bid to put on displays of things that were in the collection already to make a
historical or an art historical point. And I think if, you know, if you were a certain sort of
energetic and you know, forceful sort of curator you then had this idea and there were
gaps in it and it wasn’t going to cost you much, you could make a bid to buy something to
fill the gap so that your display made sense. This was, obviously this is what happened
with Picturing Blackness in that the, Virginia Button who was Tate curator at the time
who subsequently did all the Turner Prizes, came to Preston, to the house because that’s
where I had all my work and said that she wanted to look at everything I had. So we’re
talking when she actually came to look at the work, we’re talking maybe something like
1992 or something. And when she came, you know, I’ve said already that she looked at,
she looked at everything, but really what she was looking for was – because of the idea
that she had at the time – was things to go in a show about masculinity. She wanted to
make an exhibition about masculinity and what she had in mind to buy, or what she had in
mind to see were my cut-out men. I don’t know if I mentioned that?

Mm.

I did?

Yeah.

Okay, so, but the reason that she didn’t buy them was that there weren’t any male nudes in
the collection. And what seemed to happen then was that she didn’t make a show about
masculinity, but having looked at that work her next, you know, idea that I was aware of –
obviously she had tons of ideas and put on tons of shows – was this show Picturing
Blackness and for that she obviously needed more paintings of black people by black
people to put in this exhibition and that’s, it was obvious really that’s why it was bought.

Lubaina Himid Page 388
C466/249 Track 18

But I began to see with that show how paintings are bought in order to do something, in
order to direct an audience, almost like a sort of, you know, this way to the sweetie
counter. But an absolute blatant manipulation of an audience so that the displays appear
to be, oh we thought it would be pleasant this year for you to see such-and-such a thing, so
this is a way of bringing it out of the collection. But I was made very aware that year that
it – or an understanding of being in that show, Sonia Boyce was in it as well, that it
certainly wasn’t about we should buy more black work for the collection, otherwise they
wouldn’t have used the VAT money to buy it, they would have paid a lot more for it, it
would have been more important, they would have bought more of them. But it was, I
don’t know, it was one of those little sweet, sweet little offerings I suppose that seemed
important to the artists that were still alive at the time and you were made to think that it
was important but it clearly was simply a part of the kind of ticking a box, it was a sort of
part of the agenda. But at the time it was a wonderful feeling to see that work on those
walls in those galleries. I have to say it doesn’t always end up, as I’ve said before, it
doesn’t always end up in the gallery, that particular piece, it has a strange thing that it ends
up on different corridors in different little niches in the place, but it’s magnificent to see it
on a Tate Britain wall. And to see it hung in such a way that when you, when you’re
outside the gallery through the glass doors you could see it. So all that business that I love
about seeing paintings, you know, through vistas and beyond and making paintings that
take you beyond even the picture plane, was like perfect for that, you know, it was perfect
in that show. And it was a kind of great experience to see the painting like that, so hung
as it should be hung, in a way. You know, kind of… and looking, it looked smart, you
know. It looked smart in the room, it didn’t – which is, I don’t know if it’s worrying for
anyone else, but it must have been worrying for me that it would look a bit naff or a bit
crap. Well you know, if you’ve seen paintings, been going to look at paintings in the same
gallery for decades and then one of yours is on the wall, it’s kind of mildly worrying as
you’ve gone to see things because you remember them, because you love them, because of
all those things, then you worry that your own painting’s going to look, I don’t know, tatty
or half done or, you know, not hold its own. But the way they hung it, I’d seen it on other
walls so it obviously can hold the space, but the way they hung it, it just, it was a beautiful
experience and I can still see it now, I can still, I obviously can still see the room ‘cos the
room’s still the same, but I can see the spot and it was, yeah, it was a really fantastic
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experience. Rather low key experience in terms of Tate, but a big experience in my life of
showing. And my mum was exceedingly happy, which is important. Yeah, so…

And who else was in that show?

Well [laughs], thank you for that. Sonia Boyce was in that show and Allan deSouza was
in that show and Ron Moody was in that show. Beyond that my memory doesn’t go.
[pause] No. I don’t know at this minute who else was in that show. It wasn’t actually the
sort of show where the work actually spoke to each other, you know what I mean? I have
to say now, thinking back on it, it wasn’t the kind of hang in which when you leave the
room you think ah, those works of art are now a bit like the toy cupboard, you know, are
gonna have a conversation with each other and exchange ideas. It was the sort of show
that when you left it you knew that almost everyone just went to sleep until someone came
in again. It was very much a show that kind of looked out at its audience rather than kind
of had its own life. So in a way it did feel a little bit lifeless, but I think sometimes Tate
does that to a show. I think it’s sometimes the lighting and sometimes there’s a kind of
heaviness in that gallery on the left as you go in and the first gallery on the left is very
heavy and the light is a kind of greyish, bluish light and it’s quite, you know. So it was a
bit sleepy, but…

What was Sonia’s piece?

Well she has two pieces in that collection, but it was the Missionary Position piece, which
– she has more than two pieces actually, but I think at that time she maybe just had
Missionary Position and Dreaming About King Kong is another thing she has in there, but
I don’t know whether they’d bought that yet. It’s kind of a daring piece but there were, in
terms of it being something I suppose that had its most resonance if it’s viewed by other
black people, other African Caribbean people, so you know, it’s a bit daring. But there are
some, you know, I think there are better pieces. I don’t really know whatever happened to
Mr Next Door Friend of the Family, which is a piece she made for The Thin Black Line.
Now that’s a piece the Tate should own, but I don’t know, maybe somebody else useful
owns it.
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Why that piece?

Well I think it’s just really, really daring. Monochrome piece about young children being
molested by men who are friends of the family. I don’t know anybody else in the entire
world who’s ever made work that was so dangerous, so radical, so yes we know about this
and we are not afraid to make work about it. I mean that’s what I call shocking art, you
know, to hell with, you know, I don’t know, fake Goyas or whatever, these are issues that
don’t get discussed and yet it was an incredibly sort of subtle grey and white, quite large
pastel drawing that sort of almost looks like a sort of carpet pattern somehow. There are
people in it; Mr Friend of the Family and this text that runs round the outside and a little
girl and it’s a marvellous piece. And it’s one of those pieces that makes you go hot even
thinking about it and seriously makes you go hot if you think, oh my goodness me, I’ve
got to put this in a show I’ve curated, but I think it’s brilliant. So I don’t know who has
that, but they don’t have it I don’t think. Be good to find out. I just have to ask her of
course, I just, I have it in my head so in a way I don’t think about where it is, I can see it.
But it is one of those pieces that twenty years ago, that’s still in my head.

What’s Sonia like?

What’s she like? Oh, her own woman. [laughs] Do you know what I mean? You can’t
tell Sonia Boyce what to do or persuade her to do anything she doesn’t want to do, which
of course always annoys me. I want to be able to say, you must do this, you must do it this
way. And I think that’s, when I first knew her, that is what I tried to do, you know. I had
to say you are absolutely brilliant, we need to get you out there and get your stuff out
there, you know. And she does everything in her own time and in her own way. But
that’s the thing about her dogged determination. I’m not sure if she has two children or
three children now, but however many children she has, two or three, she has these
children and she has her marriage to David Bailey and she still keeps making work,
talking about work and writing about it and you know, people ask her to do a presentation
or a symposium or whatever and she does it, you know, she’s just – I’ve never heard her
say, oh I haven’t done this because I have one child, two children or three children or
whatever, you know what I mean, she doesn’t use any of that stuff as an excuse or, she
just keeps doing it. I mean I think we’ve, we don’t see each other very much or talk
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particularly very much now, but that doesn’t really seem to matter. I don’t know if we do
things in that different way actually, we probably do things quite similar way, in a way but
it’s a great comfort to me to know that she is doggedly making the stuff and talking about
it and also not minding talking about the 1980s, you know, and not thinking – and
knowing it was important but keeping the, trying all the time to keep the record straight
and get the right people mentioned ore re-looked at or all joined together. I mean I think
she’s actually rather a good communicator with other artists. She’s probably one of the
few artists that I know that know a lot of different kinds of artists and is very friendly with
them, do you know what I mean? She doesn’t seem to be a woman, I don’t know, who
gets hung up on jealousies or rivalries, you know what I mean? Very solid sort of woman
really. Yeah, sort of honourable and you know, those sorts of things I’d say. I know it
sounds like old-fashioned things, but I think that’s what I think, yeah. I think probably, I
got quite upset at some point because she would write – well, she wouldn’t write it
because it was an oft repeated sort of thing that people would write that she would say,
and I think that she meant it in a good way, but she’d said that she wasn’t doing this and
she wouldn’t have got herself into being this kind of visual artist kind of at the centre of
things if I hadn’t made her do it. Now, I think there’s a Whitechapel brochure or
something in which she says something like that and then it gets repeated somewhere else.
And I think I thought hell, you know, at the time it seemed like oh, you know, I didn’t
think I was either that influential or that it wasn’t supposed to be a cruel thing. But I think
in latter sort of years I’ve thought about it and I think she sort of didn’t mean it in that
kind of, I wouldn’t have bloody ended up doing this, I think she more meant that that was
really helpful that I keep, you know, saying well send me the slides and bring this work to
this show. But there seemed to be some kind of way in the meanwhile where I’ve thought
oh, that sounds as if she’s really unhappy about the pressure of this world, this art world
thing and that she doesn’t want to do it and she doesn’t want to be, you know, kind of put
under this kind of pressure. But, as time’s gone by I think I’ve realised that isn’t what she
meant at all. And so there are probably, you know, half a dozen conversations we should
have had and that we didn’t have. But, we haven’t not, you know, we still converse if you
see what I mean. And actually quite a lot of the time people talk to her that also talk to
me, you know, about the eighties or about such-and-such a show or something and they
say, I say oh well, I don’t know the address of so-and-so any more, Sonia will know. And
the person says no, well she said you would know. So I think we rely on each other a little
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bit to be the holders of this history and possibly between us we might just manage to get it
embedded in there, but I’m not sure that without the other one the picture would be quite
complete. Because she was communicating with other people that I didn’t communicate
that much with, say like Isaac Julien, who I’d know but who’s not a person to go to tea
with in the way that she knows him. So that’s what I think of her.

You’ve mentioned the problems of not having a dealer.

Yes.

But she has had to some extent has she?

Yeah, well both of us have to some extent, but not particularly that kind of long-term –
well, maybe it’s the stuff of Hollywood movies, but you know, that long-term, useful,
two-way arrangement. I think she was with Gimpel’s for a bit and I was with Blond for a
bit and I suppose I’ve been with Peg Alston longer than anybody, but that’s kind of not
quite that kind of relationship that I was talking about before, yo know, it’s good but it’s
not a kind of, she’s not the person who holds all the slides and holds all the information
and you know, has a kind of, you know, database on this and that. So yes, she did have a
dealer for a bit I think. I don’t know why she isn’t with, if she isn’t – I don’t think she is
with Gimpel’s any more, so I don’t know why. I think of all the dealers in all the world,
that is one I, I asked him several times but he didn’t want to do it. So I don’t know why
she isn’t with them any more, I’d have thought that was a good idea. But maybe that isn’t
the way she wanted to make work or maybe that isn’t what he wanted to do. I don’t know,
I don’t know anything about it, I don’t know enough about why she doesn’t. You’d have
to ask her I think. I don’t know.

Have there been any dealers that you think have been instrumental in helping black
artists?

No, I don’t think he was particularly useful. I mean I like, because I like the space, I just
think it’s a beautiful gallery. It was a beautiful gallery in the old, old days when you could
see all the very, very fierce ladies who used to run it, behind this kind of smoky glass
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window in the gallery and now it’s just the most utterly beautiful space. But no, absolutely
I don’t think they have and I suppose Stephen Friedman is useful to Yinka Shonibare, but
not to black artists, no absolutely not. And I suppose you would have to say that Victoria
Miro is useful to Chris Ofili, although I’m not entirely sure that is so. [laughs] But I
suppose they’re useful on an individual basis but not to the whole, not to black artists. To
those particular artists, hopefully, they have brought them enough money so they can
make good art, more art and buy nice houses but I don’t know that it’s, I don’t know
whether the relationship is useful in that kind of really getting to the bottom of, I mean this
is really Hollywood movie stuff, but you know, really getting to the bottom of ideas,
probably not, but maybe it would be useful if you had a dealer for them to really think
now, who’s a collector who might buy this stuff who you could actually, you know, have a
good conversation with or who might listen to you when you said, oh well you’ve bought
my work, now why don’t you buy so-and-so’s work. You know what I mean, that’s a kind
of dream collector and the dream dealer would introduce you to those kind of dream
collectors, you know. I long for kind of big, good conversations and I don’t know where
they are. [laughs]

What about collectors, are there any collectors that you think have, you know, managed to
buy up some of the important works?

Well…

Are there any black collectors that you know of?

In this country, well there must be some and there are, I think there are people like David
Lammy for instance who probably buys work for his house and also makes sure that the
work on the walls of the DCMS is black work. So in a funny sort of way he’s probably
the most influential kind of, you know, black, inverted commas, collector around, you
know. That might grow and lead to something. Not that I know of, but that could be me
not knowing rather than them not existing. In the States I think that the collectors that
have made a difference to black work have been white collectors. You know, people like
Peter Norton, but there isn’t an equivalent of Peter Norton here. Well again, if there is
then I don’t know them. But you can be sure if there is they know me, so they’re
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obviously not interested because I’m not difficult to find. So, do you know what I mean?
[laughs] So they might exist, but I don’t know. I think probably what will happen is it’ll
be the artists that’ll turn out to be the black collectors and the black sort of, the people that
influence how black art is in the next twenty years. Because I think that is the answer and
I’m more and more thinking – even though I’m thinking that really I probably, I’m going
to live in a smaller house than this house, this big house that I live in, if only so that I
don’t have to teach until I drop. And I think probably the most useful thing I could do, I
mean I do it a bit at the university, and that’s use university money to collect black art.
Small things, cheap things, but you know, there’s a Chris Ofili print, there’s a Sonia
Boyce piece – two in fact – and there are others by other artists that nobody will
necessarily know. But I think that’s the answer, I think people like David Bailey and
Sonia Boyce and me and Sutapa Biswas and, you know, have to start buying it. We either
have to start buying each other’s, which is possible, or start buying younger artists or
whatever. I think that’s the way to do it, I think I realise, perhaps a little late in life, that
you can’t sit around waiting for other people to do it. If I don’t know any black collectors,
I need to be able to say, well I don’t know any others except for me, you know. And it’s
possible to do it and I think that’s probably the answer. And make that, you know, we’ve
made some of the things important that we’ve made important, we can make collecting
black work important. But probably David Lammy’s doing his bit, but I don’t know him,
you know. I write the odd little three line e-mail to him but I don’t get any reply. [laughs]

What do you write in about?

Oh, well next time you’re in Preston, come up, I’ve got some, you know, really interesting
sort of artists working up here and conversations they might have with you about art and
blah… Just stuff, to get him to come and look at stuff at the university or to come and
have conversations about that very thing really. Busy man. [laughs]

That’s that Tate show. What’s your perception of the Tate Collection? How many black
artists are represented, how many works, you know, do they get shown, that kind of thing?

Well, Susan Walsh and I are just about to make our second video which is sort of semi in
collaboration with the Tate, you know, in that they awkwardly don’t mind us making this
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stuff. But she and I have trawled through the sixty… I think it’s – no, that seems odd
now. About sixty odd thousand works, but if I say to you that there are thirty-two black
artists’ work in the Collection and that just about works out at about, I don’t know… less
than two per cent of the work in there, oddly enough – and being quoted, because I’m
quoted myself – but oddly enough that is not as bad when you look at how much work is
in there and how many artists are in there and the period it covers as it looks. Now it
could be much better. I reckon to make a really rich collection they need about ninety
artists’ work. Yes, probably another fifty or sixty artists they should be collecting and I
mean if they did it yesterday they could have got it for practically nothing. If they did it
today they could get it very, very reasonably. But there doesn’t seem to be a curating
policy, I haven’t got hold of a policy yet, although generally speaking we understand, you
know, that they’re trying to fill the gaps, number one priority fill the gaps that should have
been filled. Bit expensive that, bit late in terms of, you know, the wider world. And I
think there isn’t a great deal of absolute conviction that work being made by black artists
is important. I think they’re convinced that it is important to have it, but that’s a subtle
difference between whether the work is important. And I think they deal in objects,
they’re interested in collecting, preserving and displaying objects and I’ve suddenly
realised, stupidly – stupidly that it’s suddenly rather than having known this all along –
that if I had engaged with Tate, with more museums, in the language that they speak
which is the language of objects, rather than the language which I speak, which is the
language of politics, I might have been better understood and even, I might have been able
to have a conversation. So this work that we’re making at the moment is talking about the
objects. So instead of saying, crudely, the Tate has the work of thirty-two black artists and
they ought to have these other fifty or sixty black artists, I want to describe in great loving
detail about half a dozen fantastic works that they should have and how those works
would relate to other works that they have and that how it would make the work of the
black artists that they might buy and the work that they already have by either some
seventeenth century English painter or something or other else by some Frenchman, really
resonate. And it’s taken me a lot of thinking, but a lot of, you know, waking up in the
middle of the night thinking why can’t I make this thing work, why can’t I really change
British art. Why really can’t I change the history of it. One of the reasons because I was
speaking in Cantonese to people who were speaking Hungarian, and I finally understood
that and I have gone to Hungarian lessons and that’s my next thing. So it’s really because
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I was having discussions with the education curators who are much more – people like
Lindsey Fryer at Liverpool – are much more able to have a kind of very – they’re still
incredibly loyal to Tate - but open, more open conversations and in describing… oh, I’m
exhausted, I went to a meeting yesterday and the programme curators just put out so many
images on paper that, across the room, that we had to engage in, da da da da da. So she
was just sort of really just relating about something that happened to her yesterday and I
realised of course that the programme curator didn’t have the conversation with the
education curators about, this is by Fred Bloggs and he comes from here and he was age
this and this is his life and da da da, it was just, this object juxtaposed against this object
against this object is just gonna go wow when people see it. So in that kind of way that
she was just talking about life at the Tate and why she was a bit late for the meeting, da da
da da da, I began to think oh, I’ve been coming at this for so long from the wrong
direction. Of course, anybody who knows anything about art and galleries and curating
will think how stupid, how could it take you so long to understand that. But because black
artists don’t talk about their work in terms of what it looks like – I don’t talk about
Naming the Money as, I don’t tell you how the paint is put on and how much of it is
collaged newspaper and how much is collaged magazine and how much is drawing and
how much – I don’t talk about it like that, I talk about what it does in the room and what
you’re supposed to do with it and what you’re supposed to think and all that sort of thing.
Of course if I talked about it in terms of different faces and how some of this shape and
some of that shape and some of this colour and some of that colour, then we’re talking
then about objects. Now of course we can’t go right to the extreme of that otherwise
we’re missing the point of a lot of why we’re making the stuff, but some of why we’re
making the stuff is to make ourselves visible, in the bigger sense of the word, and we need
to use some of the time some Hungarian in there, if we’re trying to get it into that venue or
that world. So, but it’s not to take the politics out of it, but that’s to understand that
curators, historians, are interested in work because they fall in love with the objects often
and the idea of being someone who makes these things. They often don’t make these
things and well, they’ve tried it and they’re rubbish at it. So they love it, you know, they
worship it even. And so you need to talk about it in those kind of ways and then at least
the conversation’s begun. So, it’s a, yeah I’m gonna try. But I think that’s sort of where
my relationship with Tate, with that sort of thing is. I mean, you know, I’ve worked with
them on and off for a long time one way or another. Being on the board at Liverpool,
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having a show in St Ives, you know, I’m constantly in communication either in my head or
actuality, or making some piece of work, piece of research work in sort of begrudging
collaboration with them.

You’ve mentioned to me off tape trying to encourage Nick Serota to put on a Romare
Bearden exhibition and not having much luck.

Well I only tried once, I only tried once and I probably wrote it down. I think I wrote a
letter because I know that somebody keeps the letters in some file somewhere, I doubt if
he bins them. Yes, I mean I did say it. I went to a meeting with him, not last summer I
think but maybe the summer before actually, 2005 and I said that well, it would just be so
easy to do, to have a Romare Bearden show for a start because he could borrow the work
from American collections and American private collectors, it would just be so simple.
And because Romare Bearden had such an impact on me in a way that it’s such, I was
gonna say it’s raw work, but it is I think, I think especially the collage work is so, it really
makes, gives you the impression that you could do it. See, I love that actually, I love that
about theatre things and I love that about art. I love the fact that you look at something
and you think, God I could do that, and of course you couldn’t, but you know, you’ve got
to try to make a collage like Romare Bearden, it’s bloody impossible. And one of the
main reasons it’s impossible of course is because he’s living in the States and he has
access to many more paper reproduced images of black people that he can cut out and
stick down for a start, you know. So there’s that, but yes, I did have the conversation but
there must be a reason that – because I know that it isn’t, you couldn’t possibly not think it
was a good idea, it just must be an expensive idea or else it’s fifteenth down in the pecking
order. Maybe you’ll have to show Jacob Lawrence before you show Romare Bearden or
something. I don’t know, I mean I think that showing of individual great black American
masters would just, maybe that’s it, would blow the roof off everyone looking at art in
Britain, not just, you know, the thousand black artists that there are, but everyone would
just have such an amazing experience to see that this work, you know, being made all the
way across the twentieth century and in the circumstances that it was made and how some
artists kind of, you know, use those sort of analogies of run away slaves to talk about
today, their [there?] today, or other people wanted to paint a picture if you like of their
neighbourhood or, you know, how everybody, all sorts of, mostly of those guys but all of
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those artists who were doing it in completely different ways and how it was possible to do
it in completely different ways and still make good art and still people wanted to buy it
eventually and see also that the Americans who we supposedly so admire, and wealthy
Americans at that, which is a system we supposedly admire, take it seriously. I think it
would be a great shock to the British art loving public and a great shock in a positive way.
I don’t know why, maybe he will do it, but… But he’s the only person probably who can
do it, who could find the money to do it. I would have thought maybe the American
friends of the Tate if there is sort of such a thing, if they want to do it, then those are the
people that would do it. And there are lots of books as well, so it’s not as if we’re trying
to do something about some obscure person and no books, no-one collects it, da da da.
This I could understand. But Tate needs to make money and I mean there are some really
excellent Romare Bearden books, so that’s probably the first move is to get those
distributed in Britain. Then you could be surer that your audience would be primed and
then you could afford to put it on. But it does look as if things in Tate Modern do need to
take quite a lot of money. You know, they do look as if they have to be like the sort of
film blockbuster thing, you know. But I think there’s a way of priming an audience to
then get very excited about it. ‘Cos some of the stuff is very sexy and very contemporary
in that way, you know. And you could see it would make great copy in the papers and the
Sunday magazines, you know, and TV. You know, it’s an interesting life and an
interesting sort of era and geographical location of living in, so I think it’s there, but it’s
too big a task for me. Beyond that, you know, beyond saying it to him. Bit of a tangent.

Sorry, I’ve taken you way off. [laughs] Way off where we started. You mentioned earlier
on the Venetian Maps show.

Yes.

Did you say that one of them was shown at the Tate at some point – was that some sort of
connection you made?

Oh well, once there was a centenary, a centenary, a Tate 200 years’ centenary? I think it
was a hundred years. No I think it must have been just a hundred years mustn’t it? Oh
God, I can’t remember how many hundred years it was. Anyway, in celebration of that,
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Tate produced some cards. They didn’t actually show this painting, but they said we
would like to make a card and I’m pretty sure they said what image do you want to put on
it. I think they gave, I think they let me choose an image and it was a greetings card, so it
wasn’t a postcard, it was a sort of greetings card thing. And I’d just painted the first of
these Venetian Maps and the thing about me is that I always think the thing that I’m doing
is the best thing, and especially if the paint’s still wet then actually I’m really thinking it’s
good. In this particular case I wasn’t that far wrong, it is good, I do like it. So the first
painting of that, Venetian Map series was called Ceramicists. And Venetian Maps is
really a kind of series of paintings about things being there but being narrated as lost and
the finding of lost things really. The losing and the finding of objects and lives and stories
and people. And so Ceramicists was the one I painted and then I thought well, I’ll put this
on a card and I have to say I probably thought, though I can’t quite remember, I probably
thought, well they could, they might buy it, because it was sort of ninety-seven. So, you
know, I’m thinking it’s a few years since they bought anything. I could do with Tate
buying something every three years, I could pootle along and buy a pair of shoes every
now and again. And they produced them and they produced them really beautifully
actually. You know, if you put the card, which is, the painting is mostly blue and it’s
almost the same colour as the blue wall of the studio that I was working on. I used to
work at the time a lot then on a wall that was very dark blue in order to kind of get the
paintings to fight against the blue and then when they were shown on white walls, then
they had this kind of whoomph because they’d been fighting against the blue. Which is
why the paintings are so, those paintings of that kind of period are so bright. And this is
almost the same colour and then going across it this kind of green wavy line, big fat green
wavy line. And then black people’s faces and sort of lots of lines and arrows and numbers
and then, and pots, different shaped vases and pots of various kinds. And there are kind of
hidden stories behind all of these paintings, so that I wrote, actually I wrote about ten sort
of almost short stories that go with the paintings, which at this very moment and for the
last maybe two or three years I haven’t been able to find. But I read them once at the
actual showing of the show Venetian Maps, but this particular painting was the first one.
They reproduced it as a card and it sold really well I think, I mean, you know, I think
people bought it and, you know. I think I always thought it was very important to have
cards that you could buy in art galleries that have black people in them, you know. We
have birthdays too and sometimes it’s quite nice to see yourself on a card, rather than a
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teddy bear or, you know, bunch of flowers or something. But the rest of the paintings sort
of followed on really from that, ever competing to be as good as that one really. Some are
better than others, although I don’t think I’d ever paint over any of them. There are only
nine of them I think. Might be seven of them. [laughs] It’s funny that. But it was a
strange thing how it came about because there was a gap. It was when I was still working
in people’s gaps actually. There was a gap in the Harris Art Gallery in Preston’s
programme and they said – and it was in three months’ time – and they said to me, we’d
like to give you a show and we’ve got this gap and it’s in three months’ time and I was
teaching, of course. [laughs] But to me, somehow, nine – what did I say, three weeks?
Did I say three months? I meant nine weeks, which is not three months is it, it’s two and a
bit months. So I thought well I could probably paint a painting – so that’s how many there
are, there are nine of them, there aren’t ten of them or twelve of them, there are nine of
them, or seven of them – I painted nine paintings, five by seven, in nine weeks. Which
means some of them are better than others, but quite a lot of them are not bad. The other
one I really like is Shoemakers where there are again black people’s faces kind of looking
at each other, if you like, she looks at him, he looks at him, he looks at her. So there are
people in the sense that you get the sense that they’re not interested in the person that’s
looking at them, they’re interested in somebody else, you know, it’s kind of life really.
And then again there’s this kind of water map of Venice and shoes. And all these
paintings are kind of – that Shoemaker one actually is a very kind of strange brown and
red and the shoes are this very kind of dainty sort of shoes with beautiful kind of ribbons
and different shaped heels and sort of different shaped shoes, rather extravagant,
extraordinary kind of shoes. So they were a very bold set of paintings, very bright
colours, there was a sort of yellow, very yellow one that had tiny birds in cages painted
yellow on a yellow background so you have to be in the room with the painting to be able
to see the cage because the two yellows are different but you can only see that in the room,
so any reproductions of that painting are completely useless because you can’t see that
there are cages. But I was talking about sort of, there is such a thing as a Venetian map
but everybody knows that it’s no use because if you have a, a map is no use in Venice.
You need to – ‘cos they’re all different and if you lay them out next to each other they
don’t follow, nothing follows, especially if you’re trying to find places where people
actually live. You have to know the city to be able to get round it, you can’t, you have to
know it, you have to walk around it to understand how it works beyond the most obvious
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things. And I had imagined that, because I know there were plenty of black people who
had lived there, I was trying to imagine how you might again find traces of them and that
things that they had discarded or that they had made and other people had discarded, or
had given to each other, had been flung into the canals and gone into the silt and were part
of the silt now. And so it was another one of those hidden histories, hidden lives, sets of
work but these kind of short stories that went with the paintings also related quite
complicated relationships between the shoemakers or the ceramicists. Or there was
another one called Lost Toys so that there were these toys, were European kind of drum or
a flute or a doll or a spinning top that was lost in the silt and painted on this kind of big
pink painting, but also there were African equivalents of those toys also lost, implying that
these kind of histories had kind of informed each other and merged with each other and
mixed with each other. But you might have a whole kind of dialogue with that painting
called Lost Toys that was to do with yourself and your own life, whether you’re black or
not, whether you’ve been to Venice or not, you still have a whole set of baggage about
toys you’ve lost or toys that you never got that you always wanted or toys that other
people had or toys that you broke that you loved or, you know. So I was setting up other
dialogues and other conversations with those paintings beyond the kind of black people
are a rich part of Venice’s history. So if you want to read it from that point of view you
can, but in a way it was much more about lost opportunity, about mistaken identity and
about… mixed, not mixed messages, sort of misinterpreted messages I suppose. So the
stories were things like, tiny short version, I sent you a ring, I gave this ring to my
boatman, he rode, you know, up such-and-such canal to your palace. On the way another
boat went past him rather faster than him and the boat tipped and he lost the ring. He
never told me that he never gave you the ring and you left town because you never
received the ring that you, you never received it, you thought I didn’t care because I never
sent you the ring. And so a whole kind of life is – and the guy obviously never told me
that he lost it – so a whole kind of life is lost or relationship is lost because of some silly
person who something silly happened to who didn’t just row back and say look, I was
halfway there and the boat got tipped up and I lost the ring. So give us another ring or
give me a letter and I’ll go and I’ll say sorry, lost the ring, la la. So, there were lots of
stories like that of kind of, I suppose some of the things that alarm me most, sort of
messages not received or – I hate Shakespeare plays with mistaken identity more than
anything else. I can’t stand the idea of that kind of silly mistake on which enormous
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events turn. So it was that too, I was pushing myself to the kind of frightening edge of
things that upset me most, you know, too. And showed them at the Harris and it was the
most fantastic show because there were these nine paintings in the big sort of main one of
the three contemporary galleries that they’ve got and then in the two side galleries to that
they showed a paper works from Beach House and the monument works from Revenge.
So it was a real pitch for saying this is a woman who can make monuments, a monument
to slavery, this is a woman to design it, and at the other end, Beach House paper works of
which there were hundreds, because there always are. Not hundreds, but there were a
hundred. And these nine paintings in the middle space and it was a glorious, glorious
experience actually. I mean hundreds of people came, it was really one of those openings
that you kind of remember, lots of people I taught came and lots of people I worked with
came and lots of people, there were hundreds of people I didn’t know came and it was one
of those sort of brilliant openings and I was happy to show in the Harris. Although I think
some people thought, it’s only the Harris, it’s a lovely space and a very, I don’t know. It
was an interesting way it came about, I mean it was a bit naff, nine weeks to do it, but not
impossible. But you see that’s the thing, you see I set myself tasks like that, I say yes
when I should say no and I achieve it and I think well, I would never attempt to do that
now.

Wouldn’t you?

Not in nine weeks, no because I wouldn’t want to, you know, some of those paintings are
better than others. Now I’d want to be able to have enough time to make eighteen
paintings and edit out. I’m much, much more interested in making more over a long
period of time and editing out. Then I can over-paint the ones that I’ve edited out of
course. So no, no I wouldn’t.

How were the texts shown, were they…

No, you never saw the texts.

Oh. Oh, I see.
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[laughs] I just wrote the texts because I wanted to write the texts, but I never showed
them and I, you know, they ask you to do what they do in most galleries, anyway in
Britain, they ask you – especially if you’re this kind of artist – they ask you to do a talk or
a tour or an explanation of the work or whatever. And I always say, oh yes, alright then.
But instead of going from painting to painting and saying, this one’s about this, I read the
texts and if you didn’t go to that talk then you never got to hear the texts and you never
saw the texts and that was that. And now I can’t find them, which is really irritating
because they were actually good. I did spend a lot of time writing them and editing them
and you know, they were good. But I found a set of boxes when I moved from one store
to another, so I’m gonna look, see if I can find them.

D’you think it’s important that those things are kept in some way, sort of shown with the
work at some point?

No, I don’t think I’d ever show them with the work but I’m quite interested in at one point
publishing a book of texts because there’s some good stuff, you know, poetry, poetic texts,
not academic texts or, yeah, but poetic texts and I’d like to see them. You know, all the
texts from Naming the Money, the Venetian Maps texts, the Revenge texts. All of them,
all in the same nice neat beautifully formed little collected works thing. You know, so I
might spend the next twenty years trying to get that together I think. I could probably
rewrite those stories actually, if I thought about it, if I can’t find them. Because they’re
there in my head, I could rewrite them, differently obviously. But no, they were never,
they weren’t, those paintings were not illustrations for the stories. The stories were the
stories and the texts were the texts, you know. Probably if there had been a kind of one of
those thick glossy catalogues – there’s a really nice catalogue; foldy-out thing – but if
there was one of those fat catalogues, I don’t think that even still they would have been in
there in their entirety otherwise they would have seemed like illustrations for the – and
they weren’t, they really ran parallel. Which most of the time those poetic texts do. If
they run parallel you can have one or the other if you want, you know. Yeah.

When you say you don’t want them to be seen as illustrations and they’re not, I was
interested in your sort of attitude towards text and image and illustration given that you
had, are sort of influenced by design and all kinds of more commercial art.
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Yeah, but you see the thing is, what I mean is that you get two pictures. If you have a
picture and you have a text and you think the picture is an illustration for the text, you’ve
only got one thing. Whereas what I’m saying is the picture is telling you one story and the
text is telling you another story and these two things are parallel, not one informing the
other. They’re kind of – or one… I’m not being very clear here, but because something is
an illustration of something, that’s not oh, it’s only an illustration, it’s you’re getting two
things and I think the thing when people talk about an illustration, they’re talking about
something that they think helps you understand the text. But an illustration should be
something that’s an illustration, it’s itself, it’s a visual narrative, not something that helps
you understand the text. Those paintings wouldn’t help you understand the text, they are a
way of you bringing your story to the situation and the written texts are a way of bringing
in another set of stories. I mean you’d bring a different set of your stories to the stories
than you would to the paintings. Two different things you’re dealing with and illustration
at its best has its own story, isn’t just, oh here’s a, here’s a quick sound bitey visual to
make you read this magazine article. You know, the best illustrations in magazine articles
are ones that actually you could rip off the magazine article and keep the illustration
because it’s the thing that you communicated with, not, oh it made me read this thing
about, you know, I don’t know, the River Severn or dieting or whatever is in the
magazine. So it’s two different things, they’ve both got a narrative. So if the texts were
on the wall in a complete form – I think there might have been sort of like five-line things
that kind of, you know, conjured up a bit of sort of the mystery of Venice, on the wall.
You know, long titles if you like. But if you’d had the full story, oh I don’t know, 3,000
words or something, you’d have read the story and then you thought, oh yes I see, Lost
Toys, and on you’d have gone, rather than thinking, cor Lost Toys, what about that scooter
I had that I left outside the sweetie shop and somebody took it. And then, you know, and
my dad wouldn’t replace it and then da da da, and I know who took it and all that stuff,
and visual stuff that you then bring. You’d have just thought oh yeah, I see, Lost Toys,
next bit. So you’ve got to be careful with texts I think. You know, with that it wouldn’t
have worked.

There’s two that I want to ask about and I don’t know which one comes first.
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Right.

One is the Plan B show, but another one is the Hogarth on Hogarth show at the V & A.
Which one happened first?

…I haven’t the faintest idea.

[both laughing]

You see it was such different kinds of shows, you know, because the V & A owned the
work already and then they made a decision to show it. It’s okay.

So I’ve clearly missed out one from ninety-six I think, which happened at the Peg Alston
Gallery, the Portraits and Heroes. What was that? Paper work?

Yes, it was paper works. Really all the work I’ve ever shown at Peg Alston’s is paper
works, it’s just easier to send it, cheap to send it and then, you know, quite easy for Peg to
frame it. And Portraits and Heroes, in some ways I’m not, looking back on it I suspect
that embedded in there was an idea of maybe trying to make a kind of children’s book of
paper work, you know, people and paper works or something. All along I made the
Toussaint series of paper works which would have made a great kids’ book, and I think
the Portraits and Heroes was mopping up a lot of the people that I had made little paper
works about or big cut-outs about and kind of getting them all into one series really.
Some of those works were better than others. There are detailed Toussaint painting,
which had him on his horse and was very kind of detailed kind of painting of him in his
uniform looking rather kind of magnificent and splendid. Not really like the Toussaint
series which kind of more shows his everyday life. But there was also one of Romare
Bearden, bizarrely in a way, but it’s not a bad painting, but taken from a photograph. So
kind of something I wouldn’t normally do and then one of Yaa Asantewaa, the Ghanaian
Ashanti chief who, you know, I made quite a lot of work around her over the years, you
know, cut-outs and drawings and stuff, which was a kind of, rather scarily kind of difficult
piece of work. Again I don’t know that – it was obviously invented, that wasn’t made
from any kind of existing portrait. And I think I made a piece about Audrey Lorde and I
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made a piece about Augustus Savage, you know. So it was a strange sort of mishmash of
contemporary poets like Audrey Lorde and old, you know, heroes like Toussaint
L’Ouverture. I don’t know if there was a Bessie Smith in there or not, but certainly that
was one of the ones I sort of thought about and I might have actually got to do it. And I
don’t actually think I sold many of those, but now looking back on it I can kind of see
why, because I think it wasn’t very made from the heart if you know what I mean. It
seemed a bit of a sort of, you know, and I’ve been a bit cheeky about strategic making in a
very recent conversation, but I think it, to me now thinking back on it because I don’t
think about the show very much, it sort of smacks of a bit of strategic thinking in a way.
Oh, these people that are important to me for all sorts of reasons, but I can see by thinking
about the works that they looked so different from each other. It wasn’t a consistency of
making which kind of makes me feel that the whole idea wasn’t though through very well
so that although it would be very difficult to make a work about Toussaint L’Ouverture
that you could read across to a work about Romare Bearden. Now that’s what I call
making a show and it clearly wasn’t that, it was a clearly, I’ll do one of these, one of these,
one of these and one of these in the style that’s easiest and quickest for this person. So I
think as individual works they weren’t too bad, but as a show, thinking about it, I think it
was a bit, you know, didn’t hang together that well. But as ever, it was good to go,
although I’m sure, you know, it was fraught with some kind of money challenge of getting
there and all that sort of palaver that hung round those sorts of enterprises. It’s not the sort
of deal that the dealer pays for me to go or anything, so I’d have to find the money to go
and stay there and all that. But usually I’d sell enough work to, you know, to make that
back and then have money to buy things. So it was – in fact talking about it, it’s probably
the most useful it’s ever been because now I’m thinking ah, I see, you know. Juxtaposing
Toussaint L’Ouverture with Romare Bearden and that is an interesting show to remake,
but I don’t think it was that important in the whole string of things. I mean I do, it’s
important in that it shows some kind of hypocrisy too in that sometimes I am very
interested in what individually recorded historical figures have achieved and sometimes
I’m saying actually what’s important is what everyone else was doing, but I did have a bit
of a mission to play some of those people who were never talked about, I never heard
much talking about Toussaint L’Ouverture before I talked about him, or was talking about
him and writing about him, but you know, it was on a bit of a mission to bring some of
these people to the front of conversations. Who is this person, this is who this person, this
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is all the things they read or this is all the things they, you know, wrote and these are all
the things they made, to kind of generate conversations about, you know, pretty important
historical, political, cultural figures who nobody in England anyway was interested in
talking about. And in the States they were, you know. But I think the pictures could have
been better.

But they were made in different media, different styles did you say?

Different styles, the same media, always Liquitex. I just water it down to be watercolour,
so if I say watercolour I mean Liquitex watered down to such an extent that you can put it
on like watercolour, so I’m cheating a bit, it’s not strictly speaking watercolour. But it’s
that sort of paint, you know, you can lay on thick like oil paint, which is why I use it, it’s
good stuff. But yes, so the same media, but totally different styles. Ridiculous. I think.

How much do you think about style in that you’ve made such a variety of work and it does
look different.

[both laughing]

Yes, well I think that probably means I don’t think about it. [laughs] I don’t think about it
enough, I make work that seems right for the idea at the time, or I make work because I
want to test to see whether I can do this thing. Can I make a hundred paintings not using
any colour, only black and white, is it possible to do it, can I come up with enough
patterns to sustain, you know, the thrill of it, the doing of it and the looking at it. So there
are those sorts of things, I’m asking myself which is sometimes why they look different
because I’m asking a different question of myself, it’s a different challenge. And
sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t. You know, I think where I say sometimes it
doesn’t, it’s because I know I didn’t give myself enough time to edit, you know. And
that’s just the way I’ve lived the life really. That’s the secret of it. The secret is in what
you leave out and often I didn’t, I didn’t give myself enough time. Sometimes I wasn’t
given enough time, but sometimes I didn’t give myself enough time to edit.

Has it been a commercial disadvantage?
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Oh which thing, changing styles? Probably. Probably, but if you had said to me at the
beginning, you will be commercially successful if you always paint in this style and
gradually work your way to this style, I wouldn’t have taken any notice of you. I mean,
you know, I simply would not have been interested in that at all. I might as well have
done, I don’t know, I might as well have done, you know, go every day to do textile
design like my mother, you know, we’ll have six of these please, you know. I don’t have
the brain for it, I simply don’t have that kind of – I’ve got the capacity to work, an
incredible discipline about working, but within that I need as much freedom as possible,
so if somebody asked me for a series of works and they’ve got to be about this in this
style, in this medium, they’re not gonna get it. They need to say, I’ve got this idea, I’ve
seen other things that you’ve done, what can you do with this idea, and then I can do it.
And I’ll do it and you’ll get, you know, you’ll get value for money. But yes, I’m sure
commercial, yes you’ve got to have a sort of brand haven’t you, it’s got to be the same.
You know, if you drink Coca-Cola, it’s got to be the same as last time you drank it. I
understand that, but sorry. [laughs] I don’t want to do it, I don’t see the point of doing it.
It’s not that I don’t see the point of doing it for anyone, there’s just no point in me doing
that. No, there’s no point in me making work to sell it. I will make this work to sell it.
There’s no point in that. There’s plenty of other work that’s made to sell, so buy that. I
make it because it’s the thing to make now, it must be made now and it’s important and
it’s got to exist because it would be a real shame if it didn’t exist. If you want to buy it,
sure. No I understand, I can hear it, I can hear that that’s not the way [laughs] to sell stuff
but I couldn’t change it now or I couldn’t change it if you gave me the time again I
couldn’t do it.

That Hogarth on Hogarth show.

Yes.

What do you mean they already had it and then they displayed it. What was the start of
that?
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Well, the start of that is that Rosemary Miles, who has just retired recently, very
successfully worked at the V & A for the previous sort of thirty years I think, maybe even
longer, could be even longer than that. But she became in charge of the sort of print and
paper works. Now I’m not entirely sure of her title because titles are funny things, so I
don’t if she was like the head of department but she was very high up in that bit of the
V&A. And she had set herself a task I suspect decades before to collect print and paper
work material, art work by black artists in a very subtle, doggedly, determined way. One
of those people that really did shift something, but in a very unsung sort of way, you
know, because the V&A doesn’t produce those kind of flashy sort of careerist curators,
they’re scholars who gradually build up knowledge or whatever. And she obviously had
been interested in the work for a very long time, but she must have seen, well because
everybody did, I guess she must have seen the work at the Pentonville, yeah Pentonville
Gallery – Fashionable Marriage. And so, because you know, it’s museum people, they
don’t need to do anything in a hurry, and I think she had also seen the paper works,
Toussaint L’Ouverture paper works that the Arts Council bought and then obviously
thought that the V & A should have something of mine. And so she asked me to come to
the V & A with a whole lot of paper works because she though the V&A should buy some
things. So I went with the Hogarth pieces, but I also had these Cut and Sew pieces from
Word Not Found that I showed at Trier, these photocopies, which I think she was actually
much, much more interested in. I think she liked the idea of photocopying at that time,
she liked the kind of – they were kind of edgy and raw and a bit, difficult pieces, you
know. But it was felt by I think a colleague above her that there was no guarantee that this
work would last, you know. I always think at the V&A that, I don’t know if they’re more
concerned with conservation than they are at Tate, but I suppose it’s pretty high up in their
criteria for buying things. And so along with a guy who also looked at the work, they
decided to buy about six I think of the paper works from Fashionable Marriage. Some I’d
sold already, I never intended to keep them as a set or any of that sort of thing – I needed
the money so I sold them. So the V&A doesn’t have The Eager Listener or the Black
Woman Artist or The Critic which I have because I think it’s good and I wasn’t going to
sell it to anybody. Or The Dealer, which I still have and The Country Bumpkins which I
still have. So in a way what she wanted were the very political pieces of the time, so she
has Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan and the boy, the boy slave servant and so they
bought these pieces and that was in a sense, you know, they paid for them, that was sort of
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the last I heard. I think actually I probably sold them some and gave them some because
they only had a certain amount of money. It was another thing like I said that the Tate
bought the Between the Two with the VAT money. I think the V&A bought these with the
consumables money. [laughs] So they never bought it with the collection money, but
never mind. It was an okay amount of money. Few hundred quid. And then I think they
obviously did have their eye on filling a gap in what was in the collection in order to make
a good display. So what the collection didn’t have was the work by a black person dealing
with sort of Hogarth themes. But it was a really nice little display, but it was small, it was
tiny, in a funny tucked away room right in the bowels of the V&A. I don’t know even if I
could find you the room today where it was and I know the place pretty well, but I don’t
really know where in the place it was – there were notices all the way along with, the
poster for this show was the painting, the paper work for The Countess of Margaret
Thatcher. So, you know, that was a great thing, actually to go to the V&A and the notices
that led you down this sort of massive labyrinth was that really kind of good. I kind of get
a kick out of those sort of things, it’s very, cheers me up. Anyway, it’s quite a small room,
dark room obviously because of the paper works, and then there were Hockneys [laughs],
I guess that must have been Rake’s Progress. Yes, other people’s work, embarrassingly
has gone from my mind. Tony er… [pause] Oh God, okay, can’t remember. We’ll have
to regroup and rethink that one.

[break in recording]

Right, okay.

Okay?

Yeah. There was the work of Tony Phillips, Cruikshank and David Hockney and me. So
yeah, it was an odd assortment but I think that any exhibition on Hogarth is going to bring
a kind of strange mixture of people together, but there’s something about the man’s work
that is, you just could mine it forever, you know. If I thought I had time, if I thought I had
forty years of making, I’d do something again. I just think it’s really interesting levels of
sort of love and loathing that Hogarth brings into his work that you can constantly mine,
you know. And an immense kind of cruelty, but an immense affection, you know, at the
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same time and I think if you can kind of relate to an artist on those kind of levels then you
know there’s tons of stuff you could still kind of talk to. But at the moment, I think I said,
I’m liking looking at Gillray more than I do looking at Hogarth really.

Why?

Because… because he’s, I suppose because, well… because I think he managed to be
extraordinarily radical and daring about who he criticised. It just seems to me to again
leave the contemporary art or even contemporary cartoons completely standing, you
know, to sort of mock royalty or politicians in the way that he did was just, I don’t know,
incredibly daring and I’m kind of, try to examine that and look quite closely at him. I
think it’s Gillray who’s done some – because I’m doing lots of stuff on abolition really,
but I’ve never seen the cartoons that he’s done about abolition and about slavery, but they
are apparently – I think the Maritime Museum has them and I’m not sure who else has
them – but I think actually they’re so extreme, actually showing the cruelty that was done
to the slaves, but they’re so extreme that they’ve been described as virtually pornographic.
And so I mean I can see the kind of really dangerous dodginess of that, but nobody would
have the nerve to do that now and because, you know, it would matter how it was
misinterpreted. Then nobody cared how it was misinterpreted. But I’m interested in that
pushing politics visually to that extent, so I’m just kind of trying to get to grips with what
it, what he visually does that makes these things so cruel or makes them so precise, or
makes them so funny. But mostly I’m looking at politicians and royalty, there are the
usual ones that are around.

When you say you’re looking at his work, does that mean you’re making work in
response?

A bit. I’m, a bit, the Lancaster Dinner Service does have quite a lot of Lancaster ship
owners à la Gillray throwing up – well the throwing up bit actually I’ve kind of stolen
from your kind of British sort of Dandy, Beano type comic thing - but throwing up at the
thought of abolition. So it’s a sort of, at the minute that’s how that’s sort of coming
across. So I had to try to make quite delicately painted people on plates doing something
as violent as throwing up and it being kind of acceptable because they are mock Gillray
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cartoons in a way. So, I don’t know whether it quite works, but it might be alright as a
whole thing. I think if the whole dinner service was that it would just be boring, but
because there are other things going on at the same time, shall we say other styles yet
again, kind of arguing and fighting with this little set, I could probably manage to show
the kind of complexity of the situation. What I’m trying to show is that slave ship owning
in Lancaster was a complicated business, it wasn’t just, it wasn’t simply bad, it was multilayered and it was like the whole business about slave and slave ship owning, it was multilayered and complicated and interesting because it was complicated.

Can I drag you back to Hogarth?

Yes, yes.

Could I ask about the sort of current interest in his work by other contemporary artists.
What do you think of people like Paula Rego and Yinka Shonibare and stuff that…

Yeah, I mean… what do I think about it? Well, I think strangely what’s happened, say
with Yinka Shonibare’s work, is that you’d think that David Dabydeen had never written
the book in, I don’t know when it was, eighty something or other, about Hogarth, that’s
called Hogarth’s Blacks, because I can tell you that I never would have understood about
Hogarth without having read that book. I think there were tons of other things I would
have wanted to say, of course, you always have arguments with books, but it was one of
those very useful books that there was the beginning of something. What that book said
was, I’ve said this thing in a kind of quite, totally from my point of view, this is what I
see, this is what I think, but it spurred you on to read other books and look at the paintings
and go back and look at the prints and all that sort of thing, and learn the work really. And
you’d think that that book had never been written or that that those discussions hadn’t
been had. There were quite big discussions around that work around that time. I mean I
think it was eighty-three. Maybe it was around the same time as I was making the stuff, I
don’t know really. But anyway, it was in the air twenty years ago about how useful
Hogarth actually turns out to be by putting black people in his work because for one thing
there was, certainly in the eighties, there was, you know, still these discussions about how
long have black people been here, you know, how much should we care about people that
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have only been here five minutes. And so black people being in Hogarth paintings did
help you sort of have the discussion about, well actually black people have been part of
this culture for rather a long time, longer than this even, but in different sorts of ways and
here is your favourite painter, proof. But we sort of had that discussion, so I think that’s a
bit mm-mm. Well, Paula Rego. I’d like to have a conversation with Paula Rego actually
rather than make good remarks about her work in a way, unless I was going to do a whole
sort of thing on Paula Rego. I always think, God this is interesting but it could be so much
more interesting, you know. And this is, you know, I like that kind of daring to sort of
paint badly well, but what about those early ones where that painting badly well was really
difficult, you know, all those funny monkeys and funny old, dirty old toys and stuff and
then now it’s sort of moved into the bit more sort of acceptable portrait painting kind of
thing and it’s sort of not bad enough and it’s not good bad enough, you know what I
mean? I just want it to be, ahh. So it’s kind of frustrating. So what she does with
Hogarth is okay but it’s kind of what Paula Rego would do with Hogarth, so that’s okay
because what else should it be. But I suppose I’m interested in things highlighting
Hogarth, right, and for me the best thing about Hogarth is by accident he did us this great
favour of saying we were there. Yes, we were doing all sorts of things like, you know,
there are men pinching white girls’ bottoms, there are, you know, I don’t know, maids at
table, there are slave servants serving hot chocolate and all those things that yeah, yeah,
yeah, I know that’s what we were doing, but there it is, weaving in, in and out of British
life. So I’m interested in that, I’m interested in how he saw the world, how he depicted it,
who, you know, that’s what I mean, his kind of cruelty and his kindness, you know, what
he got het up about, you know, his bitter enemies the French. He probably hated the
French more than he hated black people and I kind of like all that, I think those are the
things that are really interesting about Hogarth because nothing changes, you know, you
could get people extremely riled in Britain about Europeans much more than the man in
the corner shop. And yet, you know, the media would have otherwise, you know. So I
just find that’s what’s interesting about Hogarth and that’s not really what gets examined,
you know, you kind of put your own, those artists put their own kind of mark on it. I
don’t know, I just think bringing out what’s great about Hogarth rather than saying what’s
great about you is what’s important. I’m not curating the shows.

[laughs]
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Luckily. [laughs]

You’ve mentioned Plan B already, but what was it?

Well, it was certainly the most amazing experience. Really, really amazing experience.
Because I’d known Mike Tooby who was the curator of Tate St Ives at the time, I’ve
known him since he put on – whatever the show was called – at the Mappin.

Into the Open.

Thank you, Into the Open. I’d known him since then, I hadn’t seen him much since then,
but you know, like those curators they keep a vague kind of eye on what’s happening,
what you’re doing and stuff, and he had seen Beach Houses. I’m not quite sure how, but
the catalogue was out and about and around a lot. Did a little bit of a tour, but I don’t
really know where he saw it. Maybe he went to Wrexham, but he knew it anyway. And
could see that I was interested in the sea, in beaches, and what has he got in front of his art
gallery, but the sea and beaches. So he says to me, are you interested in making Beach
House paintings and I of course say no, not interested in that any more, I’ve done that.
And what I probably mean is I’ve done that, nobody was interested, I’m buggered if I’m
gonna make any more. But I say, because I’m sometimes polite, no, no, not interested in
making those. He said oh okay, okay. Do you want to come down and talk about the
Turner Prize? We’re doing some panel things and, panel discussion things and I need, you
know, various people to say what they think of the Turner Prize and da da da da da, you
know, these silly things that the Tate do. So I say oh yes, fine. And he says, you know,
I’ll pay your fare, give you a fee, put you up in this place and – okay? So I say yes, that
would be lovely. But I’d done these Turner Prize things before at Tate Liverpool so, you
know, I’m usually moderately polite, you know, and moderately rude. But that was good
and it was fun to do and he said to me again, you doing these Beach House and I said no,
no, really, really I’m not. Now I’m making drawings and I’ve got sketchbooks and
sketchbooks full of interiors. I’m inside this room and great big paper works, big paper
works I’m making, you know, like ten foot by ten foot paper works of rooms with no
windows, highly patterned carpets, highly patterned wallpaper, strangely ornate furniture.
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And that’s what I’m doing and I’m just trying to see how many patterns you can put in a
room and how you can, you know, really cram the room with this kind of intense colour,
pattern, shape. I’m not interested in Beach Houses at all. Okay. So I carry on, I’m still
making these things. And he says, then some time goes by and he says come down and
see me again and bring, and tell me about this thing that you said you were making.
Nothing occurs to me to make me do anything but be honest really. I can’t imagine how I
could be that stupid, but anyway, don’t let’s go there because I’m not thinking oh, he’s
trying to make me say yes, I’m doing Beach Houses, because I’m not interested. So I go
down and I take my sketchbooks with me, which I have to say I’ve almost never done
before, and I have the pile of them and all these things and texts that go with them that say
things like, you know, we travelled for seventeen hours through marshland and, you know,
some of us drowned and they all – really depressing texts and these intense interiors. And
he’s not interested in looking at them and we talk about St Ives, we talk about the history
of St Ives, about shipwrecks, about the weather, about how it is in the winter and different
to how it is in the summer and I say, oh yeah, I did lots of reading about what Laura
Knight did when she was working down here, because I was quite interested in those
rather sexy paintings that she did of women sitting on cliffs looking out to sea, which are
completely, you know, lesbian erotica really. Beautiful, beautiful things. There are very
few of them, but I like them a lot. You know, so I talked about these paintings and he
says, that was a really interesting day or two days or whatever and I go back again. And I
start drawing and I cannot believe it, what happened to me was, I started to draw these
same rooms, but I made a window in the back wall and through the window is sea. I
mean, bloody hell, I’ve gone down to that place twice, I’ve been in that gallery, I’ve
looked out, I’ve discussed the sea, I’ve re-remembered what’s interesting to me about the
land between land and the sea and this man has kind of just da da da da da…. and I’ve
altered what I’m doing and I just, it was literally, you know, I’d, about to sort of draw the
back wall of something and I thought well I just put a window in here because I need to
get a bit more whooh, and there it is. So then, you know, I give him a call or write him a
letter and say well actually [laughs], I think what I might be doing is painting the insides
of the Beach Houses looking out. And actually, this is quite interesting and things about
the sea are being revived here. So he says oh great, fantastic. What I’d like to invite you
to do is come down for a month, two separate month times in St Ives and he didn’t call it a
residency and it wasn’t something that I applied for, and so I don’t think it really was a
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residency because he didn’t ask me to do anything either if I didn’t want to, except make
work. And so the first time was ninety-eight, October ninety-eight, and the second time
was March ninety-nine. And I went down for a month and when I first went down that
first time, in that typical kind of British art world way, which is completely different than
if you have a show in Italy or in the States or anywhere else in the whole world, no-one
there to meet you at the station, you know, nothing, nothing to eat, no hospitality, no
welcoming. Do you know what I mean? I don’t understand what it is about the British art
world and decent sort of hospitality, but it doesn’t exist. But the thing was that what had
happened in the previous weeks was that all my paints, all my big huge rolls of paper, all
my brushes, all my, I suppose it must have been – was it tapes, I don’t know whether it
was tapes or CDs, God knows - CDs I guess, yeah, all my CDs that I wanted to take, radio,
clothes, everything that I needed to kind of spend a month down there. A lot of books had
already been sent and I arrived with, actually I arrived with my brushes and, you know,
shoes, the things that I would die if I didn’t have. But I arrived there and I’m gonna stay
at a B and B until they sort out where I’m going to actually stay and they haven’t quite
sorted out, I realise the next morning when I actually get up from the B and B that I’ve
managed to find, they haven’t actually sorted out studio either because I was supposed to
be in those big, beautiful ….. studios on Portland Beach, but whoever was supposed to
lend it to me won’t do it. So he’s in a bit of a fix and I make work – I’m pretty desperate
to make work – and I make it at first in a really good sort of community hall type place.
And actually there’s no light and I can’t see the sea and the only thing I’ve asked for is
somewhere that’s got light and where I can see the sea, but I’m making it anyway. So I
spend a couple of days making work anyway and he comes to see me and he says, what do
you think about this place and I say well look, do you know something, I could actually
make work anywhere, I’m happy enough, I’ll do it here. And I think he thinks oh no, this
isn’t quite right, and I went with a couple of the education curators and the museum
registrar worker then… [laughs] [pause] Something [Chalu] Valabhai – a wonderful
woman actually who worked at the Henry Moore and – her name will come to me.
Anyway, she drove me and other people drove me all round the countryside with studio
spaces that people had offered, all of which were terrible. Some were in the middle of
nowhere down little sort of country lanes and I said, well you know, this is October and
one of the other things I said was, I didn’t want to be in the middle of nowhere, I’ve never
been a painter that painted in the middle of nowhere, I’m a kind of city girl really but
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certainly I’m a town person and I’m actually not bothered if I’m, if people are coming and
going, I make better work if people are coming and going than if I’m on my own in some
dark lane where I have to get a bus. It’s just, I’ll never go and I’ll never, you know, or I’ll
stay there all night or whatever, it’s just hopeless, it’s no good to me. So then at, not great
expense, but great awkwardness, he wangles the lifeguards’ office and the lifeguards’
office is directly in front of the Tate on the beach. So if you look out of the Tate’s
windows you can’t see it, but its roof is level with the sort of promenade bit. And we go
in there – well actually, first of all a couple of the men that work at Tate go in there and
remove I think all the topless calendars and do a bit of a boy type of clean up and take the
rotting things out of the fridge, that sort of thing. But anyway, take me to this place and
it’s a bit like a kind of swimming baths’ changing room kind of, it has that kind of smell
and that kind of dankness to it and it smells of rubber because there’s a cupboard full of
wet suits and a few calendars, but not topless ones and you know, it’s all a bit grimy and
awful, but the windows are spectacular because it looks out on to the beach and you can
see, you know, a huge kind of amount of sea so that they can make sure that the surfers
and the swimmers, you know, are not drowning. But, it being October they’re in Hawaii
because nobody’s supposed to be on the beach. But of course the beach is chock-a-block
with surfers and I am in the lifeguards’ hut with no telephone. So if I’d seen anyone
drowning there was nothing I could do about it and I was kind of vaguely aware that these
people, some of them who obviously knew the lifeguards knew they were in Hawaii, but
some people obviously thought that someone was watching them, me. But then they got
me somewhere to live, a little sort of cottage just round the corner, literally round the
corner from the Tate and nice little teashop and for a month I painted every single day, all
day from about eight in the morning till about six or seven at night. And I painted – I
mean it was a kind of narrow sort of space. In a way it was about the size of the studio
that I had at that time in my house in Preston but – and it had, you know, windows, sort of
windows out to the park, but my studio has windows out to the sea. And I just watched
the sea and the sky and the sand all day and attempted to paint them and attempted to get
down the colours as they shifted and changed. And that’s what I’d spent, you know, the
first sort of probably week and a half doing that, just trying to understand how to kind of
get down an orange that I could see in the sky on to a piece of paper quickly before it
changed. So I must have made, I don’t know, about a hundred paintings I suppose in the
month, but as the time went on I then started to make paper works that were again, these
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kind of intense rooms with the windows in the back wall looking out to various stages of
dangerous sea. And really, that period was – see, I’d made paper works before I went and
I made them while I was there and then I sort of made one set of canvas works when I
came back to the studio in Preston before I went again in March, but that October sort of
period was sort of, I think it was mid October to mid November, something like that. It
was bitterly, bitterly cold. Had lots and lots of layers of clothing on, because I’m not
actually a painter in, you know, I’m not a kind of macho painter in a cold studio, I’m a
kind of soft theatre designer painter in a very nice, as warm and comfortable surroundings
as I can get. So I was fantastically cold. The heating was not good because it wasn’t
about being warm. But I was incredibly happy. You know, I just drank lots and lots of tea
and I popped to the tea shop and I could go in the Tate whenever I wanted and get, you
know, money off in the café there and look at stuff and look at the building. So I was
looking a lot at the building itself, the Tate building, in a way making work about the
building and about Tate itself as a kind of thing and trying to capture colours and working
on this idea of being in these intense spaces with a, with a very intense narrative about an
escape or a rescue or a, or a difficult sort of situation which I was trying to make texts
where you could set up a difficult situation and resolve it in like seventy-five words, so
that you started in immense danger but by the time the seventy-five words, you’d resolved
it or you could see a way out. And I was also talking to the, some of the residents in the
old peoples’ home next door to the Tate and talking to them about what it was like to
watch their lives really go in and out, in and out, in and out, in and out. Watching the
tides is worse than watching the seasons change because you can, you absolutely can see
time going by, which is kind of scary. But also I was told that one of the men there was a
magician, you know, conjuror, and I was really interested at the time in those books that
tell you how to do conjuring tricks and lots of books on water tricks, money tricks. And
so I got him to do tricks for me. I’m just interested in conjurors because the point about
conjuring is that you’re always looking to see how it’s done, that’s the point. And so I’m
very interested in tricks that are done, that distract you from the tricks that you’re looking
at to see how it’s done and especially the drawings and the illustrations of how to do that
and the language around how magicians tell each other how to do it, you know. Distract
the ladies in the audience meanwhile with a charming smile, you know, that sort of thing.
So those were the sorts of things that were going on, that’s what I was looking at, those
are the people I was talking to, and it was really, really brilliant. Also because I’m the
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kind of painter that usually works interrupted, you know, I’ll do it when I can do it and I
do it quite a lot, but this was endless, twelve, you know, sort of twelve hour days of being
able to do it and having to do it because it was so cold you couldn’t sit there and listen to
the radio, you had to keep working just to keep warm. I took a lot of photographs, which I
also made into kind of different, other works actually, sort of collage works that I never
used for anything, but that are all in sketchbooks. And I was writing texts and writing
diaries and going to look at Barbara Hepworth’s garden a lot, because it was, I think it was
possibly not open or maybe I would often go actually before it opened each day, because I
could go wherever I wanted to go, which was excellent. And they were doing a re-hang I
think at the time, so I had a lot of looking at really nice paintings while they were still in
their crates or they were still lying about – not lying – very carefully placed against walls,
you know, while they waited to be hung, which was a different way of looking at Tate
really. You usually see those Tate galleries as such a finished thing, so it was interesting
to see it kind of in transition. So it was brilliant, really, really brilliant. And it changed
my life really, because I thought I knew then that I could paint and that I could sustain an
idea and that I was good – well I’m not sure I was certain that I was good enough to hang
work on the walls of Tate until it actually was hanging there, but I kind of suspected that
things might not go so horribly wrong that he wouldn’t then hang the work that I’d spent
these two periods of time making. I mean the second period of time was the same amount
of time but by that time I had an even stronger idea about how I was going to use empty
swimming pools. I’d had a conversation about a swimming pool in St Ives and there was
a kind of big local push to get a swimming pool, which I think some people will find, well
why do you need a swimming pool when you’ve got the sea, but of course it’s a
completely different thing, it’s a much more community thing and, you know. It was
those sorts of conversations and that adding to the danger of those works by having
interior that was full of water and then a window out to water. And so, to try and set up
the question, what is actually more dangerous, the room with no doors that’s full of water
that you’re in or the possibility of escaping from that room into water that you don’t know
where it goes to, but it could at least go somewhere. So I was trying to set up visually
incredibly dangerous and inhospitable, but kind of seductive pictures where – and four of
the paintings have these, what was left of, the best of, the texts about those dangerous
journeys. So some of the paintings didn’t have – all the other paintings didn’t have texts
with them but of course in the room you read those paintings off those texts as well, so
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they were about, you know, the differences between these swimming pools, some of
which had water in and some of which didn’t. The rooms that had lots of tables or too
many chairs or strange ladders that… were really trying to talk about how danger lies in
safe situations as well as dangerous situations and sometimes the danger that lies in
dangerous situations can be got through, but the danger that lies in safe situations, in the
home, in the city of London, in the Blitz, seventy-five consecutive nights of bombing is
actually more dangerous, kind of more dangerous than you would expect than being in the
battle. In the battle at least there is strategy, someone does have a plan even if it might not
be a very good plan, you are part of a kind of, you know, bigger picture. There’s a
purpose to what you’re doing. Sitting in your, you know, after you’ve spent your day
working in a shop or as a secretary sitting in your cheap, cold, dark flat being bombed
night after night is kind of more dangerous than you might expect. So it was kind of
examining those things as well. But there was lots of bombing going on all over the
world, you know. So it was a mixture of those kinds of things and the usual dodgy space
between land and sea.

Were those things made explicit in the text?

No. No. The texts were often quite inland texts, you were going across rivers or over
mountains because the texts were giving you another picture, so you got two pictures.
You got a text picture and a picture picture. Because in a way I suppose the texts came
from the original set of drawings which were not about the sea at all, or didn’t think that
they were, or weren’t till I cut a hole in the back wall. So… but they were shown, when
they were shown, which was then the November of ninety-nine, in Gallery 5 in Tate St
Ives, which is the best, absolutely the best gallery in that space and actually, it’s the best
gallery in the world. I mean it’s beautiful. It’s twenty-five foot high, has beautiful top
lighting and beautiful glass ceilings and you can see the work through a kind of porthole
on your way to the café, so you can look down on it. And it has, you know, you go into it
through one set of doors and you go out of it through another set of doors, so it’s a
corridor space – I mean it’s not a corridor space – but I mean it’s a kind of, one of those
galleries you go from one gallery to another gallery to another gallery. And it doesn’t
compete with the sea, which would have been a hell of a risk, but interesting to see what
happened if it did, but I preferred it to be in the gallery it was in. But Mike Tooby hung it,
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well we had this discussion in that he said, shall we hang this now, when I you know, all
this time later when the works were there. But actually I made the works in Preston, the
canvas works in Preston, but Tate being Tate, you can’t just wrap them in bubblewrap,
you know, and the van comes along. The men came from St Ives and they crated them in
the house, in the studio and then they went away again and then, because that was one job,
and then they took them in the crates. So that did feel amazing, you know, that even
though they didn’t own the work, they still had to crate it before they do anything with it.
I’m just always so impressed by how, the respect people treat work really. But when it
came to hanging it, you know, Mike Tooby said well you know, shall we hang it now.
And I said well, either you hang it or I hang it, but if we both hang it, we’ll just make
compromises or fall out because I know what I would do and I’m thinking, you probably
know what you would do and it wouldn’t necessarily be the same thing, so unless you
want me to hang it, I think you should hang it. He most definitely wanted to hang it
himself, that was just him being polite. So I went off somewhere and he hung it and he
hung it so that the horizon line, so that the sea was on the same level as the sea, so that
when you’re in the room all the, you know, paintings were at one level and then when you
went out of the room, sort of if you hit the gallery from that way and you went out to what
was then the reception desk, you could see the sea behind the reception desk and it was
like, there it was, you know. And so the kind of, having understood, obviously because
I’d talked about it, but having understood how much the building was important as well as
the sea and how benign it looks and how you think of, you know, jolly old St Ives and its
heaving tourist masses, but really it’s a kind of wrecker’s shipwreck, you know, total
disaster zone, total Bermuda Triangle thick with death and wrecked bodies. I don’t know,
it just, it was a great hang and he understood, he’d listened to what I’d said and he knew
what he wanted and I think he got what he wanted and it was a fantastic experience. And
when he’d hung it, you know, and I stood in the room and I thought I must remember this
is a most fantastic moment of my life. I’d seen Rothkos in that room and I’d seen Bridget
Rileys in that room. You know, I could have wept. [laughs] It was brilliant, you know, I
would have been happy to die that day, you know, it was really good. So it was really,
really important, so I feel kind of, I am able to have all kinds of arguments with Tate, but I
have had some pretty, that was a pretty amazing moment. And I’m still quite in love with
those paintings too, which considering they got painted in sort of ninety-eight, ninety-nine
is not bad going for me. Usually me, I would have got a bit iffy about things by then, but I
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think I’d done so much paper work and I had had time to edit, that I think it was not a bad
set of stuff really.

[End of Track 18]
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[Track 19]

Okay, so a show came up in Norway, which was called?

It was called Inside the Invisible and it took place at the St Jorgens Museum, which was a
former leprosy hospital, in the middle of Bergen in Norway. And it’s really a leprosy
museum actually, tucked away – in the centre of town, but tucked away – and that show
came about in a kind of vaguely strange way of happening, it was kind of strange, in that
Maud was going to Bergen to try to seduce really I suppose, a piano player that she had a
thing about. And I went along with this as by that time I’d given up trying to be sensible,
and she said as she often did, asked me questions about what to do in the every day, what
the hell am I going to do in Bergen while I’m waiting to see whether he’s got time to see
me. And so I said you need to go and get a tourist map, tourist guide thing. So she went
and got a tourist guide thing which, you know, she’s pretty good at, and she scoured the
thing and while she was looking at it I was looking at it and I saw this thing, St Jorgens
Leprosy Museum, and I said, do me a favour, go there, if you’ve got nothing else to do,
you know, and you’ve done everything you want to do, go there and just tell me what it’s
like, I can’t imagine what a leprosy museum would be like. Who is it they’re talking
about, you know, what is it? And it was a guide thing, it obviously wasn’t a kind of major
museum of Norwegian art, so it wasn’t a very, you know, it was two lines or something.
So she went to Bergen and she met with the piano player, but she did have some time and
she went to this museum.

Can I just ask what the piano player business is?

Oh well, Maud Sulter had a few different, various lovers in the time I knew her and one of
them was a piano player that had seen her on a TV programme and said how much he
liked her work and she decided she rather liked his work as well and so she went off to
have conversations with him. That’s the kind of, you know, I’m sure she’d say all sorts of
reasons why she did that, but that’s what she did. And yes, so she found the museum and
spoke to the curator, looked round it, spoke to the curator because she’s the sort of person
who would speak to the curator, but it wasn’t a big museum, it’s a very beautiful building
built in about 1706, wooden building with a lovely church next to it and there’s a kind of
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courtyard and things. And the curator turned out to be a friend of the piano player. So
that meant that – in other words, Bergen was not a very big place. So it turned out to be a
very interesting place and she said to him that she knew of somebody who was quite
interested in, would be interested in visiting this museum and maybe making work. Now
I’ve not actually said any of this but making work, you know, around it all, just
investigating. And I don’t think he was too interested in the idea, too keen on the idea. It
was a, it’s a small museum, it shows the history of trying to cure the disease, but the
history also of leprosy in Norway. The last leprosy patient died in 1946 and it’s, nobody
much knows about the museum and I think people come, in a way medical people come
from all over the world to the museum but it’s not really a tourist thing. It’s a fantastically
beautiful building, but it’s not really a tourist thing to do and local people find it a bit, you
know, unnerving, as I discovered once I did the show. But I started to communicate with
this man and told him about my work and he said well come and visit. And I went on
some wintry, for some wintry time, you know, and it rains a lot there. It makes Preston
seem like the Sahara Desert, it really rains there. If you get caught in that rain you’re just
kind of soaked through immediately. And I spent quite a few days there getting wet and
just sort of being in this space and looking at ledgers and walking round little cells, little
rooms really off a central hall and then more rooms off a kind of mezzanine level. And in
each of these rooms, six foot by six foot, three patients would be. And in the beginning of
course they were just there to get them off the streets. They were mostly farmers and
fishermen, but all kinds of other people too. And get them off the streets, unsightly,
diseased, blah, blah, blah. Usual charming way that people think about people with
diseases. So – and then of course it became more of a sort of place where various doctors
did various kind of really weird experiments on these people to see how this disease, why
and what it was. And then it became a place where people came to be cured, but of course
they still had parts of their face or parts of their limbs missing, so they were kept there
because that was an unsightly sort of set of people to be wandering round the streets. And
this interested me in the same way as people are more than slaves, people are more than
lepers, they are themselves, they’re kind of real, living, loving, you know, interested or
boring or stupid or whatever, human beings. And I kind of talked to him about this and I
was quite interested in making some work and showing it alongside them, you know, they
have three or four little cells that have sort of more or less original furniture in and another
couple of rooms that have beautiful watercolour paintings that someone in about eighteen

Lubaina Himid Page 425
C466/249 Track 19

something did of some of the patients, but really beautiful paintings where, you know, the
paintings of their clothes were painted so you knew what the material was, you know,
beautifully sensitive portraits, small, watercolour portraits. But their faces were covered
in big boils or half their nose would be missing or, you know, truly upsetting images of
people, but sensitively painted. But he clearly didn’t want me to do anything like this
because it was pretty hit and miss getting it right. This particular nineteenth century
painter had got it right, but I was highly unlikely to. So I wanted to make something that
kind of brought out the individualness of everybody that had come in and gone out, but he
didn’t want me to use anybody’s name even though I looked through the ledgers, he said
still, you know, those names are still names that are still used and this is still this town and
I don’t want that either. I mean none of that was a problem. He was very clear about, you
know. And he still had to kind of get the committee to understand the idea that an artist
might want to do something and they very much insisted that they wanted to vet it, you
know. They were very, very sensitive about not making work that was offensive to
anybody. But as I – I’m not in the business of making work that’s offensive to anybody, I
didn’t really think that was too much of a problem. So I took note of everything, you
know, that he’d said and I sat about in the space for a lot of the time and because it’s
incredibly quiet, but I kind of knew by talking to him that the place would be unbelievably
noisy because of the pain, because of the talking, just because of the, you know, you can
imagine. Something like forty rooms, three people to a room – that’s a lot of people. And
so I don’t know entirely in that first visit whether I knew what I was going to do, but I
went away again with all these kind of notes and thinking about it and I went to lots of
fishing museums and walked about a lot. I didn’t go out in a boat, I’m not very good with
boats and it looked really rough and inhospitable and I’d have just been sick really. But I
kind of tried to listen and I came up with this idea of making tiny paintings that would be
able to go on the walls of these rooms by just putting a nail in a wall and hooking the
painting on a hook. And the paintings were about the size of – well the image itself was
about the size of a CD cover and then the canvas is sort of… is about an inch or so bigger
than that all the way round. But I kind of got that idea because in every one of these
rooms were hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of tiny holes which are not woodworm,
they were where people had tacked, you know, either a cross or some kind of memento or
some sort of prayer thing or some kind of little token on the wall. And so I thought, that’s
what I’ll try to do. And so these little patterns are all, of them are patterns. And every
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single painting is a different pattern. And there’s nothing in the painting except pattern,
but each painting has a text in English and translated by the curator in Norwegian, that
talks about an object. So this is a table I made for my mother. She thinks of me when she
sits at it. These are my house painting brushes, I can’t use them any more, my brother has
them. These are our nets, we manage to mend most of them most of the time. You know,
those kinds of things. So I imagined that these little paintings were kind of almost yes,
sort of tacked to the wall, but also kind of the sort of thing you might have had sewn on
the inside of your jacket, so you kind of open your jacket and you see this pattern and it
kind of reminds you of who you are and who you were and who you kind of might be
again if everything went well . So they kind of – and the point about the invisibility is that
you have all these patterns, tiny dots or stripes or squiggles, some of them regulated sort
of repeated patterns and some of them more kind of abstract patterns, but the point is to
sort of read the text and see the image in the pattern. Not in the pattern, but if you like,
overlay on top of the pattern. Because if I read something and it says, these are my
dancing shoes, I don’t need them any more, and I look at the painting, I can see a pair of
dancing shoes. Now, that could be because if you say a word to me, any word, I can see a
picture, immediately I can see a picture. I’ve kind of done lectures about this work and
somebody once said to me, I don’t see any pictures. And I thought ooh, I mean to me
that’s completely astonishing because I think in pictures and I see pictures the whole time.
But she said, but I think it’s because the people that own these objects don’t want me to
see them. So she had entered into the kind of, into the spirit of this, but it was actually that
she just didn’t think in pictures so it didn’t happen for her. Anyway, I hung these – it took
me a while to make them, but early 2001, May I think maybe, 2001, I hung the show in
this museum and many, many, many, many, many people came to this opening, I mean
lots of people, and were kind of delighted by having kind of re-found a place that they
knew that was there and they really, you know, said oh yes, we always knew it was here
and you know, we know that it’s fine but it was a bit spooky and we didn’t know whether
to come or not, but we kind of now can see the importance of the place. And to me this
was like, I mean maybe only two people said that, but it was incredible that they had
thought oh yes, this is a place we can come, this is a place when people visit us we can
bring them, you know. And lots of press came, lots of newspaper people, radio people.
And most of the press things are written in Norwegian, and obviously the radio thing I did
in English, but obviously because it’s Norway, loads of people can speak English and
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Norwegian but seemed to like the fact that the texts were in both languages. I was never
going to only put the texts in Norwegian, but the curator said to me we must have the texts
in both languages because people will be very insulted to think that you think that they
don’t speak English, because most of the people that would come anyway would speak
English and Norwegian. So that was kind of nice too and people spent a lot of time, you
know, going from room to room and reading the things and talking, looking at things. So
that was a really… I don’t know, it was an interesting experience. I kind of more and
more getting passionate about making work that relates to collections or relates to
buildings or relates to a space that isn’t an art gallery only. I mean this wasn’t an art
gallery at all, but you know. So it wasn’t site specific in that kind of, you know, Antony
Gormley sense of the word, but it did belong there but you could show it anywhere and it
did get shown in the show in Scotland later in 2001, because Maud was doing some work
with Deborah Cherry and they re-showed some of it. But in a sense, the real point of it
was to be in that space and to kind of rekindle the memory I suppose of some people,
whole lot of different sets of people depending which stage of the whole kind of museum
they – well, museum, hospital stroke now museum – that they were in there. It was kind
of rekindle a kind of, a life really, without telling a whole story. Sort of a foray into
hidden histories really. But it did rather start me on the road to making a hundred of
things, which I think was probably a bit of a, another one of those mountainous tasks I set
myself to see if I can do it. Which looking back looks a bit like a kind of punishment
[laughs] to me, but that was the first attempt at that.

Why? Is it, you know, what is it about having a large number of things for you?

Well, I suppose I often want to say if there are a hundred of these then there are a million
of these. Because if one person can produce a hundred texts from having read a few
books, spent some time in a place, talked to you know, quite a few people, but you know.
What happens to me is that, very often with these texts, I kind of put myself in that place
and think, you know, what would I think about to try to remember who I actually am,
because I wouldn’t think of myself as a leper. I’d certainly know that’s what I was but I
wouldn’t, that isn’t what you think of yourself as first, you are who you are and you know,
you are yourself in relation to other people that you know and what you’ve tried to do or
how you’ve spent your life or, you know. So yeah, so if you can do a hundred of
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something then it’s obvious that this is just the tip of the iceberg, there must be a thousand,
there must be a million. But luckily I didn’t, you know, I didn’t think I had to do any
more.

Ho hum. [laughs] Not yet anyway.

No, not that. No, I think those, I don’t need to sort of challenge myself in quite that way
any more I don’t think. Because it was, it was a challenge beyond the call of duty really, I
didn’t need to work so hard. But it was a good experience.

Is there any element of impressing the viewer by the scale of the show?

Well, not in that one because you only ever saw three at a time and they were little and
you wouldn’t necessarily know there were a hundred and as you go from room to room
you’re busy talking about, you know, what you might do tomorrow and shall we go on to
have a drink after this, you’re not really counting a hundred. So no, not really. The
hundredness was just the right amount if I wanted to spread these all the way through the
entire place without overwhelming the place. There was no point in it being about my
paintings, just using the museum as a wall for my paintings. They were supposed to sort
of almost seamlessly be part of the place. So if you actually came because you were
interested in Hansen’s cure for leprosy, you weren’t overwhelmed by my things, you
might only catch a glimpse of mine. So no, it wasn’t really. That wasn’t, that piece
wasn’t about that. The other hundreds might have been a bit more about that. Impressing
the viewer? I don’t know. I’m not sure, I don’t know the viewer’s impressed by maths
actually. I don’t think the viewers take all that much notice of how many there are, just
how they feel. Yeah.

Double Life?

Yes.

That was 2001 I think.
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Yeah, I was sort of making it in 2001 and showing it, I must have shown it right at the end
of 2001, so that was a bit of a fast – well I think I was doing two things at once, you know,
as ever. I think I was maybe finishing and well, I suppose the thing about Double Life was
that I’d been working on it in terms of talking about it and talking about the stories that go
with those paintings for decades because it’s essentially an exhibition or a set of paintings
about my mum and about my auntie, who were two, the daughters of a publican who lived
in Farnworth, which is just outside Bolton. And they were in a way a kind of privileged,
cosseted, spoilt, very adored little children, bit like sort of Shirley Temple in a kind of
environment that was Angela’s Ashes if you like. So they lived above the pub and – but
the people coming into the pub were people with no shoes and who were really frittering
away their money really on my grandfather’s beer. So it was a set of paintings about their
everyday life, the cruises they went on up the Norwegian fjords, the life living in a street
where people were that poor, the clothes they wore, the toys they had, the wallpaper they
had. So they were two ordinary little girls, but in a kind of rather extraordinary situation
in that they were sort of out of place. They weren’t kind of aristocrats by any possible
stretch of the imagination. I think my auntie would say that they were working class, I
think my mother would say that they weren’t exactly working class, if what you see out of
the door are people with no shoes and no money and in the General Strike, no money
minus no money. So – but they were as different to the people that surrounded them as
aristocratic children might have been, you know, they were incredibly privileged. You
know, my grandparents had a car, but they didn’t drive it, the coalman drove it. He was
their chauffeur, when they needed to go somewhere he would drive them somewhere. So
it was a kind of, these two kind of strange worlds that depended on each other. And I
enjoyed making the paintings, I recently look at those paintings now, they were all double
paintings, almost a kind of long shot and close-up view of a story or a, incident. Then
underneath are long brass plaques with texts written on them. Brass plaques the length of
the painting, say about eight foot – no, maybe six foot. And I suppose those texts were
more the snippets of conversation and because they were kind of snippets of ordinary
people’s ordinary conversation, it seemed a rather fun idea to engrave them on brass
plaques, as if it was something rather grand and rather monumental and something that
should be preserved for ever. I did it because it was great talking to them, it was a great
way of kind of getting them to talk to me about their lives and to understand who they
were and who I was I suppose. And it was a great excuse to sit about talking as well.
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Looking at the paintings now just as I moved them from one store to another, I’m in a
phase at the minute where I don’t actually like them very much. I think I think they’re
rather ham-fisted in the way they’re sort of painted.

How are they painted, can you…

Well kind of quite, for me now it seems quite kind of raw and rough and sort of, bit heavyhanded. I don’t have quite the delicacy that I think I would try to do it now. It wasn’t that
long ago, but it’s a bit… it’s a bit of a surprise to look at them now, but it could be
because I’m looking at them as single things in the store as opposed to the sort of double
painting that each one is with a plaque underneath. It’s quite a lot about how you see each
painting and how you see each painting in relation to the others. It is a bit of a sort of
book I suppose, out on the walls. So as individual things they perhaps don’t work.
Certainly as individual canvasses they don’t seem to work that well to me, so I have to be
very, very careful not to go near them because I’d be in danger of over-painting them. I
think one of the things that’ll stop me doing that is that I have the brass plaques and I have
the memory that they’re about. So for works themselves I don’t think they’re that great,
but they’re very important to me as a kind of sentimental thing actually, the process of
them was more important I think probably than the finished thing. So it was good to
make, but more for the process.

Did you sort of interview your mother and her sister?

Yes, yes. So I’d ask them, I’d ask them really just about things they remembered, I wasn’t
interested – historians will be horrified to know – in chronology or you know, and I didn’t
care either if the stories didn’t match, which sometimes they didn’t quite. Of course that
was what’s interesting. So I just asked about just things they wanted to tell me really.
And they painted a picture of a kind of really rather delightful sort of privileged life, you
know, I think they’re very fond of their father. Their mother was kind of pretty fierce, I
mean I know my grandmother wasn’t fierce to me, but I think to them she was rather. But
I think my grandfather was sort of, I don’t know, he was into everything, you know, into
all sorts of deals and obviously if you run a pub then you know people kind of on the
fringes of dodgy dealings. And I think they enjoyed that and they enjoyed talking about
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that and it was good to hear them talk about, you know, going to lunches in his big pubs
that you have in the north of England where you had five course meals and, I don’t know,
all sorts of things. You know, my mother can remember the pattern in the wallpaper and
drew it for me, you know. And my auntie could remember, you know, signs on the wall,
you know the hand on the wall sort of thing pointed to the gents. And they could just
remember all sorts of quite interesting visual things and the ship that they travelled up the
Norwegian fjords in. And I don’t know, it was – and weddings they’d been bridesmaids
at. So it was the sort of the things that I suppose old women and little girls do remember,
what’s special to them is they dressed up or they remember something delightful to look at
or having difficulty eating something or whatever. So I wanted to paint what they wanted
to remember.

Did you record them?

No. No, I just wrote it down. [laughs]

What was it like sort of interviewing your own mother about sort of personal stuff – was it
personal, you know?

Well I suppose it wasn’t personal in that kind of – I mean all the kind of, you know,
personal stuff about her I know already. D’you know what I mean? So I was asking her
about things I genuinely didn’t know anything about because she was a small girl. Oh it’s
lovely, I like it. Because, like all parents she spends time anyway telling me about things
about people I don’t know, you know, the next-door neighbour’s daughter. I’ve never
even met the next-door neighbour, never mind the next-door neighbour’s daughter. So
that kind of telling me about such-and-such cousin who was married to such-and-such a
man who had a, you know, tanning firm that went bust is just a continuation of how she is
anyway, telling me about stuff that’s interesting but I don’t actually know the people. No,
it was good. It built up a whole picture. Made me understand absolutely how I am how I
am. How I’ve sort of got a bit of kind of, you know, I’ll just try it then, you know, I’ve
got this idea, I’ll just do it. If I’m related to a man who, you know, grew sweet peas, grew
tomatoes, bet on the horses, you know, bet on the horses when betting on the horses was
not legal. You know, knew every businessman you could know, you know, just had
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houses on the Isle of Man. I obviously have a bit of that, I don’t see why I can’t just do it.
If I’ve had this idea I’ll just do it. So that talking helped actually, make sense of a lot of
some of the things about me. So it was good. But I think the process was more interesting
than the pictures, personally.

Was it good to document your own sort of family history so that you’ve got it on record, it
can be, it’s there.

Well I didn’t really do it for that I don’t think, I think I did it because I had also spent a lot
of time making paintings about the black experience and I’m two things, you know. I
would name myself as black, but I undoubtedly, I have been surrounded by, many, many
years by the white, English side of my family and they’re very important to me and I did
think mm, this is a bit of a sort of an unrecorded thing. So in that way, yeah it’s important,
I don’t want to pretend or pretend that I’m something that I’m not or give the impression
that these people are not important or hidden away, so you know, that’s why I would
never over-paint those paintings or, you know, they’re kind of – and there was quite a nice
little catalogue as well that the curator there did. You know, she wrote quite an interesting
sort of essay and we kind of juxtaposed it with the Mass Observation photographs that
they hold there, ‘cos I’d looked through every single one of them looking for the pub that
my grandfather owned. And I did find one image of it, The Queen’s Head, and I did find
where that pub was, but Bolton’s kind of slightly changed, needless to say, now, so it
doesn’t exist any more. But I spent a lot of time sort of looking through those images and
so we kind of overlaid some of the images taken from Mass Observation photographs of
Bolton pubs into that booklet. So there are paintings, there are texts, there are my texts,
there are her texts and there are these photographs as well. So it’s kind of nice. So it’s,
again, that’s kind of, at the moment I’m thinking, that’s a bit better than the paintings too.
It begins to say and do what I wanted it to do.

I think we’re up to Cotton.com.

Yeah. Now that is a hundred paintings, slightly bigger, about ten inches by ten inches,
than the Inside the Invisible and that sort of came about by kind of one of those – these
shows come about because I’ve had conversations with somebody one year and then
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something like ten years later or three years later or something, they say oh, I was thinking
about you the other day and I wonder if – and there was a curator that, that was an art
historian actually who – and architectural historian – used to work at Stafford, she went to
the States – Helen Hills – and she ended up in Manchester and was part of an AHRC sort
of grouping who were interested in the sort of architectural, political, social history of
Manchester and they got this idea that they wanted to make an exhibition and do a book
on this. And they got AHRC funding and other funding I think and she invited me to be
one of the artists that worked on the idea. And she described the space at Cube and I
knew it, but I’d only been about twice I think, really didn’t go to that gallery very much
actually, but it’s quite a difficult sort of space because it’s made, or designed in the first
place really to be a space where architectural models are shown, mostly. So the walls are
not really that friendly and it’s the sort of raw interior really of one of those sort of
Manchester showrooms, furniture showrooms. Not a warehouse where you made things
but a sort of showroom really. Most of Manchester, the centre of Manchester is kind of
showrooms for furniture and textiles. And I think they probably expected work that was
more obviously, shall we say, black work. It was absolutely a piece about being black and
that relationship to Manchester but not quite perhaps in the way that they expected. But,
luckily they were the kind of people that let you go with a thing. And so I decided to
make a hundred black and white paintings that were patterned representations of
conversations that might have happened between the cotton workers of Manchester and
the cotton slaves of Southern Carolina. Because it seemed to me that these slaves picked
the cotton and then, you know, it gets made up into bales and it goes on the ship across the
Atlantic or whatever, then it goes on to these barges and the canals and it ends up in
Manchester and ends up in these big – not the sort of place where the place was shown –
but these big warehouses over in Ancoats. And the people there, the Lancashire mill
workers there unwrap this stuff and then start to card it and weave it and make it into, spin
it into cotton, you know, into thread. And in that process there must have been the odd
toenail, the odd bit of cloth from a dress, the odd hair, the odd feather. You know, all
kinds of things must have got gathered up into that. And so I reckon there must have been
a kind of communication if you see what I mean, a kind of empathy somehow and a kind
of, even if not an understanding or a caring – although I was later to discover there was –
but you know, I was kind of thinking these people’s lives crossed even if they never met
each other and that if they had had e-mail, these two sets of people would be for sure e-
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mailing each other and saying, yesterday my brother tried to escape, the dogs got him and
ripped his leg off. The Lancashire people would be writing to say, my cousin’s cough
now is, you know, reaching a pitch where she won’t last the week. So that – and they
would discover these two sets of people that they were being ripped off by the same
people. So I invented a hundred texts to go with these a hundred paintings, but I didn’t
really have the space in this gallery because there were six of us. There were six of us to
spread the work, as it were, around the place. I just had a space that was about ten foot,
fifteen – no. Ten, twelve foot wide and even if – yeah, so I had this space, which I sort of,
I knew what I was going to do, obviously, but there were six of us, we had to spread round
the space. And so I took these hundred paintings upwards so they were five wide and then
they went up, so they went up and up the wall and into niches and up and out and then
right up to the skylights. So in a sense it ended up being this great sort of big black and
white kind of tiled wall, I suppose it kind of looked like. And I only used one text, which
I put on wall opposite the paintings, but which was sort of high on a kind of mezzanine
level so you were on a mezzanine level with the text, which said, he said I looked like a
painting by Murillo as I carried water for the hoe gang just because I have a bucket on my
head. And I’d taken lots of these texts from some reports that inspectors of plantations
had written and one of the inspectors in one of his reports had said she looked like a
painting by Murillo as she carried the water for the whole gang, with a bucket on her head
or whatever. And so I’d taken the text from all kinds of different places and some of them
I invented, but I read so many slave narratives in my time that, you know, they’re there.
But in the end that one sentence spoke to art historians and spoke to everybody else and I
think I thought that the hundred texts was, you know, there was no way it was going to
work. So that was a bit more of a struggle just because it made Inside the Invisible,
Double Life and this really hard on each other and sometimes sort of at the same time. I
was, you know, I was pushing myself kind of pretty hard at the time, but – and also to try
and make something, me who had made only, I mean I tried to make Plan B without using
any colour, the actual painting Plan B in the exhibition Plan B and I just couldn’t do it,
you know. Purples and pinks and yellows seeped in, so I set myself this thing to make
these black and white – bit of a kind of, bit clunking in that way – but to make these black
and white paintings where no shades of grey were in there, it was just this or this, you
know. And took the patterns from all sorts of places, invented them, African patterns or
European patterns, English patterns, invented patterns. For me it worked. I tried to get
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Manchester City Art Gallery – and the Whitworth – interested in buying them, the set, as
it really was about Manchester. As I worked on the research for it of course I, somebody
told me actually which I didn’t know, that there’s a monument to Lincoln in the middle of
Manchester and he’s sitting there in his chair – it’s a sort of, you know, copy of that,
Lincoln in his chair – and the text round the bottom is a letter from Lincoln to the union
workers, the union men of Manchester thanking them for their support for the abolition of
the slave trade in – for slavery, the abolition of slavery, rather, in America. And he’s
writing to say he understand that by committing themselves to helping them with this
cause it’s ruinous for the people of Manchester but he appreciates that they’ve seen
beyond this and have done this. And I think it’s incredible that really there was this e-mail
communication between these two sets of people, there was a kind of dialogue and a
conversation and I had started this work imagining there must be and got halfway through
it and realised there was. And so it was really successful because I was very fond of it
because it seemed really real. And I liked the look of it too, it did look good, kind of all
towering over you. And you had to use kind of different bits of your body to be able to
see it, you know, you did have to sort of stretch up and kind of, you know, breathe
differently. I kind of quite liked that. But neither the Whitworth nor Manchester were
interested. But it’s one of those things where I’m not usually that proactive, but people
had said to me, oh come on, you know, these people are bound to be interested and it had
been on the wall for a little while and I thought hm, people are not ringing me up, I need
to be proactive and they just said we’re not interested. And it seems crazy because again,
you know, you could have done some interesting stuff with it. It really – and it wasn’t the
money, I never got as far as discussing how much it would cost. So that was a kind of lost
opportunity, but lots of people liked that work and wanted to buy single things from it.
And once I knew that people, those two galleries were not interested, I started to show
them in groups of twenty-five, I showed them in London in a little gallery. I never
actually saw the work but I was asked to put work in a show. Oh I can’t remember who
even organised it, it was a tiny thing. I think it was on just two or three weeks in a little
gallery in Hoxton, and so I sent twenty-five of them and they hung with a very small
plaque that said the same things about Murillo [ph], carrying the water on her head and I
sold them to people. So there’s a nice group of twenty-five now and then there’s sort of
another twenty-five that are kind of not so great. I’m great at editing out these things.
And lots that I sold to people as individual paintings. And I gave them away. I mean
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that’s in a sense been the great thing about Cotton.com and Inside the Invisible, sometimes
I just give them away because I think, oh that was a really nice thing you did for me, or
somebody does something, gives me something and I think oh, they like my paintings but
don’t have like hundreds of pounds, it’s great. So in a way that hundred painting thing’s
really good because there’s a sort of, you know, there’s a sort of something I can give
someone, so I like that. But it’s a sorry tale really about Manchester not taking them
because it would have been easy, I think. Easy to store, easy to keep, easy to use. Cheap
really, compared. But no. But, that’s alright. And I think a few people, you know, like
Lucy Whetstone really, who worked at the Hatton by then, and Griselda Pollock came to
them, so I know that – because I know what those people like, and Gill Morgan who used
to work at Rochdale, now at Leeds - I know those people would have been trying to see if
they could get people to buy them or think about buying them, you know, in their quiet
way without telling me that’s what they’d done, but it didn’t happen. But, they’ve been
really useful otherwise. And I’ve still got the brass plaque in my studio, which, you know,
which I like a lot and I hang ten pieces at home. Yeah, so it was good.

When you said fabric patterns from all over, did you, African ones as well?

Yes, I used African ones, West African patterns, East African patterns. Not as much or as
carefully I suppose as I’m doing now, with the work I’m doing now, but it was the
beginning of that, beginning of looking at those patterns more carefully and really
understanding them, they were speaking. I mean I always said that patterns on clothes
speak and occasionally this kind of pops up, you know, it comes up through the work. But
in there, there were also Austrian patterns, Italian patterns, all kinds of textiles. I just stole
things and altered them from all over the place. Because I was also trying to sort of reflect
the fact that the cloth that was being made was actually being made into mostly European
kind of fabric rather than, although it did happen a lot, making – but a bit later – lots of
cloth was made in Manchester for the African market. So the patterns would be sent to
Manchester and then the designers would make those up and then they would be
manufactured and then the cloth would be sent back to Africa. Strange. But very
interesting thing I’m kind of investigating at the minute really with the work Beyond the
Lancaster Dinner Service is all about that. Lots and lots of West African cloth, but even
East African cloth; kangas and all sorts of things were made here.
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[End of Track 19]
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[Track 20]

Okay, it’s the sixteenth of January 2007. Yesterday we stopped at the point of talking
about Naming the Money and what was the initiation of that project?

Well, it was another one of those, in a way it was a project that was sort of held up from
another time when I first started to talk to Bolton about Double Life, I was actually talking
to another curator altogether and halfway through making that show she left and moved to
the Hatton Gallery in Newcastle and said once she’d got herself sorted and settled in this
new job she’d get me to do the project she really wanted me to do, which was working
with the collection. That’s how in Bolton I was working with the Mass Observation
things, those were the things from the collection that I’d chosen to do. Anyway, years go
by, she sorts herself out at the Hatton Gallery – it’s Lucy Whetstone – and says right okay,
we’re ready to do it now. And this was kind of the end of 2002 I suppose really, and I
spent quite a lot of time in the stores of the Hatton Gallery, which is part of Newcastle
University, looking at paintings and seeing what I could work with, whether I could work
with anything. And I spent a long time looking at things and the kind of things I could do
but nothing really grabbed me and one day, sort of looking up on a very high shelf and
there were these kind of bread, plastic bread containers, you know, the things that you
kind of see early in the morning outside shops, sort of big crate things you put sort of
things, a Wonderloaf in, that kind of bread crate. And I said, ‘What’s in those?’ and she
said, ‘Oh actually I don’t know, I’ve only been here a year and a half, I haven’t actually
got up there yet’. So we got up on ladders and got these things down and inside were
layer upon layer, in between tissue, of really beautiful pieces of fabric and fragments of
clothes. But there was no indication as to what they were, when they’d come into the
museum, who’d given them, nothing. You know, we didn’t have any indication of that at
all with the things. And then, so I looked at them all and they really were fantastic and – I
suppose there were about ten, twenty crates of these things. Anyway, she said that she
would look to see if she could find out what on earth it was and all the rest of her curators,
assistants and things sort of hunted down the information and they found that this whole
collection had been given by somebody – I’m not even sure they ever really got the kind
of full kind of details of how it came to be given - but anyway, by somebody as a whole
collection of fragments in sort of the late seventies, something like that. And each, they
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did have, they came across paperwork which itemised each thing, which was in fact
numbered, so it did have sort of acquisition numbers and all that sort of thing but it had
just been really, it seemed to be perfectly safe, perfectly dry and everything was fine about
it, but it wasn’t in proper boxes or anything like that. And I kind of got excited by these
things and I was reminded of something like three paintings that I’d seen in La Rochelle
way back when I used to go there with Marlowe Russell on holiday. And in this museum
there were beautiful paintings, three beautiful paintings of black slave servants who had
been given as a gift from the King of Spain to the King of France and the paintings were,
you know, just beautifully intricate paintings but life-size. And these people’s clothes
were very rich and ornate and they had kind of big sashes across them, or cummerbunds,
one or the other sort of thing, depending who it was and their kind of attributes were
written on, you know, this is Pedro and he’s very good at, you know, playing the lute and
da da da da. You have to be able to read Spanish or French – I think it was in Spanish
actually – to do it, but Marlowe could speak Spanish so she sort of roughly translated,
rather loopy, obviously rather old sort of writing. But anyway, that was the gist of it, it
was sort of saying this man, these men’s attributes. So I was kind of reminded of that,
somehow or other that came to mind in these fabrics, and I was going to paint ten portraits
of slave servants and the gallery, the Hatton is very lovely in that kind of Victorian
wooden floor, white walls, vaulted ceiling and columns sort of way, with lovely windows
and very nice lighting. In the end I ended up using three galleries, but I was just thinking
of this one main sort of space and the show was set for 2004, January sort of thing, 2004.
And so I thought well that’s the idea and I discussed it with Lucy and we discussed the
money and where we were going to get the funding from, Arts Council funding and
everything, and that seemed that and I started to kind of work on that and think about that,
make drawings for that. And then, for some reason or other, or for the reason of being
interested, Susan and I went to Gary Hume’s show at White Cube and on the way into that
show we met Jenni Lomax from Camden Arts Centre and she, we had a sort of nonconversation really about what I was doing and I don’t know what I said, I can’t remember
what I said, that’s kind of irrelevant, and she said one of those things that curators often
do, which was, oh you know, see you again soon and you know, sometimes ten years, five
years, six years go by and some reason or other that slightly upset me or annoyed me in
some way. Anyway, we went into the show, Gary Hume’s show kind of irritated me
slightly too. There were kind of paintings on metal and I just, you know, it was another
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one of those occasions I think oh, you know, this was kind of really a good idea but God,
it could have been really, really fantastic. And my mind started to kind of, you know,
when that happens to me I kind of think, I kind of put lots of energy into thinking, ooh,
how this could be like this or like… And I came out of the space and I said to Susan, you
know, actually I’m not gonna do ten paintings on canvas, I’m gonna do a hundred
cardboard cut-outs. And she said, oh, you know, why are they cardboard because that’s
just really kind of throwaway and kind of cheap and horrible. And I said well, you know –
I was a bit kind of irritated, you know, and I thought well, that’s the point isn’t it, these
people were cheap and throwaway. And she sort of said well no, I…. And I said, it’s
light and it’s easy to store and then, you know. She said well, couldn’t it be on really thin
– and we were walking along the road to Old Street station having this sort of
conversation and in that space of time I thought well, okay it could be on really, really thin
plywood, you know, but not the great hefty kind of cut-outs that I used to do. And that
was sort of the beginning of thinking well this is really gonna be something quite different
so I’d better get back to Lucy and say, well you know I said it was going to be ten
paintings, it’s going to be a hundred cut-outs. And the project in a way started to grow
and I made the ten drawings of ten different kinds of, I suppose useful people to have
about the court; drummers, ceramicists, viola da gamba players, and decided that there
would be ten kinds of people and that there would be ten of each. So I knew that I had to
make the drawings and then get somebody to cut them out, because I had made cut-out
installation before like, well Vernet’s Studio, lots of them, where I’d done the cutting out
and I knew I couldn’t cut out a hundred. You know, I just knew it would take me too
long. I was capable of it, but you know. And I talked to a friend of mine called Mark
Parkinson and he is a painter and he told me that I could get a signwriter to cut them out
because they had a certain sort of, you know, laser cutting equipment to sort of do, if I did
the drawing he could then scale it up, make a template and then do ten of each. So I knew
a signwriter that was a student of mine that was a signwriter before he was a student and
then still did some after he finished his ceramics course – that’s what he did in the end.
And so he did the cutting out and Mark Parkinson worked out the mechanism for how to
get these things to stand up in the blocks, because usually with cut-outs they’d sort of had
rather clumsy and awkward sort of standing up sort of mechanisms; sort of poles that stick
out the back or whatever, and he’d devised this kind of trough I suppose that the cut-outs
then sort of, each cut-out then slid into and one of the technicians at work made the

Lubaina Himid Page 441
C466/249 Track 20

blocks. And so the whole making of it was a big team kind of effort. And that was kind
of new for me but I knew I couldn’t do it unless it was that. And then I always try to do a
kind of soundtrack – there was a soundtrack in Fashionable Marriage, you know, there
are often soundtracks in them, in shows that I do, or at least there are in my head. And for
this one I wanted to really, really do it. So, having decided that each of these cut-outs
would be painted completely differently, each one would be completely different from the
other, and that each one had its own name, I then knew that I had to sort of make a story
for each of these people. So sort of simultaneously with making the cut-outs, I was
working on these five line texts, knowing that I wanted to put the five line texts on the
back of the cut-outs so that you could read each person’s story. But I also know that
people don’t particularly like to read things, it’s like reading a label, you can spend a lot of
time reading a label and then you don’t spend very much time looking at the thing. So I
recorded every single text and juxtaposed it with a soundtrack of all kinds of different
music. Where there were kind of very obvious black influences, so there was, there was
some Cuban music and American jazz of course, but also some French baroque music
where you could sort of imagine some of these people kind of silently agreeing to be part
of the furniture and kind of add to the whole picture of wealth and grandeur of kind of
eighteenth century court life. And I thought that reading the texts and music would mean
that when you were wandering round these hundred cut-outs and weaving your way in and
out of them, you could listen and hear music and occasionally you would hear somebody
saying, you know, my name is so-and-so, they call me such-and-such, I used to do this and
now I do this. And so some of the kind of text and the feeling that these were real people
with real stories would filter into the audience’s sort of, you know, awareness without
them having to stop and read. And people kind of approached the show in different ways;
some people really did want to read the things and some people just wanted, children just
wanted to run in and out of the cut-outs. And they were about six foot high, the small
ones were about five foot six sort of thing, but they go about six foot high, so they’re kind
of larger than life really. And the costumes just sort of, the clothes just sort of came
really. I was painting them all the way through 2003, every day really, every morning,
every night, all weekend. And it really did take about, I suppose about fourteen months.
Just right at the end of 2002, all the way through 2003 to do it. And it really only became
desperate about, I suppose at the end of the summer when I really had, I had done about
seventy and I just, I didn’t really know I was ever gonna do the last thirty. But there was a
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funny thing about painting them really, I mean once I had the cut-out in front of me I just
knew what colour to paint them or what kind of shirt or what kind of trousers or, you
know, still painting in Liquitex acrylics, and people’s faces just kind of came to me, I
didn’t really, you know, take them from other sources, I just, they came out of my head.
And I think that was the kind of weird thing about that show was the texts came out of my
head and the people’s faces seemed to come out of my head. It was obviously just
decades and decades of looking at people and looking at books and looking at old
paintings, always searching for that slave servant in the corner of the room, you know. So
in a way it’s an amalgamation of all the slave servants that I’ve ever seen in any painting.
And I suppose for me in a funny sort of way the most successful thing about it was that
children liked to run in and out of it. You could see that you could take it seriously but
you could also just see it as a fabulous environment to be in. The thing took up three
rooms. And we made a catalogue, which Susan helped a lot with because I’m always
slightly anxious at the making of catalogues, because the making of the work’s the most
important thing but I absolutely know that the second the work is off the wall, it sort of
ceases to have a life and so I’m kind of quite anxious about catalogues and getting them
right. But we worked on that and agreed with Lucy to bring it out once the show was up
and on rather than trying to bring it out for the opening night so that made it a, really a
whole other project. So all the texts are in there and little essays in the form of letters by
me, talking to Lucy Whetstone, telling her how the whole thing came about and why I’d
done it and I’d sort of, one of the main things is that I think I thought the whole project
was about money, because it’s pretty much a kind of preoccupation of mine, how to find
the money to make projects and how to store them and all the rest of it. But actually it
was more about naming in the end, it was about belonging and about how you are, find
yourself in some kind of situation and the important thing is to work a way of dealing with
that situation or dealing with a way to get out of that situation. So they are, they are again
a bit like the texts I suppose from Plan B in that I’m searching for a kind of resolution.
And now some small part of it, sixteen of the cut-outs are gonna go to the V&A as part of
a show called Uncomfortable Truths. So although that’s kind of completely different kind
of presentation of that work, I kind of see it as one of the uses you could put to part of it.
You know, it would have been great to have a hundred cut-outs weaving their way
through the British Galleries, but highly impractical as a hundred cut-outs actually take up
more space than a hundred people, because they’re kind of quite wide. But I think, I’ve a
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feeling for this piece of work that it might have a life, sort of beyond its first life in the
Hatton or even its second in the V&A. It has that kind of – I think it’s got enough good
things about it to make that happen.

I’m gonna ask some questions. [laughs]

Okay, yeah. Yeah, yeah.

I was wondering, you know, these bits of textiles that you found, did they directly feed into
how you designed the costumes for the…

Well it was a sort of indirect thing, they were kind of, in a way it was that fact of two and
three hundred year old pieces of fabric, fragments of fabric, kind of abandoned, hidden,
nameless on a shelf that kind of inspired it. So I didn’t really use the fabrics directly at all,
except on the back of each cut-out with a text that tells you the name of the person and the
name that they’re called, then their real name, then their real, kind of who they really are
and what they do now, they take out the laundry or they dig ditches or they, you know,
look after the children or whatever, there’s a little kind of clear packet and in it is a little
photograph of one of the fragments. So they’re now a kind of mysterious talisman, which
I suppose is a little bit like the inside the invisible paintings, it’s the sort of little bit of
fabric that the slave servant has that’s just a sort of little keepsake. So they didn’t really
feed in at all to the costumes, it was more that the people were a little bit like these rather
valuable, but abandoned fragmented bits of – there were sleeves or there was a collar or
half a pair of breeches or strange, not so much woven, but embroidered things and woven
things. So incredibly beautiful but sort of without their, they weren’t complete and they
were far from their home and they were from all over the world – there were Hungarian
things and French things and well, shall we say, probably all over Europe. So that was the
key, the link really.

Have those things been exhibited at all?

Yeah. When I showed at the Hatton I asked for there to be these long cases, you know,
the sort of display cases which they had of course, because they’re a museum, as well as a
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gallery, and they were able to get money to buy proper preservation, whatever you call it,
you know, boxes to keep all these fabrics in so now they’re all kept in the proper
conditions and I showed them, I selected pieces that were the kind of key important pieces
for me and one of the assistant curators sort of did a whole arrangement of them; labeled
them, named them and they were shown sort of alongside the original drawings that I’d
done. So there were drawings in frames and then these glass cases with the fragments in.
And then they did lots of education work with the fragments and with the show, but the
fragments were kind of a lead-in with refugee and asylum seeker groups in Newcastle who
they did whole workshops on, were doing now in Newcastle. And some people were
actually, I think they were perhaps Albanian, I’m not quite sure, perhaps, I think Albanian,
were actually very skilled at embroidery. So there were all kinds of workshops they could
then do. And tons and tons of children’s groups came. They had lists of schools wanting
to book in to come and see the things, ‘cos I guess teachers would say, I mean they’d tell
other teachers. So in the end, you know, thousands and thousands of people saw that
show, it was incredible. You know about, I think it was something like, I mean less than
10,000 but about maybe 7,000 people, which was pretty good for a show.

Can you describe more how it was laid out, what sort of space was between the figures
and how was the soundtrack, how did it actually work technically?

Oh well, I mean goodness knows how it worked technically actually, I mean it was a
sound system which you know, which actually my cousin who was part of the, was part of
the team running Northern Stage at the time which was kind of next door to the Hatton
Gallery, sent one of his technicians over to help the gallery staff fix up the sound system.
We kind of got a bit desperate at one point and I thought well, that’s what relatives are for,
so I gave him a call and he sent this fantastic guy round. But it was a sound system with
something like eight speakers up high in the gallery sort of, you know, screwed to the wall
sort of thing. So in whichever room you were in you could hear the sound evenly. So as
you came in the gallery, you were kind of confronted with groups really. I set up – which
I’d done way back in the November, I’d come up with Susan and had made paper, just
paper strips and laid out all these paper strips which are the size of the blocks, so that I
planned a match really that there would be, you know, a dog trainer standing next to a
ceramicist having this kind of conversation, then perhaps three or four herbalists having

Lubaina Himid Page 445
C466/249 Track 20

another conversation and some toymakers talking to some herbalists. And then all the
musicians; the drummers, the viol da gamba players and the dancing masters all in a group
of thirty. So you kind of were introduced in a way, three or four people and then four or
five people and then this mass of thirty. And then you walked past them into another
gallery and there were other groups; there was a big group of ceramicists, all kind of large
ladies with big headgear on carrying pots and in the middle of them I put one of the dog
trainers with a leaping dog. So there was a sense of sort of all these women trying to
hurriedly go past this rather unruly kind of guy with his, you know, dog jumping. So I
kind of tried to set up little vignettes I suppose. Then you walked through that gallery and
came to another one, which was much darker sort of space and there were more, I suppose
they were a kind of slightly more mournful set of cut-outs, so there were probably more
painters in that room and more shoemakers, who all of them had rather sad texts about
having to do certain things now that they sort of didn’t do before. And then that gallery
led you round to the first gallery, so you kind of could go in a kind of circle. And you
could go whichever way round you wanted, you know, but you know how things are,
people tend to go from the lighter space into the darker space, rather than into a darker
space and then round. And I liked the way it worked, you know, we made a short film and
we’re going to make another bit of film in the V&A and then when it tours to Salford and
to the Ferens Gallery in Hull, we’ll make another little bit of film and then inter-cut stills
of that and eventually, hopefully to make something as long as the soundtrack, which is
seventy-two minutes, and then in a sense they’ll be a Naming the Money film. You know,
the texts, you’ll be able to see some on the screen and some will come over because they
come on in the soundtrack. So, with the catalogue and the film I kind of feel that either
that’s how it’ll exist or that’ll be quite a good advertisement if, you know, there’s a
collection around that wants to take it.

When it’s shown in the V&A, presumably there won’t be the soundtrack?

No. I’m trying to see, because they have kind of like education sort of ‘pods’ if you like at
the end of some galleries in the V&A where you can, where there are books where you
can learn more about the furniture or the tapestries or whatever. So I’m going to speak to
them to see if there’s a sort of way of having a little, you know, machine and you could
just put on the soundtrack, put some headphones on and just listen to it for a bit. But no, I
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mean you couldn’t have my soundtrack going through the British Galleries, if you’d come
all the way from, I don’t know, Iowa or something to see, you know, a seventeenth
century double bed or whatever, you know, then I think there’s a limit in a way to how
much a museum like that can allow contemporary work to kind of take over the, what the
museum’s about. It would be terrible if that was the first time you ever encountered the
V&A to have such a kind of overwhelming sense of some large political issue going on. I
mean it’s alright if you know it as much as I know it, it would be great. So you’ll
experience it in different sorts of ways. And the texts on the back, some cut-outs you
won’t be able to read it because you can’t go round the back of them in some of the
positions we’ve got them in, so that will be a kind of label. So it will be a different way of
reading it, but then seeing them in sort of, if you like, British aristocratic house settings is
another interesting sort of view on it. Different, but if you think of it as a kind of advert
for the real thing.

What sort of compromises have you had to go through with that show?

Well I think that I always want it to be shown as a hundred pieces, so to go from a
hundred pieces to sixteen pieces is a big compromise and I suppose the thing about it was
that you would find yourself in a room with a hundred people who all were somebody.
And even if you found yourself in a room with a hundred people and they were friends of
yours, that’s quite a kind of big experience, but to find yourself in a room with a hundred
people that you don’t know but you find that they know who they are, they’re not just
paintings, they actually are real people if you like, even though they are just paintings, that
was sort of the point. And so that point, that point of mass, that point that if there were a
hundred people, there must have been a thousand people, if there were a thousand people,
there must have been a million people dragged from who they really were and forced to be
somebody else, that’s kind of lost completely in that kind of setting. But you know, as an
ad for something that might be, you, I don’t know if you could get better than the V&A
really. You know, it’s the perfect place to do it. And hopefully the catalogue you can get
in the shop and perhaps there will be little spaces for sort of explanations that there are
really a hundred. You know, so some people will probably think that those cut-outs are
always there and not know that it’s a sort of intervention, and some people will object to it
being an intervention and some people will learn something they didn’t know and some

Lubaina Himid Page 447
C466/249 Track 20

people, will just pass them by, but I kind of like that. I’m more and more interested in that
kind of way of showing really.

You mean intervening?

Yes, yes. I think it goes back to that sort of theatre, the kind of theatre I was really
interested in was kind of theatre outside the theatre, you know, but it didn’t really work in
Northern Europe, it was too wet and too cold, but I was always interested really, really in
the kind of theatre that took place in markets or in the streets or in fields, you know, that
just entered into the everyday and you could take it or leave it rather than going to spend
your, you know, fourteen pounds to go to the Lyric Theatre or whatever. And I’m
becoming, the art that I’m making, more and more interested in intervening in situations
that already exist in museums or galleries with collections. It’s just, I find it’s just slightly
less, well it’s probably less frightening, but also I kind of like the idea of art being read
against something else and that it might encourage you actually to learn or to just be
interested in, more in the collection than you might have been just because you see
something up against it and think, oh, you know. Either that annoys you or that kind of
draws you in. But it could be that it’s because museum curators are more interested in the
way I work than commercial galleries are or art gallery curators, if you see what I mean. I
mean those, art historians seem more interested in the ways of using it. So it could be that.

Are you making some sort of comment about the role of museums historically, you know,
in what they have chosen to collect and…?

Well, I sort of, less now. Early work was quite critical of that obviously stolen or acquired
by dubious means, shall we say, because everyone’s then very pedantic about showing
you the bill of sale, you know, for some piece of treasure. But no, this is less about that
really. I think well, there is the museum, there are these objects, let’s wring every bit of
use we can out of them. They belong to us, we pay the taxes, let’s hope the museums are
sort of free, let’s go and use it and kind of – I’m more interested in that. I think they’re
brilliant places, you know, I think I probably learned everything useful I ever learned by
going to museums all over the world really and just, not necessarily by reading the label
either, but by just looking at the things. And I kind of think about shopping like that in a
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way, you know, that kind of just looking at lots of things, I love to look at objects, I don’t
necessarily need to have them and museums for me are that. I love the way you can sort
of wander from carpets to tapestries to furniture to ceramics to tiles, you know. Yes, the
V&A’s probably the best place in the world for that, but I sort of like it anyway really. I
don’t even, I don’t mind, I quite like those rather strange museums, local museums where
people think actually there’s nothing there, but there is a sort of, I don’t know. It’s a free
learning place, I suppose I just really love that idea of somewhere you can go that’s very
quiet that you can look at beautiful things and you don’t need to own them. You don’t
need to be rich to be enriched by them. So I kind of guess I love them now and slightly
brushed aside the complication of how these things were acquired, most of which was a bit
dodgy.

Just about the making of Naming the Money, when you embark on doing a hundred of
anything, but particularly six foot cut-out, the sheer sort of number, I’m wondering do you
get to a point and have doubts about, you know, its worth as a project, do you know what I
mean? Because it’s so long it will involve a year and a half of doing this task?
Ah, but the task is part of it, definitely. I mean for a start, painting is fantastic. If I could
paint all day every day I would paint all day every day, so the painting is a beautiful thing
to do. I love, love, love to paint. So yes, it is a task but it’s one of those, one of those
tasks that as you’re doing it, it seems exhausting but you don’t look ahead really. I mean I
was ticking them off, right another one done, another forty-nine to go, but it was about
making a person in a way and so choosing shirts, choosing a pair of trousers, choosing
how to draw, you know, how to paint the drum and making sure that it was very different
from the other nine, and playing with ways of painting, playing with colours, playing with
collage. So the process of it was kind of delicious, each thing was delicious to do and I
had worked out that it could be done as long as I didn’t stop. So I knew that if I did a
certain amount every day and when I wasn’t teaching at the weekends to make sure I did
two or three times as much as I could do in a week, then I knew it could be done, I knew.
And I’m very good at deadlines. And I don’t ever paint all night, but I knew I could. I
don’t like to paint at night at all, but I knew I could if I had to. But I didn’t really, I didn’t
worry too much until I got to sort of that, sort of seventy amount where I was just getting
incredibly tired I think and not really realizing it. And the house, you know, was full of
cut-outs, painted cut-outs and unpainted cut-outs sort of leaning up against walls and
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occupying lots of rooms. So that was slightly sort of a strain really, although the house is
very big, they take up a lot of space just leaning about. So probably that’s slightly
alarming, but in a way the more that got painted the less alarming it was. But the painting
of them was just fun. It wasn’t ever difficult.

But that thing about sort of having the idea formed that you were going to do this thing
and then sort of carrying it out, are you able to sustain, you know, the sort of, the impetus
of the initial, the thoughts, the idea process?

Yes, because that’s the way I work. In a way, the rudest thing you could say about the
way I work is that it’s colouring in. I always know, well I think I know what the end
result is going to be like. I think that comes from training as a theatre designer. You need
to know because you’re working with other people, so you can’t be kind of drifting and
feeling and changing your mind all the time, you have to say this is what it’s going to be
like, because a director wants to know and the actors need to know and you know, it needs
to fit the play. So in a way I’m working in my head with actors, even if it’s a set of
paintings, not actors and directors and opening night, and so if I say it’s going to be that
thing, then it’s going to be that thing. There are varia… because there are plenty of
variations within it. I haven’t said there were going to be, you know, a hundred cut-outs
and they were all going to have red jumpers on, so there are so many variations within
each piece that it doesn’t feel like a restricting thing. But if I say there are going to be a
hundred, I’m kind of slightly thrilled by that. Again, it’s that mountain thing, you know,
it’s that, can it be done. Yes, of course it can be done and the thrill is doing it. So, and it
slipped very quickly off my tongue, you know, to say there’s this installation of a hundred
cut-outs and I liked that, how it sank in you know, and people thought God, a hundred cutouts. But not even I knew how much fun it was to be in the room with a hundred cut-outs,
that was the thing. You didn’t then think, ooh this a hundred, you just thought wow, this
is fun to be in. So again, you couldn’t know there were a hundred. If you asked people I
should have thought they would have probably thought there were thirty, ‘cos how do you,
I don’t know. I think a hundred is a sort of silly thing really because it probably needs to
be a million to really be some number that’s, you know, really significant. But no, I
enjoyed that, but it wore me out. I was probably the tiredest I’ve ever been by the time it
opened. And I did absolutely say that that was the last lot of cut-outs I would ever do.
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Is it?

Yeah, I think it is, yeah. There have been several series, but I think it’s a young man’s
game, the cut-outs, you know. [laughs] Lifting them, storing them, doing them – it’s big
and I don’t feel that I could ever do it again. And I think that was also the point, I think I
thought right, you know, I do not want to die without having done a hundred cut-outs.
Because twenty-six cut-outs for Vernet’s Studio seemed massive, but you know, four
times that. [sighs] But of course, I didn’t have to cut them out so that helped.

Can you perhaps describe one in terms of what it looks like or how the paint or collage is
used on it?
Well yes, there’s one which is quite a favourite, herbalist. And the herbalists were in a
way women who were before they were, as it were, in my head anyway, snatched up and
shipped across the Atlantic, were women who understood how things grew, they
understood how to help to cure people of illnesses or perhaps, I don’t know, mend wounds
or whatever, and in this kind of new house, this house that they were there in or this, in a
European painting as the slave servant, they sort of had tasks like making tea or working
the garden or similar sorts of things. And one of them I covered completely her dress, her
scarf, in little collages all cut from magazines of flowers, so she’s covered in kind of
flowers and gardens – all of them English flowers and English, I mean you know, that sort
of notion of the English garden. And I was actually making that while I was listening to
tennis on the, well the television was on but I was not actually looking at the tennis of
course, I was looking at what I was doing. But I kind of like that one because whenever I
look at it I can hear the tennis and it has that kind of Wimbledon, English garden
magazine-ness to it, and yet she quite obviously is a very big African woman taken from
one place and plonked in another place. In fact I quite like quite a lot of the herbalists.
Other ones are completely painted and they each have a kind of basket with different kind
of gardening tools in. But each one had a different basket and each one has different tools
in that different basket. But yeah, I think I was probably very, very much interested in my
garden at that time as well, so it was a bit of a sort of comfort for not having the time to go
into the garden because that was really time stolen from making. And some of them have
collaged faces too, some of them, people’s, I cut pieces of people’s faces from magazines
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and stuck those on them. Not in the manner of Romare Bearden, but shall we say, an
attempt at, at that kind of work. But most of the faces are painted and most of the cut-outs
are painted, just maybe perhaps ten of the hundred I’ve used collage as well in one way or
another. Mostly they’re very, very bright colours, but a lot of the ones that I’ve chosen for
the V&A are in greys and browns. Somehow either the text on the back or the look of
them or something, I wasn’t happy and I found myself choosing the ones that were
actually more sombre and kind of blended in more rather than stood out. But that was
quite a kind of task of choosing and I found myself using all sorts of different sorts of
criteria about, you know, how many collage ones did I have and how many painted ones
and was the text on the back, would it work in the setting of the British Galleries. And
there’s a funny thing actually. I did say about those texts that I made them at the same
time as making the cut-outs, but I didn’t make a cut-out and then write the text and think
yes, this is your text, I wrote the hundred texts, made the hundred cut-outs and then
matched them up. And that was probably the scariest point because I could have been left
with five cut-outs and five texts that didn’t go with those, but they seemed kind of
spookily to all match each other. You know, I would find that I could make it work. That
the people looked like their story, to me. So it was kind of quite a scary, but quite a nice
thing to do, that matching up in the end. Don’t think I could have done it the other way.
That kind of making a cut-out and thinking oh, what is your story. Don’t, you know – that
might have been better but I couldn’t quite manage that. So it was two sets of work that
then kind of blended together.

How do you keep the cut-outs from being damaged by children running about?

Oh I don’t know, they’re very robust. I mean…

Are they varnished or…?

No. No well, they didn’t really. I mean the children ran in and out but they didn’t really,
they weren’t interested in beating them up, if you know what I mean. And there was
space, there was plenty of space between the cut-outs, you could, you know, you could
hide behind them or run around without damaging them. I mean I knew that would
happen so I made sure there was a mechanism by which you drill the plinth that they stand
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on into the floor and Lucy Whetstone wasn’t that happy at the start at the idea of 200 holes
in her floor, because it’s a rather beautiful old wooden floor, but Mark found some very,
very thin screws and promised that he would fill in the holes if she could notice them
when we took them up, which of course she couldn’t so he never had to. But yes, no
they’re not, no they’re not damaged really. I mean in the store that they’re in they’ve been
well wrapped, you know, in bubble wrap and they keep, you know, it’s tough stuff though,
acrylic.

Does it matter to you if a piece is damaged and you have to sort of repair it?

No, not at all. I don’t think I have that kind of, well you know, once something has
happened to you like people putting holes in your most favourite paintings, then nothing
matters after that, you just mend it, if it needs mending. No, I mean I suppose the
conservationists and art historians have a different attitude. It’s sad when something’s
wilfully damaged, but if something’s accidentally damaged, well, that’s life, you know.
And I think it can be mended, repainted or – no, it doesn’t really bother me.

You mentioned last time about trying to get the hundred cut-outs into the Tate.

Mm.

And, you know, how are you trying to sustain the life of the project? You mentioned the
catalogue and the V&A show being a kind of advert.

Yes, well there’s a couple of American art historians who are interested to see if they can,
you know, make enquiries to various American collections. There are a couple of hundred
museums about American art across the country and some of them they say are obviously
much better than others, but I think because they know – they don’t know each other that
well, but they know people who know people and I think I’ve got a couple of paper work
shows in New York next spring and summer and I think I’ll be able to take the film and
catalogue. And Peg Alston who deals in my work in New York also knows about Naming
the Money and I think probably between the three of them, that might be the answer, that
they might interest somebody in taking it. Because of course the advantage is that I don’t
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want to sell it, I just want to give it to a collection, but it would cost of course the
Americans rather more to get it there than it would a British collection who could pick it
up in a lorry. So it would mean that they would be spending money, but it seems totally
inappropriate to make a hundred slave servants and then sell them. [laughs] So just, I
can’t even sell the books, I have to give them away. So that’s the kind of the point. So it
might not be that difficult in that all the collection would have to do was kind of make as
much a promise as they could to keep it as safe as they could and show it, or big parts of
it, as often as they could. And now again they can invite me over and I’ll do a little chat,
you know, that might be quite nice. So that’s sort of the plan at the moment. There seem
to be rather a lot of people, maybe you know, three or four people who are keen to see it
going beyond this. But I think the film’s probably the next thing. It seems useful now to
be able to do that. There’s a great website though, that somebody made, that Lucy
Whetstone got this guy to make at the time and I think it’s ‘24 Hour Museum’, is the
website. And you can go on a kind of virtual tour, which is rather smooth and not quite
like being in the room with the things, but it is, you know, it’s good if you’ve never seen
it, it’s a good thing to experience. So I think I’ll go for this film thing, not as a film but
again, a sort of advertisement for it.

And the film is made how? Sort of just moving through the galleries or…?

Yes, Susan just moved through the galleries with a video camera and that’s what she’ll do
again in the V&A and these other venues and then edit in stills, with a soundtrack as I
said, over the top. And it’ll be one of those films you, again, you don’t have to sit there
for seventy-two minutes watching it, it’s not gonna be, you know, Gone With the Wind,
it’ll be [laughs] something you kind of get the idea of and then leave the room, you know.
You can look at it for five minutes or two minutes or twenty minutes, you know,
depending. I think probably twenty minutes is as long as you could actually look at it.

And it being a particular anniversary this year and you know, lots of work going on
because of the 2007 thing, I suppose in a way it’s obviously a good thing, but how do you
feel about being used, you know, to go with anniversaries and…
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Well, I have to say that probably if it wasn’t for anniversaries or it wasn’t for, you know,
Black History Months, many of us would never appear on the wall at all. I think, you
know, yeah, we’re often wheeled out for these things but I would say that was the point of
us for quite a long time now. We’re, black artists are used to tick boxes and to improve,
you know, the sort of museum visitor figures. You know, we’re under no illusion that
we’re viewed as equal. We have our uses, but much the same way as putting Damien
Hirst in a show has its uses too, you know, it’s different use, but we’re all used in some
ways to kind of, you know, get more people into the venues and to, black artists are used
to show that, it’s a visible sort of very physical way of showing that museums take in mind
that British citizenship is a multi, various thing. No, I don’t think I do mind being used in
that way actually. If it works, if more black people do come to museums it’s good,
because the stuff belongs to everybody, and if everyone else gets to see the work at the
same time, that’s fine. I think you can’t – there are so many things that you can’t or I
wouldn’t want to control that that seems silly to object – I mean other people are at liberty
to object in that way, but I don’t think I do object. I think, well you can object, but what
can you do about it? Say no, I won’t be wheeled out for two hundred anniversary of the
commemoration, you know, for the abolition of the slave trade, because what? Because I
am above that or because my work is art, not politics or not history? It would be
ludicrous, you know. I mean it would be better if, you know, the general museum budget
or gallery budgets were spent on promoting and buying black artists’ work, but we know
that isn’t the case, but it isn’t the case for anything across European life, you know, it’s
always some kind of political sop. I think if you know it and you’re not fooled by
thinking it’s anything else, then fair enough. You know, you can just go too far to
objecting about this or that, it’s just so limiting in a way. It’s not as if, on those
commemorative occasions only a certain sort of people are allowed to see the work.
Everybody can then see it. And I’m not sure actually audiences remember when they see
a thing or what it commemorated or whatever, your work either resonates and stays with
people or it doesn’t. If you ask them five years later, and what exact show was it that you
saw such and – oh, I’ve no idea, I just remember the blue this and the green this and it was
lovely. [laughs] You know, they don’t know, they don’t remember the fancy bit of, you
know, sort of PR that went round the showing of a work. They don’t remember what
Turner Prize it was or it wasn’t, they just remember piles of rice, you know, they don’t –
why would they? Not interested in how a thing’s dressed up. Audiences just kind of
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beam in on what they like and what moves them and all the kind of dressing around it
disappears after probably about a month, actually I think. So no, I don’t mind at all.

I think it’s unfair to ask about politics but I was just [laughs] wondering about what you
felt about, you know, whether the present government should be apologizing or doing
reparations or that kind of issue?

Well it’s, yes I sort of think apologising doesn’t go amiss. I think it, sure, of course it isn’t
the fault of the people that are alive now, but I think those apologies are, do actually give
some small comfort to black people here in Britain who were definitely and undoubtedly
descended from slaves and from that whole, you know, horrible business. I think it does
give some comfort. It might give some discomfort before, you know, to kind of perhaps
be thought of in that light when you were busy thinking of yourself as a, you know,
championship footballer or a, you know, brilliant lawyer, to be reminded that not many
generations ago you were being kicked about. But in the long run I think it does give
some comfort to think that that contribution is acknowledged, because you know, that
whole trade undoubtedly contributed to the wealth of the place as it is now and it was ill
gotten gains. So I think, you know, I think there’s room for an apology, yes, I think that’s,
and I think there ought to be money for monuments too, but monuments are complicated
things and I’m doing quite a lot of work with Alan Rice who really was a great mover with
Susan Ashworth in Lancaster to get a slave memorial built there. And I think there’s
space and place for that, but I know there are lots and lots of arguments for and against in
amongst African Caribbean people themselves rather than the bigger, sort of what the
Daily Mail thinks, I’m not that interested, but there are lots of pros and cons, but that’s
what I think. I think there’s nothing wrong with an apology and there’s nothing wrong
with a memorial either. Because I think they give more comfort than objection. I think
more people will just think, well okay, we kind of know it’s not your fault, Tony Blair but
in place of anybody else saying it, fair enough, you know. No, I suppose I probably think
that perhaps a more appropriate set of people who perhaps should have been doing the
apologising were made with the owners of the land and the houses as well, you know,
perhaps they could acknowledge it a little bit more and you know, not just saying take
their fancy country houses from them or you know, this is not eighteenth century France,
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this is you know, Britain so – but, I don’t know. I think it’s a kindness that could be done
that actually doesn’t take a lot of doing. So yeah, I’m all for apologies.

Would you describe yourself as a political artist these days?

Yes, I think so. I try, in a way I kind of try not to be because it’s exhausting. I think of
myself as somebody who’d just like to make a series of just lovely things, but I think I
keep, what happens to me is I think well if you can make a lovely thing, hmm, think of
what you could get it to say [laughs], you know, by seducing people in to looking at it and
then saying something that they perhaps didn’t expect or that they then kind of have to
bring their own thoughts or opinions to. So yes, I probably, I think I am an artist, I do
think that, but I suspect that I don’t actually make art. I think I probably make politics,
you know, I think I probably make something that isn’t really art in that kind of accepted
sense of the word. Which I think is maybe the good thing about it and sometimes the
challenging thing about it for people, but it can’t just sit there, it won’t just sit there, it just
has to be saying something, you know, and having an opinion and inviting you to have an
opinion, you know. So yes, I think I am even now. Which surprises me really because I
think I thought that after making Naming the Money I just wouldn’t do that any more. I
think I thought I would quietly make things that I liked to look at and nobody would
particularly want to show or talk about, you know, it’s just, it didn’t really work like that.
I started to make things that talked about what it is to be British even, juxtaposing African
patterns and British patterns and British plants and plant structures and all sorts of things
in a, getting them to kind of cross over and mix and juxtapose in a kind of way that was
supposed to be just playing about and then turned into that really.

Is this the current work that you’re talking about?

Well, as usual I’m kind of working on two things at once in that I’m working on a set of
paintings, small paintings and paper works that are kind of dealing with that, dealing with
some of those funny and peculiar things like that the patterns and the cloths for East
African kangas and West African cloths were designed and made here and then shipped to
West and East Africa and obviously lots of the patterns are plant patterns and making lots
of drawings of the inner structure of British wild flowers, so the seeds and the petals and
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the leaves and the bits and pieces inside, sort of thing and how strangely kind of alien and
peculiar and from out of space they look so that they African patterns look very kind of
pleasant and pretty and the English plant structures look rather kind of frightening and odd
and trying to sort of see what happens when you put those two things together. So that’s
kind of what I call my ‘kanga project’. Eventually I’m hoping there’ll be lots of long,
thin, patterned paintings that kind of work a bit like a cartoon in a way that they kind of
move along the surface and keep repeating and appearing in a different guise and being
interwoven with other patterns. And then, well I’m just doing that, I don’t have a venue
for it or anything like that.

Are they paintings on canvas?

Yes, yes. Some are small, sort of ten by eight size canvasses and some are tiny, three by
four inch canvasses and some are maybe about six foot long by fifteen inch high
canvasses. And I kind of quite like that small but long and thin format. Although that
isn’t the shape and size of a kanga, a kanga is probably about six foot wide and about four
foot high and has a sort of border and a pattern in the middle and round the border is
another pattern and across it is a text, sometimes a Swahili text and sometimes an English
text, that’s a kind of proverb. And some of the proverbs are very, you know, funny and
mostly, all these kangas are worn by women and so they’re kind of women’s talking
clothes. So you could wear one half of a kanga round your waist as a kind of skirt and the
other half round your top half as a kind of top and they could both have the same texts,
which would be, you know, I don’t know, something like ‘Stealing other people’s
husbands is wrong’ [laughs] or something like that. Or, ‘The only good lover is a rich
lover’ and all sorts of very amusing kind of texts to make women laugh and men feel kept
in their place. Or you could wear two different kangas; one with one text and one with
another. Or ones with political things about praise to the President, you know. So I’m
quite interested in making a whole show that examines all that, about myself really. But
I’ve been asked by Lancashire Museums to make a show, again for the commemoration,
the 200 years since the Act of Parliament to abolish the slave trade, for the Judges’
Lodgings in Lancaster. And that’s one of these lovely small town museums. But it was
like a lot of towns up there, had a Judges’ Lodgings and the judges would go from town to
town meting our their punishment and then moving to the next lodgings and stay there the
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night, or a few nights and be waited on hand and foot. And there were lovely airy rooms,
beautiful fireplaces, lovely furniture. And this particular Judges’ Lodgings houses a lot of
Gillow’s furniture which is mahogany furniture. And Gillow was one of the kind of very
important people from Lancaster who also owned ships, slave ships and along with a lot of
the other Lancaster merchants at the time had part ownership of ships, took goods to the
west coast of Africa, picked up slaves. And they ran quite a, sort of small ships, not
particularly tightly packed but you know, a few, quite a few hundred people at a time
they’d take and then take them across the Atlantic and sell them quite a lot in South
Carolina and then pick up mahogany, take that back to Lancaster and all sorts of things,
but Gillow particularly obviously took back mahogany and made this fantastic furniture.
So one of the tables in the Judges’ Lodgings is a beautiful mahogany table so I’ve made a
– well I’m in the process of – collecting old or secondhand cheap, but quite particular,
plates, tureens, bowls to make up a dinner service to display on this table in the kitchen of
the Judges’ Lodgings and in the butler’s pantry. And each of the plates will be either
painted with people who were these ship owners, being kind of rather upset and sick that
abolition has, you know, come about. Or paintings of slave servants themselves or there’ll
be paintings of the ships on other ones, parts of buildings in Lancaster, plant life that
would have been growing in Lancaster at the time and is still growing in the streets and in
the cracks in the pavement and walls today. Bits of buildings – I’ve taken lots of
photographs of some of the buildings that remain. It’s a very elegant city and its elegance
directly comes from those people accruing that sort of wealth. Some of them were even
Quakers, so you had Quakers who were ship owners and Quakers who were abolitionists,
eventually – needless to say, the Quakers that were ship owners, you know, repented as
they had to. But, so I’m trying to get the whole complexity in the town in there and to
show that it isn’t really just such a black and white story, it’s quite complicated and quite,
yeah, quite a complicated story and there’s a rich sort of seam of architecture and plant life
and people’s history that can be kind of woven together. And it is kind of slightly
disgustingly called Swallow Hard - a paper work show that led up to it was called
Swallow, one of the ships was called Swallow and I’ve put it all on, as I said, on the dinner
service so there is this kind of notion of, a kind of I don’t know, greed I suppose, which is
associated with food and eating, and a kind of vomiting, which is associated with food,
and a kind of rich mixture of things, plus that you could sort of imagine slave servants
serving the food on these plates and that sort of pun or I don’t, not quite sure what the
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proper word is, but you talk about facts being hard to swallow and you’re having to sort of
swallow hard to kind of take something in or say something, you swallow hard before you
say something that you don’t really want to say. So there are all those sorts of things sort
of woven into the piece. So I’m kind of working on these two projects as usual at once,
but one has a definite deadline date and a set of things that has to be done and you know,
very organised, and the other I just do it when I get a bit anxious about the plates and I
can’t paint the plates. I think oh, I’ll have a bit of relief here and do something a bit more
floppy I suppose, you know, a bit more experimental.

What’s the scale of the dinner service project?

Well of course, I said a hundred pieces [laughs] and I’m at about thirty now and I’ve got
about, I don’t know, five months I suppose. So in some ways, although a hundred does
look a bit daunting at this moment, I’m not entirely sure that a hundred isn’t too many
pieces for the amount of table, it’s a very big table. The kitchen, there are lots of surfaces
in the kitchen; sort of a rougher kitchen table and shelves and things and the butler’s
pantry also has surfaces, but I need to be a bit careful that I don’t make too many pieces
for the surfaces that I’ve got. Now that I’ve reached a kind of safe kind of number and I
know what I’m doing, I’ll go back again in a week or two and do a bit of measuring. But
the idea is a hundred, but it could be seventy-five. [laughs] But, you know. And I know
that sounds like cheating, but it really is a kind of surface thing more than a how the hell
am I going to do another seventy in the time.

Is that project linked to what you were talking about yesterday with the Gillray cartoons?

Yes, I’ve always been rather in love with Gillray and Cruikshank and I think actually
Gillray more than Cruikshank as somehow rather more kind of scruffy somehow, than
Cruikshank. And I’ve, being trained as a theatre designer, that’s all about being a magpie
and stealing visuals and images from everywhere else. And so I’ve, I’m also very
interested in comics, Beanos and Dandys and all that sort of comic, so I’ve lifted some of
the sort of gestures and especially people throwing up, from Beano and Dandy comics and
mixed it with Gillray cartoons of people, political people sort of, you know, looking rather
pained at some new legislation that’s come in or royalty in some kind of compromising
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situation, mostly those were kind of mocking, I don’t know, mistresses and juxtaposing
the sort of mocking royal mistresses with kind of unholy alliances with, you know,
European nations and whatever. So I’m kind of mixing and taking things from two or
three sets of cartoons at once and turning them into Lancaster toffs really. But yeah, it’s a
longstanding sort of dalliance with it, but I’ve never really actually done it, I just thought
I’d quite like to do this. I suppose some of the figures, the Hogarth figures in A
Fashionable Marriage came nearest to that kind of lifting, kind of late eighteenth century
work, but this is the nearest I’ve got to kind of, you know, thinking oh yes, I could just
pinch that jacket and that person’s nose and that kind of way of leaning over and this is the
first time I’ve done it in quite that kind of way.

[End of Track 20]
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[Track 21]

Right. You’ve mentioned Susan a few times.

Yeah.

But when did you actually finally break up with Maud?

Was the, November the fifth actually. She left the house, such a strange day to go, but
then not, you know[laughs], Maud wouldn’t go on any old day, of 2001. Really the whole
of that summer she had been planning to go to Scotland, she wanted to live in Edinburgh
and really we had very little now to say to each other, you know, that was kind of sensible
and it was more sensible I suppose, though I’m not sure she would say so now, but it was
much more sensible she thought at the time for her to go to Scotland, which is where she
wanted to go, than for me to go anywhere. So she took most of the furniture with her
[laughs], but left all her books behind. So she took really everything that was in the
house, more or less, but left her books behind, but which later I packaged up into
beautifully formed boxes which actually tell you on the outside of the box what is on the
inside of the box so you don’t have to look through every single box, forty of them, to see
what’s on the inside. So yeah, that’s when she went.

How did it come to that?

Well I think it had been coming to that for an awfully long time really. We just couldn’t
really agree on anything at all and money is really a challenge, you know, and – but you
know how arguments about money are really arguments about something else. And I
think also, I mean she was writing some really good things, some plays and not so much
poetry, but plays and so there was a struggle to get those sort of published or put on and I
think I couldn’t go through another kind of huge, I don’t know, scheme to try to get yet
another project off the ground really. And I think our whole relationship was for some
fantastic ideas on her part for how to get either her work or my work out into the world
somehow, but it usually involved some big convoluting expensive plan, which I normally
had to find the money for from my salary, which wasn’t that great, you know. So it meant
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there was always some kind of plan underway and you know, pretty desperate and dire
financial sort of life, you know, of phones being cut off and bills not paid and bailiffs at
the door and all that sort of stuff which, you know, I just got kind of too old and too tired
to deal with any more. You know, I couldn’t do it and teach and make work in all this,
you know. It was kind of a bit mad really. So… so I suppose I got braver than I had been
in the beginning and started to say no to things and you don’t really say no to Maud Sulter.
She likes to have her good ideas carried through. And they are often good ideas but they
often need a hell of a lot of money to support them, which was never available. So really
that was kind of the last thing. I think maybe she thought that I would change my mind
and go to Scotland or, I don’t know, think oh well, that was a bit of a mistake and we’d
start all over again. But I think I thought when she’d gone that that really was the end of
that. So we’ve kind of still been on argumentative terms ever since then in a way. Yeah.

You mentioned yesterday her book Passion.

Yeah.

What was that?

Well, it was a fantastic project, cost tons of money to do, which was a book that she wrote,
edited, brought out, in conjunction with Ingrid Pollard who did most of the photographs in
the book, of really the whole of the eighties, people that she’d known and worked with,
people like Meera Syal, people like Ingrid Pollard, creative women’s groups in London,
writing groups. I wrote an essay in it about the eighties, about sort of what it meant to be
a black artist in the eighties, you know, the sort of things you had to deal with, education
or money or whatever. And it was really modelled on a book, on some of those sort of
Framing Feminism, which is Griselda Pollock’s book. So it was modelled on that really, a
kind of survey book of the eighties I suppose from her point of view. She’s very popular
so people bought it a lot. For exhibitions she would sell it or poetry readings that she did,
she would sell it and most libraries have got it, sort of feminist art historians really kind of
pushed it and it was very successful in that way. But it cost I don’t know, maybe 15,000
or something to make this book and I still haven’t paid the full bill for it because, you
know, there were all sorts of, you know, disputes and arguments about it. So, you know,
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my life is kind of littered with these kind of big lumps of money that need paying off that
were projects that really should have happened but should have been funded by some, you
know, government agency rather than teacher’s pocket. [laughs] But it’s a great book and
I don’t know whether you can still buy it – you can’t buy it, I don’t think, you know,
Amazon or – Amazon would have any, but if you put a sort of note out on e-Bay you
could probably find it. But somebody did tell me actually the other day that the catalogue
that Maud produced for The Thin Black Line rather than the original catalogue was going
for thirty pounds on e-Bay, or some American e-Bay. And I thought oh, well I can maybe
set up a stall as I’ve got quite a few. [laughs] So anyway, so it’s a great book but one of
those very expensive projects.

And your input was an essay?

It was an essay and lots of the sort of proofreading and support, sort of money of course,
but support while she was doing it. But she had done a lot of the writing and a lot of the
research before she knew me, so it was a project that she had always intended to do, but
we did it when we lived in Hebden Bridge just sort of the end of the eighties. I mean all
the time she’s working on some kind of book or project or another, but they don’t always
find the backing, you know.

Is it something that you may have been interested in doing from your own perspective?

No, not really. I don’t think I got the, I don’t think I’ve ever had the time to do that and
earn the money, you know, to live on and make work. I think I’ve sort of got time in my
life for maybe three jobs, but that’s not one of them. In a way I’d rather talk about it than
write it. I’m not actually great at writing. I mean I can write a kind of 3,000 word essay
but I can’t sustain a kind of argument across an entire book. I don’t have a book sort of,
of my own to say, to talk about that. I think there are, just other people have better, other
artists even have better analysis of, I don’t know, I probably could do it if I wasn’t doing
anything else. It’s maybe something I could do if I wasn’t teaching. But I don’t like
anything to interrupt making the work really. I’m better at supporting that sort of thing.
I’m quite good at hunting for the information. If you say, we need to find this
information, you know, we need to find these images or, you know, or talking through an
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idea. I’m not a bad sort of support person for something like that, but no, I don’t want to
tell my story at all.

You talked before about that moment when you left London and it was sort of time to focus
on your own work as an artist and how in some ways things could have been very different
if you’d stayed and carried on at making exhibitions with groups. And you said then that
you still feel that, you know, that it’s still something that you would like to do, to be that
kind of facilitator. Is that true?

Well, it’s funny. I think in a different sort of way, not in that owning a gallery space,
making, you know, making shows with other people’s work, I think not quite that. I think
in a way teaching does replace that, in a way. I’m very interested in helping people be the
artists they want to be. If they know what kind of artist they want to be, then I can
sometimes come up with some kinds of ideas or formulas or ways of doing that, I’m
interested in doing that. But I’m quite interested also in shall we say, helping places like
Tate think about buying work by certain people, so in a way that’s a kind of facilitating
role. They may be rather unwilling victims of my facilitation, but you know. So it’s those
sorts of things, I’m interested in being a broker in quite a casual sort of way for certain
people or sets of people whom I, you know, they kind of know what they’re doing and
they know what they want to do but there’s a bit of a gap in their knowledge about ways
they might try and reach where they want to get. So I’m interested in having those sort of
conversations and maybe setting up occasionally projects or exhibitions where that, where
those people are sort of highlighted. But, so I can’t stop meddling in a way, in that way.
Or just giving information that I have, I have this information, you can have it, take it or
leave it. So I am sort of still interested in that way, but I don’t think actually that I would
want to do that any more and looking back on it, I’m not even sure now that that is the
way it would have worked out. I’m not sure if I would have or whether the temptation
would have been there fairly rapidly to be my own person and make my own work in a
more dominant way than organising. I don’t know. How can you tell? I do kind of
fluctuate, you know. I think maybe had I stayed in London there are things that I would
have just had to do, you know, I’d have thought oh I just have to make a show that has,
you know, Sonia Boyce and Keith Piper in it and see what happens when those two artists
are in a show together, what conversations happen. So I think there are things like that
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that I think, ooh that would have been tempting to do, and interesting. But sometimes it’s
like all those things that the idea is more real than the actual doing the thing. I think if I
thought it – I’m thinking now and if I thought that was such a good idea why the hell
didn’t I do it. I don’t think I would now. But I wish I hadn’t thought of that now because
that seems like a really interesting show. [laughs] Anyway, yeah.

Have you kept any sort of contact with Maud and kept aware of what she’s doing,
artwise?

Yes, there is contact because I send her money quite a lot. So that’s still ongoing. And
there is contact because there are still these massive bills that I’m gradually paying off,
month by month. And there is contact because there’s some big financial dispute about
the house that is to do with a bankruptcy thing of hers that I’m now having to sort of catch
the fallout from. So there’s disgruntled, begrudging kind of communication. I think
actually she is much more, would much more like to communicate than I would, but I
haven’t really, you know, I’m sure in the words of the American books, I haven’t really let
go of my anger yet. [laughs] But – and I think she’s as angry with me as I am with her, so
that’s not very helpful for me but that’s the facts, so I kind of try to avoid it. But she’s had
some, a couple of really interesting shows. One really good show at the Portrait Gallery in
Scotland which was a set of beautiful, fantastic self-portraits. So that was really good.
Then she had another show at, somewhere just in Dumfries, which I didn’t go and see,
which was another set of photographs and some paintings. But I’m not sure she’s writing
as much as she was. Let’s hope she’s not – she did write some fantastically funny novels
actually in the past, which should have been published really, which had all sorts of bits of
me in. You know how people complain, oh you can’t have me seen like that, I’m not like
that. There were the good bits of me and the bad bits of me and the bad bits of other
people thrown into me, you know, so I kind of hoped they would be published and hoped
they wouldn’t both at the same time. So she might be working [laughing] on some of that,
you know. Who knows? So I don’t know about the writing now.

So how long were you on your own?
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Oh me, I’m not often on my own. [laughs] I kind of have a way of neatly moving from
one relationship to another, so I wasn’t on my own at all. In fact, for an only child I think
I became allergic to being on my own from early on. I don’t really like it very much, so
not at all. But I’d known Susan anyway for years and years and we work together at the
university and I don’t know, we just always had tons of things to talk about and just a
much more, I don’t know, just… I mean not an argumentative relationship at all. I don’t
know what the opposite to argumentative is, but kind of just, I don’t know, we agree to
disagree about things, rather than, I need to have a fight about it, you know. And see the
world kind of totally differently but that is kind of interesting rather than cause for
conflict. And I like the work she makes, I think it’s completely mad and extraordinary, a
kind of fascination with furniture and how it leaves the traces of people’s past in it and on
it and under it and she’s forever wanting to sort of investigate the insides of furniture and
make kind of metaphorical pieces about people’s lives using bits of hybrid furniture stuck
together and I just think it’s so the opposite of what I want to do, you know. I don’t want
to sort of buy things from, you know, junk shops and kind of have to clean them out
[laughing] and then make, you know, new pieces from that. But she made a load of work
in this house because it’s big and you might as well fill it, you know, with art and the
making of art because it’s big enough and high enough to do that. And yes, I’ve always
liked the way she paints and so – and now she’s done lots of filmmaking and that’s been
amazing. So we made this Tate, the first Tate research film together and we’re gonna
make this other one. So she does all the work on it, of course, all the pointing the camera
and editing and I try and pretend to be Steven Spielberg and say, oh no, no, why don’t we
do it upside-down or why don’t we do it… So, it’s fun, I mean I think my life now is just
much more fun. The work still gets done but somehow there’s time not to work. I spend,
in the last sort of five years loads of time in the garden, playing in the garden, not really
having a, you know, Gertrude Jekyll plan, but a kind of, let’s try things out, which I never
would do before. I’m still not that good at holidays, but, you know. But, I don’t know,
life is more fun and less sort of strung out. Which is nice.

What’s Susan’s background?

Well, she comes from Leeds and she’s done all kinds of different jobs, did a degree at
University of Central Lancashire, did a degree at Leeds Met, thinks of herself as a painter
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I think, even though she builds constructions and makes films. I think if you were to sort
of say, yeah but what are you, she’d say she was a painter, she’s always painted.

What kind of paintings?

Well, kind of paintings? Often paintings of furniture, furniture moving across a room or
kind of with its doors flung open or with kind of odd attachments to it, kind of mirrors on
hinges or strange sort of things like that. She’s interested in painting rooms, empty rooms
with furniture in them and sort of cupboards and wardrobes and tables and chairs
remembered from childhood and from different flats she’s lived in. So it was a sort of
history painting of the working classes I suppose you might call it. Ordinary people’s
lives recorded through furniture. She’s quite interested in the Irish migration to England,
but not so much that as what then people like people in her family did then with the,
migrated and moved round Britain, the sort of nomadic life of living in different places in
Britain, following the work or following other people and family. So that’s some of the
stuff that informs the work she does. So we spend quite a lot of time talking about, you
know, I suppose neglected histories, how you make visible the invisible. Yes, and the
kind of, the lives of objects I suppose. What other lives objects have had, what other
functions objects have had and who’s used them and who’s done what with them. So we
spend quite a lot of time sort of grappling with the kind of madness of that. So I don’t
know what that says about her background, to me that’s, yeah, those have been her
concerns. And she comes from a biggish family, sort of brothers and sisters and her sister
makes films, abstract sort of art films. Her brothers kind of do all sorts of odd and
different things and write poems, sometimes get them published here and there, you know.
And they kind of – they come from Leeds and some of her family live in Leeds and some
live over in Lancaster, so she sees them now and again and, you know. And they ring
each other up. I suppose they ring each other up more than I ever thought people rang
each other up. [laughs] But that’s kind of nice.

And do you feel a part of that family?

Well I guess I’m good friends with her sister, so her sister Pat and I kind of do a lot of
things together, go and see things or whenever any of us have shows or are doing things,
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would go along to each other’s things. But I guess mostly though, everybody leads their
own kind of life. She’s in contact with them but I don’t, they don’t meet in gatherings that
much themselves, if you know what I mean, but they kind of seem to keep, they seem to
like to keep themselves to themselves and communicate that way. So I don’t suppose I
feel part of it, but I probably know what everybody’s doing, you know, what they’re up to.
But I don’t feel not part of it either, it’s not quite that kind of family. Big but kind of all
spread out.

And do you feel settled, emotionally?

Oh yes, I’m thinking please let this last for a very, very, very long time. [laughs] Yeah. I
don’t think I’ve ever felt happier, actually. And – which is kind of strange and a bit scary,
but, you know. Can’t do that, you just have to keep going really.

Would you collaborate on a piece of work? I know you’ve done the films, but, you know.

Well we do, we do sometimes like these strange pieces of furniture together in the house,
but out there in the world we’re working on a film that isn’t a Tate film, but that’s a piece,
Susan reads a lot of Virginia Woolf – there’s a short story. I read it and I get threequarters of the way through it and I’ll think, oh no I can’t read it and then three years later
I go back to it. But she’s a bit more persistent and she found a short story called The Mark
on the Wall and wanted to do some film thing about this. And so we, together we filmed
every inch of this house and every inch of the soon to be refurbished Bluecoat Art Gallery
in Liverpool, which is a sort of eighteenth century building. And along with all kinds of
other things, we’re kind of making this sort of twenty minute film of all this footage kind
of collaged together with a lot of stills that we’ve taken as well and the soundtrack will be
this Virginia Woolf text read forwards and backwards. I had this idea that there are
paragraphs that read perfectly forwards and other paragraphs that are really sensational if
you read them backwards. So I’ve kind of devised the soundtrack bit of it and decided
which bits are read forward and which bits are read backwards and she’s working on the
editing of all this footage. And so we’re working separately on these two things and we’ll
just lay the soundtrack over the top of the footage. And then we’re going to try and get it
shown in all kinds of places as a proper collaborative piece. But I mean we’ve worked on
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and off together on things, but I’m much too much of a control freak to have her on my
canvasses or her really on her pieces of furniture, that where you actually have an idea that
you want to actually make really work and put out there, we couldn’t do it. We tried to do
it a lot but we couldn’t do it. It wasn’t even argumentative, we just kind of lost interest in
it. But this film I think is the nearest we’ve got and it’s gonna be called Earth Life Seen
from the Moon. So, we’ll see. We’re gonna try and get it – I mean we’ll have to send it to
sort of open, you know, film things, you know, film festival things, you know, for
emerging filmmakers, but we’ll have to pretend that we’re not, you know, that we’re just
these two, we’ll have to make sure the CVs are very kind of thin and light.

Will you?

Yes I think so, yes I think that’s important because I think that whole idea of people who
are painters and then thinking oh, I think I can make a film is a bit frowned upon really, so
I think we’d rather be just you know, thought of as exactly what we are. It’s as if we are
eighteen in a way, we’re not expert filmmakers, we’re just expert at looking at things and
having ideas but we’re not pretending that just because, you know, I’ve had work in the
Tate gallery that I’m Tate gallery filmmaking standard if you see what I mean. I just want
to see if I can find anybody to kind of have a conversation to say, you know, what they
like or get from the piece. But it’s been really interesting working together because I
don’t know how to edit at all, I know what I would like it to be like, but I, you know, I
don’t have control over that so the surprises in, you know, definitely wanted this bit of
floorboard, to film it or this sort of hole in a wall where there once was a radiator or
whatever, and then to see it kind of chopped into a sequence of garden is really brilliant.
Or the cellar stairs. I’m really, you know, so every time I’m looking at the footage that
she’s edited already it’s real kind of pleasurable experience. So yeah.

You mentioned that you work together?

Yeah.

And before you were telling me how you started teaching and you became quickly Head of
Foundation.
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Yeah.

So what happened to, say your lofty position now of professorship?

Yeah well, it’s a strange tale really in that yes, I, for a very short time I was Head of the
Foundation and then I got a bit, you know, as I said, at the time a bit, well I don’t know,
exhausted with that really so I said well I didn’t really want to be Head any more and my
colleague, a guy called Dave Knight, would just do the job much better. So I said why
don’t you do it, so he said yeah, he’d like to do it, you know, there were various ways that
he’d like to push the foundation that were different from the way I did it. So we carried on
together and I worked, being a teacher in the foundation, for about eight years, which is
incredibly unusual in most institutions. Usually people do it for a year and a half and then
they go into degree teaching. Now all that time, all the eight years, I was doing degree
teaching as well. I was sort of part of that team but on the fringes of that team, so I’d only
do say about a day or a day and a half of the five-day week working with degree students,
but I was never quite allowed into the degree team, so I hung about on the fringes. But
after eight years I really thought no, I have really, really, I’ve had enough of this now, I
can’t do foundation teaching any more. It’s absolutely brilliant but it’s a lot of people and
it’s very intense and you’re asking for results or changes from those, you know, young,
enthusiastic students in a very short space of time, you know, whole projects happen in the
space of a week. You know, things are turned around, people discovering they want to be
ceramicists or they want to be animators or they want to be fine, you know, fine, you
know, I don’t know, sculptors or whatever. And so after eight years I thought I’m either
going to have to give up on this or give up on this, really. And it’s quite a sort of
egalitarian sort of place, University of Central Lancashire. It once was a technical college
so it doesn’t have lofty sort of – it has some lofty pretensions but it isn’t that kind of place,
it’s a poly really. And so each sort of year, notices go out that if you want to apply for
certain posts, you can. It doesn’t happen behind sort of closed doors, you can apply to be
a reader or a professor, but you can only apply to be a professor if you’re already a reader.
So after eight years I really was a bit fed up, so one of these notices came round and I
thought well just a minute, if I tot up all this stuff I’ve been doing, the work I’ve been
making, talks I’ve been giving, all that sort of thing – things I’d been writing, little bits in
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other people’s books and stuff, magazines or whatever. Then this is sort of pretty, you
know, substantial kind of activity, research activity outside of teaching. So I put together
this application, kind of one of those all-singing, all-dancing kind of applications, all with,
you know, slides and all kinds of things and I sent it in. And it was sent immediately back
to say no, rejection, because you were supposed to go through a system, you were
supposed to ask the head of department whether you could apply and then you were
supposed to apply in a certain kind of way and they didn’t want an all-singing, all-dancing
thing, they wanted black words on white paper. Well I was livid of course and I asked to
see one of the Pro-Vice-Chancellors, because you were allowed, if you were rejected you
were allowed to have an interview to sort of – and I said, well I didn’t think this was very
fair and he said, well you know, it was just appallingly put together, you know. It was a
mess; all this slides and all these sorts of things and you didn’t have the permission of the
head of department. So I said oh, well I didn’t read that bit of it, I didn’t know I was
supposed to have. So he said well in this particular instance I’ll let you reapply in a year’s
time. So I said okay, fine. Maybe actually after seven years it was that I applied, not
eight, and anyway – because I think I only taught for eight years on foundation. So
anyway, after a year I did just that and I reapplied and I asked permission of the head of
department and I asked the Dean at the time, a man called Norman Burrow, whether he
would sort of speak for it because you have to have someone to speak for it at the
professorial and readership committee meeting. And he said he would and I sort of went
through the whole paper with him and you know, he understood what it was I was trying
to do and say, and he agreed with the idea of the appointment and everything. My head of
department I think was probably less keen, but she still said yes, she’s that kind of head of
department, you know. There are things that she doesn’t really like, but she doesn’t really
stand in your way, she just doesn’t do anything to help you. So it went forward and I got
it and then of course fine art then sort of went into a bit of a sort of ooaah, because they
didn’t know really what a reader was and I had sort of come from being the foundation
person to being a reader without going past go, you know, without collecting my 200
pounds really. And so I said well I needed another office, because I couldn’t have an
office in the foundation studio because students would just come and ask me questions all
the time. So sadly, I had to leave the people that I’d been working with all that time,
which was a pity because they were really good people. And then I sort of camped in
various offices for about a year because there wasn’t an office and – none of this was very
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planned for by the university, I don’t think anybody thought I’d get it or whatever. And it
was sort of during that time that I did the work at Tate in St Ives, so it was quite easy to
not be there because I wasn’t actually directly in charge of a particular set of students.

What was your role?

Well, I had to sort of invent it. And so I took on the, really the leading the research team
to actually get research in fine art, which I knew was going on but in a rather haphazard
sort of way into some sort of, I don’t know, shape and order really and to try to kind of
galvanise what people were already doing, but into a bit more of the shape that the
research assessment exercise needed. So I took that on. I undertook to bring a rather
more visual culture to the university campus. So put a lot more exhibitions on in the
galleries, touring shows, student shows, that sort of thing. So I just made it up really as I
went along and that was the sort of beginning of the idea of having an archive space which
was really Susan’s idea. By this time she was doing the foundation work that I was doing,
so I got her to – because I was the reader and then they said, oh oh oh, who’s gonna do it.
So none of that kind of ooh, let’s look at our files to see who’s on the books, you know,
we got her in sort of part-time and then fulltime. And then she had to go through
interviews to make it sort of proper, you know, a bit later on, but yeah, I made it up as I
went along really. And so I spent most of the years of being a reader, which was three
years, leading the research team, doing my own research and really trying to sort of turn
the campus around in terms of its sort of visual awareness in a way. And I taught, I did
some work with degree students. And then towards the end of that, which would be sort
of… because at the end of three years you can then apply to be a professor and I had
absolutely no intention of applying to be a professor because I thought well I’ve got this
sort of nicely sorted and I was quite, doing some quite good stuff. But then that very same
Dean said to me, I think you should be applying to be a professor and I said, no I don’t
think I want to do that thanks very much, because I thought, mm, got to be a poisoned
chalice, that. And he was fairly insistent and said that, you know, he could see sort of
changes coming in fine art and he thought that, you know, I’d done all this stuff at Tate
and – which I have to say, this university have been incredibly sort of supportive of. They
were paying me to be the artist that I am, in a sense. I think because they could see that I
could do quite a lot of teaching and do that at the same time, but if I wanted to go
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somewhere they would let me go somewhere. There wasn’t a kind of big deal about, you
know, you should be teaching first year something or other that day, you can’t do it. So he
persuaded me or told me that I really had to apply for the professorship, which was a
whole other ballgame really than applying for the readership. And I put in an application,
the short version of it, you know I mean it was, it’s an incredible, challenging paper to
write, to sort of argue the case that you are, well really, I suppose in a way you’re sort of
arguing although in our university it’s not necessarily that. So we were arguing that we
were world class in a sense, in what you do in your field. So being an artist brings great
troughs of doubt, so that was kind of challenging to do some of the time. But anyway, I
wrote the paper and…

What was the paper?

Well, in a sense I had to write what I would bring to the university, what was my track
record, what did I intend to do in the next five years for the university and for the world
of, you know, fine art in which I inhabited. So I needed to make a case for having the
reputation already and for how I would develop that. But of course I’m quite good at
ideas and writing papers in that way and being quite careful not to overreach myself in a
paper, you know, not to say I will, you know, invent a cure for the common cold and then
have to do it. And I suppose I was always asked to give papers at conferences and that
sort of thing, so I could say that and know that I could develop that more if I wanted to.
You know, I’m a bit of a reluctant conference paper giver, but I do it. So it then took them
a year to come up with the answer. Because I had as my references Griselda Pollock and
Chris Frayling, which I think everybody agreed were references that couldn’t be bettered
really, but that was I think the problem with them. I think they couldn’t be bettered and I
think they went to other references and other references were then still good, but I think
there were some objections on the panel to my doing it, to my having this professorship.
And I think there kept being more and more hoops to go through. But I didn’t actually
have to go through them, I think Griselda was asked to provide other references. So quite
a few other people got asked whether I could actually do this. Anyway, finally, in
something like February of 2001 they decided that I could have it, so there I am. So for
the past – where are we now – yes, six years, that’s what I’ve done. And that does seem to
have gone incredibly fast of course. I mean I’ve made a lot of work. The RAE team now
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is a bit more galvanised than it was in 2001 and there is a bit more art and culture around
the university, but probably the future of art rather than art and design in the university is a
bit shakier than it was when I first started, I think. There’s a kind of ambivalent kind of
attitude to us as the university becomes more interested in the creative industries as they
call it and digital media, they can’t quite see how we have in fine art sort of embraced that.
They think of it as a separate thing, they think of us as people who make dainty paintings
and fancy sculptures, rather than what we actually do which is deal in the creative and
cultural industries and work with digital, you know, it’s just like a pencil, digital. But they
think it’s a thing in and of itself. So there’s a bit of a kind of, quite a lot of friction sort of
going on at the moment, encouraging us to work with less staff and more students really,
pushing us a bit. So I’m having to teach more and produce the work on an international
sort of stage and encourage the rest of the team really to hang on in there. So it’s been a
bit rocky, 2006 was really difficult. 2007’ll be the lead-up to the RAE and we’ll see what
happens at the end of 2008 when the results of that come back. But I don’t know what I
might be doing by then.

For people listening in a hundred years’ time…

Oh yes.

…what on earth is the RAE?

It’s the Research Assessment Exercise, which is a government exercise to really find out
and in finding out demand results, finding out the teaching staff all across academia across
the whole country, what they’re contributing to research in Britain. And in a sense I think
the whole exercise really set up to measure how much the science community, academic
science community was contributing to international research and then in a way it sort of
filtered down and across to the humanities and then finally to the art and design
departments which weren’t really included in this exercise in the very beginning because
art and design departments weren’t in the old major universities, they nestled in the old
polytechnics and when the old polytechnics became new universities they then were sort
of, became sort of answerable to send in their, the results of their usually something like
six or seven years’ work. So it’s really demanding of us to have two professions; the
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profession as a teacher and to take that incredibly seriously, and really be a bridge
between a student’s learning life and a student’s future career and also demands that we
contribute original material to whatever field it is we work in. So in the art world it’s very
tough because you’re measured in the art world by how many risks you take with your
career. You need to be seen not to have teaching as your, the thing that pays your
mortgage and make art as a kind of, you know, thing on the side. So it’s quite difficult to
advance very far or very fast in the art world while you’re teaching. Because either you’re
the sort of person who teaching overtakes them and becomes your whole day, or you’re
the sort of person who if you can manage to kind of get the balance right, which is hard,
and you have to have lots of support, you’re still seen as somebody who sort of won’t take
a risk and I suppose that’s sort of the worst thing in a creative arena, is to be the sort of
person who’s seen not to take a risk. So it’s quite a challenge to ask of artists, I think, to
participate in this. But, the good thing about it is certainly with me and my colleagues, is
it made us think about our work in a different way in that we are thinking much more –
well not only thinking about the effect that our work has on the bigger world of art and
design, but also actually actively trying to make that effect happen, so have much more
active connections with historians with people working in other fields, do active
collaborations with city councils or with museums or – you know, so it did alter the way
we worked, but, and especially us who were artists in the regions of Britain, rather than in
the metropolis in London, because we have to make quite a big noise to, and work with
much bigger institutions than ourselves to make ourselves visible really. So having an
exhibition in a gallery in, you know, outside London doesn’t count for much in the
Research Assessment Exercise. Having an exhibition at a prestigious gallery that’s seen
on an international sort of, in an international arena is what counts. So it made us be more
proactive I think about what we wanted to say, be more daring in some ways about how
we wanted to say it. So whereas a colleague of mine who in the past would make objects
that in a way would speak to each other electronically, now can make a building do that.
He did a project where he made the Harris Art Gallery – his name’s Charles Quick –
where he made the Harris Art Gallery in a sense speak to St Peter’s church on the
university by installing computerised lighting systems and so that these two buildings
flashed random kind of signals to each other across the night sky. And that gave him
much more sort of confidence to then say that there was something he wanted to do in
Leeds and now he’s doing something in, just south of Newcastle, so he’s working on a
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much sort of bigger scale with city councils now because in a way he had to kind of get
out of the studio and out of a kind of I suppose a minor way of showing things and really
kind of I don’t know, try to make projects that could be models for something he could do
globally. And I think that happened with all of us. So although, you know, of course it,
the Yorkshire phrase of it, it kills my pig to say it, but I think actually the RAE in some
ways really helped us develop a way of working, though it’s an incredible pressure in the
everyday.

Does it potentially help all artists, or is it a certain kind of artist that can…

I think a certain kind of artist. I think you could generally say that the artists working with
me that were working there, many of them before I got there. It’s a team I’ve developed,
not a team I made. We are concerned with social issues, we are concerned with, you
know, yeah, art and politics are kind of intermingled in our work. Or might be the history
of a set of artists, so one guy, Chris Meigh Andrews, who has written the history of British
video. And so, although the work he makes is quite abstract moving image work, he is
simultaneously interested in how he came to be making that work, because he was looking
at work and making work in the seventies when that was sort of emerging. So we all of us
have a kind of another – so shall we say the making, the writing of the book came because
of the pressure of the RAE and me saying, you know, come on, you know all this stuff,
write it down. But I think all of us had these very prominent other interests and other
concerns and causes that we used our art to kind of make work about or say. So it might
not work for another set of artists who were very much concerned with the object and its
aesthetic values or whatever, but there is a big space in the RAE for that, because the
pressure from them is to show their work in international or British institutions with
international reputations. So I think you can if you are allowed to by your institution,
which one isn’t always, you can make the RAE work for you. The trouble is you get
graded by a set of panels and then the key objective for the big old universities in the
science department is to get a fantastically high grade and then they get literally millions
of pounds to then develop their research further. For an organisation like ours, which is a
small univers… well it’s a big university, but it’s a new university so it’s low on the sort
of scale of things. And a department like art and design which doesn’t really deal in very
much money, although we have quite a lot of these collaborations with the city or with
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museums, but it doesn’t weald, you know, great sums of money. Our purpose for going
into it or being told that we will go into it by the hierarchy in the university is much more
to do with reputation than it is to do with money. So it’s important what grade we get, but
we’re never going to get the sort of grade that yields then millions. So, it is a sort of
strange, what do you call them, guinea pig on a wheel. So you’re doing this very earnestly
and working very hard, but actually the rewards are just simply to be able to keep on
doing it. But of course, if you’ve manoeuvred your research to actually be speaking and
relating to other ways of working, museums or archives or publishing, giving lectures and
all sorts of different ways of communicating, then actually you have made another, in a
sense you’ve made your own reward. Learning to work with other people in other kinds
of ways is its own payback for all that, but there isn’t really any money in it.

It sounds like you have to learn to be a certain kind of personality as an artist?

Yes, I think you do. But I think you probably have to learn to be a certain kind of
personality to be a teacher of art, so you’ve already learned something that you never set
out to do, usually. To do that you have to realise what you know and devise really
excellent ways of transmitting what you know to other people so it’s useful to them. And
that takes a lot of working out, because quite a lot of the time as an artist you don’t
actually know what you know and no-one ever asks you what you know, they just look at
what you’ve produced and assume what you know, but then you have to kind of unpick
everything that you do and realise what it took to make a certain thing and then help other
people make things in their own way, but using some kind of tried and tested formulas that
you’ve already tried and tested, you know. That’s how I see it. So you’ve already had to
kind of turn yourself inside out, so it’s just another way, another turning inside out.

Will you keep doing it?

Teaching? If they let me, yes. If they don’t dismantle [laughs], if they don’t dismantle
fine art I will definitely keep doing it. Yes, I like – unless of course I win the lottery, so
there’s two things. If I win the lottery I probably won’t do it any more and if they
dismantle it of course I won’t be able to do it any more. And I never really found that
other universities were begging me to come and work with them, although I might be able
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to find work somewhere else, teaching. But I’m quite interested in the idea of just
teaching and not being a professor. Kind of quite like the idea of that, perhaps working
half the week, teaching quite intensely, undergraduates and then, you know, spending half
the week making work. So that might be a kind of future thing beyond the RAE, it might
be a thing I negotiate, it might be the thing that’s forced upon me or, you know, who
knows. But no, I’ve enjoyed it. I’ve learnt a lot and I’ve learnt a lot about myself, but I
mean I’ve learnt a lot of stuff from talking to students because… sorry?

Well, in what way?

Well, I don’t know, you know, there isn’t really a session goes by where you don’t come
out with more information than you went in with. It’s just if you talk to people and you
listen to what they have to say, just even about what music they’re listening to or maybe
what they’ve seen maybe are artists that you’ve seen, but they come at it not having seen
x, y and z or not having spent their childhood watching, you know, Some Mothers Do ‘Ave
‘Em or whatever. So they come at it completely differently and have a different way of
looking at painting or they have a way of talking about communication from having used
mobile phones rather than from having to write postcards to communicate with people,
you know. So I don’t know, that is the best – I mean it does sound a bit kind of greedy
really, but that is the best thing about teaching is that you just learn something all the time
and you think, oh, well I’d never have thought of that. And you may or may not kind of
do anything with it, but it’s always, I don’t know, it’s just always rewarding I suppose in
that way. It sounds odd, but even the sort of smallest half hour chat, you know, you think
I never knew that or I’d have never looked at it that way. But perhaps we teach a kind of
student who tries very hard to be articulate and say kind of honestly what they’re thinking
and what they’re trying to do and that’s why that happens. I mean I’ve taught in a lot of
other places over the years, you know, in that kind of part-time way. But I rather like that
hard working sort of stoic, sort of plodding sort of attitude of the students we seem to
attract.

What about attitude towards, you know, the idea of a career? What they would want to do
afterwards, you know, compared to your own way of finding your way into art and being
an artist?

Lubaina Himid Page 479
C466/249 Track 21

Well, it is hard to say. I think they are fantastically influenced by the Young British Artist
sort of model. I don’t think there’s anything one could ever say where they would really
take in that this is not the normal way of things. So I think they do hope against hope that
somehow it will just happen for them, but I think even that a little bit is a sort of a bit of a
blip. I think they, students that we teach are quite good at organising themselves into
groups and showing in strange and sort of unlikely places and working with community
groups in the region or, now we’re teaching them more to kind of think about working
with museums or working with the city. So I suppose all that sort of stuff that we do, we
do attempt to tell them is another way of doing it and we’re, through the undergraduate
and the postgraduate courses are kind of gearing artists in that way to think about that as a
possibility. And I don’t know that, if I’m honest, we would ever say think about that first
and don’t think about yourself as the individual star. I think if people want to aim in that
direction then they shouldn’t be stopped doing it, but you kind of know that if a student
especially wants to do their MA with us that they’re not ambitious in that kind of way.
They might be ambitious for the objects that they make, but they’re not ambitious for that
kind of, you know, star celebrity career, they’re interested in sustaining something. So if
they’re showing those kinds of inclinations then we have all the equipment to show them
how to sustain a career by collaborating with all kinds of different organisations that find
it, that working with artists helps them. Health service or community groups or museums
or archives or libraries. You know, they all need artists to kind of be a bridge between
people who need to know about them or people who need to be able to function with them
and the institutions themselves. So we kind of, I suppose we’re doing a bit of teaching
the institutions that that’s what they need as well. So we work on that all the time. I
suppose we used to do it a bit more casually than that, but now we’re kind of thinking
about building in modules to do that. I think we think it’s sort of our duty because that’s
what I mean, we’ve turned ourselves inside out to tell students everything we know and
see if they can do something with it, and so having learned this over the past ten years,
that’s what we’re teaching them now. So Charles’s work is with, you know, site specific
public art and mine and Susan’s is with archives and museums. So those are the sort of
MA pathways that we lead.
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What do you mean by this archive that the two of you have set up and how does that relate
to the students?

Well, it started in that Susan had this idea that it would be a great idea to have, she’d
started to sort all my invitations, catalogues, slides – all of which I kept but in no
particular order. And so every time I wanted a slide of a Hogarth, you know, a bit of
Hogarth – you know, Fashionable Marriage – I’d come across, you know, Beach House
or something and it was endlessly disorganised. And so having talked about that with her,
she thought it would be a good idea if students could see the work of the people that were
teaching them and at the same time we needed to gather evidence for the first RAE that I
had anything to do with in 2001. So that if the panel wanted to make sure that so-and-so,
so-and-so had had an exhibition in such-and-such a place, or that it had been written about
in The Guardian or whatever, we would have the evidence to send this to them. And so a
combination of those two things. She went round all the members of the fine art staff and
said, asked them for copies of, or if they had doubles, all that sort of things, statements
they’d written, papers they’d written for conferences, invitations, catalogues, reviews,
articles, essays. All that sort of thing, and she’d put each set of people’s things in boxes
and asked them for images as well. I was encouraging people at the time as a reader
mostly, I was encouraging them to have catalogues for their shows, so to get money from
either Arts Council or the institution they were doing the thing with for jointly funded
catalogues, so we were interested in showing students these. And after I’d sort of gone
from office to office as a reader, I was given a little house which the students union had
that they didn’t want any more that was opposite the library, and the university converted
this into a kind of, sort of showing space on the ground floor and then office space above,
and I used that to encourage students after they’d left, from the first two years they could
come and do sort of work in progress projects or they could come and do sort of mini
residences or whatever. And eventually this archive, this gathering of materials grew too
big for the offices upstairs and so we put the work downstairs and encouraged the students
to come, we’re open to students and to the public every Tuesday, so anyone can come and
look in any of these files and see sort of the twenty year history of any of the members of
staff. But also, they can also look at all the documentation on all the projects that have
taken place across the university art project over the last sort of ten odd years. ‘Cos
sometimes students initiate things and they think oh, you know, wouldn’t it be great if we
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hung this from this and whatever and we documented it and put a record of it in the
archive. So you can come and see that, you can come and see a sketchbook collection that
we’ve got of the artists on the staff, or a black artists’ print and paper work collection that
we’ve steadily built up, or a collection of these catalogues that were part funded by the
university and by other institutions. So students use it to, you know, somebody or other’s
taught them this morning and rabbited on about how they should be looking at this, that or
another, and then they can come and spend a day or an hour or ten minutes looking at the
person’s file who’s been teaching them to, thinking why on earth were they telling me this
or they’re telling me I should be looking at this and this, but what sort of work do these
people do. So it was really to get the students to understand they were being taught by
working artists, to get the artists not to have to reinvent the wheel and tell each individual
student about the history of their work every single time they had a conversation with
them. And in a way to get those artists to be much more organised in terms of their own
career, and I think a few of them actually would say, I think they would say, Susan having
organised them in that way gave them the opportunity to see what they had actually
achieved and what was still left to do and what the possibilities were. And so it has multi
functions really. Curators come sometimes, look at the work. Scholars come, people
doing their PhDs, people doing undergraduate dissertations look at the files. There’s a lot
of work on, that Charles Quick has done with various site specific projects and he’s
organised lots of talks and panel discussions, all of which are filmed and in the archive
too. One of the… yeah, I suppose one of the functions is that you can find a quiet space
really to look at things that isn’t the library, you can touch everything, you can photocopy
it, you just can’t take it away. But it’s not a very strict archive. You don’t, you know, it’s
to be touched and looked at and spread out and, you know. And it’s been useful I think
for some people to just quietly kind of understand what their tutor, who their tutor is really
and how to make the best use of that. It’s just that we have to have a double function now
because we, there isn’t the money to invite artists in to give lectures in an institution like
ours, and so they get less and less of that kind of ad hoc visiting lecturer sort of tuition, so
they need to squeeze as much out of the artist bit of us as they can. So that’s the point of it
really.

[End of Track 21]
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[Track 22]

Okay. If we could go back to 2001 and the Shades of Black conference that you’ve
already mentioned, but how did that come about, who was behind that?

Well it was really initiated by Sonia Boyce and David A. Bailey. David A Bailey was
working at Duke doing some semesters there and he met up with Ian Boacum and – who is
one of the professors at Duke – and I think in conversation really with, if you think of
Sonia sort of representing the AAVAA archive, the African and Asian Artists’ Visual Art
Archive, and you think of David really having conversations with American art historians
and people at Arts Council, so a kind of bridging person between sort of two sets of
people and I guess Ian realising that there was an interest in the States now, or then shall
we say, in the diaspora and what was happening to African Caribbean artists in Britain, I
think that they were all in contact and all their contacts were in contact also with Gilane
Tawadros who at the time was running inIVA. So as a sort of group of people whose lives
intermingled and interacted, inter-crossed, I think they came up with that idea and I think
say, David Bailey and Gilane Tawadros are two people in good contact with Stuart Hall.
So the sort of, everything broadened and widened and in a way, you know, Sonia Boyce
was around long enough to know the importance of Rasheed Araeen. So with all those
sorts of, all that sort of knowledge and all that sort of information, and you know, just by
those sets of names you can sort of see that you’re gonna have a very varied view of what
that period of time, the eighties, first of all agreeing what was the eighties and what
wasn’t, agreeing and disagreeing about what black art was and wasn’t, and agreeing who
had made a contribution to its existence or its demise or its progress, you know.
Obviously looked like a kind of interesting set of debates. And so the first really I heard
of it, of the whole idea of the conference was that I suspect it must have been Sonia,
invited me to give a paper and she said that the conference was to be divided into various
sections as conferences are and that there was to be, you know, a publication would
follow, you know, in sort of due course sort of thing. So I kind of was a bit I suppose
wary about going, it was a kind of really tumultuous time for me. The conference itself
took place in April 2001 so everything was kind of shifting and changing in my life at the
time, but I think I did think that I could get away and I could also go on a trip from Duke
to New York. So I set a few sort of, yes I’ll come ifs, which I don’t normally do but in a
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way, life was kind of really difficult so that if I hadn’t gone, it wouldn’t have been the end
of the world. I could have sorted out something that, you know, whatever it was I can’t
tell you now, but you know. So I set a few, oh yes I’ll come if, and they met all these ifs
because they weren’t that expensive, I just needed to have them obviously pay my fare to
get to the conference and a small conference fee, I wasn’t that interested in that, but I
wanted them to pay my fare from Duke to New York and back again so that I could fly
back, which they were happy to do. They obviously had a sort of system where they could
find cheap flights and, you know, so they organised all that for me. And so it seemed like
really worth going and I fancied the idea of spending three or four days in New York on
my own, just doing what I wanted to do really and…

What would that be?

Oh, shopping, looking in shops, absolutely. Looking at art, just walking up and down the
streets really, looking. It was a real, I enjoy just looking there, eating rubbish food, you
know. Things like fried eggs on waffles with maple syrup on the top, you know, that sort
of divine confection. Yeah, I bought a lot of shoes [laughs], some great shoes.

What art would you plan to see in New York?

Well I probably always go – I can’t remember what I saw, but I probably always would go
to the Studio Museum in Harlem. I would always go to MOMA and I think I saw all of
Van Goghs’ Postmen that year, you know, they’d collected them from everywhere. They
own a few but, you know. So that was astonishing. And yes, I’d go to the usual places,
you know, but also some of those smaller galleries – well, they’re not so small now. So in
the interim really between when I’d been before and then, the district around 23rd Street,
21st and 23rd Street was really getting going as an art district, whereas before they’d been
down south of Houston, yeah, sort of down in Soho. But all Soho by that time was, you
know, kind of shops, I mean but sort of rather smoothed out designer shops, so the art had
moved to that district. So I did a lot of skulking round there and it seemed to used to be a
sort of car mechanics’ district if you know what I mean, so big garages, big sort of spaces
where trucks would be mended and cars would be mended, so perfect sort of places to turn
into art galleries, so that was exciting really, kind of coming across that for the first time
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on my own was brilliant. So I just wandered the streets really for days and days on end.
And yeah, that was at the end of the conference and then I came back to Duke and went.
To go back to the sort of beginning of being invited, I decided to write a paper on how we
all should have been rather better at archiving than we were because we were bound to
need the evidence of what we’d done. And also, to kind of track the time as I saw it and to
invite a sort of silly kind of bingo game where everybody could pick a number that I’d
written on a ping-pong ball and then that number would signify a question and then a
corresponding number would signify the answer. So, it was to test the knowledge of the
people in the room, to give some people in the room who didn’t have the information,
information and to turn it really into a kind of participatory game and anybody would
know any of the artists or curators or, that I’ve mentioned, we’re not a happy, jolly bunch.
You know, it’s not a laugh a minute [laughs], it’s a very serious business, especially when
we’re kind of discussing, you know, territory and contribution and you know, funding and
all those kinds of things, and art. So it, I think, I don’t know that people enjoyed it but it
was a different kind of experience to the other papers that were given because you had to
participate. You sat down in the room and there was a piece of paper on your chair which
was the answer to a question and if the number came up that you had the answer, you had
to stand up and read that answer.

Such as?

Ah well [laughs], now you’re asking me. But I suppose a question might be… I don’t
know. It might be a question about how many black artists – to quote yet again – how
many black artists in the last however many years have been nominated for the Turner
Prize. Or it might be, which artists were in Five Black Women at the Africa Centre, or
who do you have to schmooze with to get money out of such-and-such a place. So some
of the things were kind of, you know, facts and some of the things were witty asides. But
I think it kind of worked in a way and I have met people who’ve, because then that paper
was published in the book Shades of Black, who actually used that game as a teaching aid.
So that’s really fun to me, I thought oh, what a clever thing. Because in the paper
obviously are the questions and the answers and in a way, if you know all the questions
and all the answers, you do get a kind of picture of what something was like from my
point of view I suppose. But the whole thing about the conference, you know, once one
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learned who else was going to be there was kind of nerve-racking, because we had had not
really fallings out, not bust ups, but just driftings apart, either people decided not to work
with such-and-such a person any more or might have not been included in exhibitions that
they probably should have been, or been moved out. And there were lots of American art
historians there as well as students from Duke as well as the artists and curators from
Britain.

Which artists were there, apart from the main people that you’ve mentioned?

Well, Sutapa Biswas was there, Ingrid Pollard was there, Allan deSouza was there, Keith
Piper, Janet Cheddie was there and Gilane Tawadros as I said. One of the men from –
Michael, I’ve forgotten his other name – from audio, the Black Audio Film Collective, so
that was interesting sort of also, addition and Isaac Julien came. He just came to give his
paper and go in a very star-like sort of way. And of course Rasheed Araeen. And a
woman called Naseem Khan who wrote a really early paper some time in the early
eighties I’d say, and that, you can tell when her paper was written because it said
something about ethnic arts. But it was a useful and interesting sort of paper at the time.
It kind of set up, probably she was the first person to write about whether there was such a
thing. So a kind of great mixture really.

What sort of other papers were read?

Well people did papers about artist collaborations or they’d do papers about selling
commercially, you know, or there would be papers about what it was like to be in
education. So say Sutapa Biswas talked about what it was like being at the Slade. Yeah, I
mean a kind of, in a way if you’re trying to sort of define an era that took place really
mostly in one city, but with a kind of, everyone from a lot of other cities coming to that
city, it was the usual sorts of things really. And then the cultural historians I suppose tried
to make a sort of overview of how they saw it and then in a sense that was the first point
of contention in that Stuart Hall gave a fantastic keynote speech at the beginning, but it
was totally about notions of masculinity and that the whole sort of black art movement for
him centred around Rasheed Araeen, Keith Piper and Eddie Chambers, with Donald
Rodney a bit on the side. And so none of, Claudette Johnson or anyone else were ever
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mentioned. So that became an issue as the conference went on, and so by his closing
speech he had taken on board a lot of those things that we’d never really been in the same
room to consistently and articulately argue, that there were these two things going on and
they weren’t actually counterproductive, they helped the whole thing and he kind of took
that on board. So that was kind of useful, four days’ work in a way to kind of redress the
balance a bit.

It’s a bit late…

Oh yeah, well not entirely. Not entirely because if you think that there is a kind of a bit of
a revival of interest in the eighties and what we were doing as black artists in the eighties,
so then once the publication came out some of that redressing of the balance was done in
that publication, so in a way Shades of Black was a little bit more what a conference ought
to be and that you go in with one set of assumptions and expectations and actually
something does shift slightly. It didn’t alter the history, but it altered a bit the telling of
the history. So, it was never too late to put the record straight.

I know what you mean, but I’m surprised when you say somebody like Stuart Hall would
have that particular perspective and to not be so aware of the women’s contribution.

Well I suppose if you come at it from where you were and who you were talking to and
the women’s contribution seemed to be counterproductive, you know, those women
seemed to be over there doing their own thing that had nothing to do with what the men
are doing, those men are not necessarily going to tell the story of well, it actually started
off in a little room in Wolverhampton and [blip in recording – few words missing?] six of
us and these women said, why don’t we do this and we said, men, people see things how
they see them. So that was the story he got told. And so in a way that was the story that
he looked at that era through those coloured glasses I suppose. I mean… it’s absolutely
true that if Sonia hadn’t kept going in that kind of dogged sort of way, much of the
organising of the history of the eighties wouldn’t have happened, and so as usual it’s taken
the women to kind of sustain it, rather than kind of live it, do it, then drop it. Not sustain
the activity, but sustain the memory of it or the recording of it. I think – but I think he,
Stuart Hall needed to hear it, you know, from people who were there and who weren’t
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talking to him at the time. And he’s an academic so he’ll, there is no evidence other than
people telling him. And I think so once he’ll hear a paper by Sutapa Biswas and a paper
by me and a paper by Sonia, Gilane, other people, Janet Cheddie, you know, then a picture
becomes clear. But we were not asking to go and speak to him, we didn’t seek him out at
the time, he wasn’t part of our milieu or, you know, we didn’t know him. He was a kind
of distant figure. So how was he to know if nobody told him. Yes. [laughs] But still no,
I don’t think it’s too late. It’s never too late to try and put the missing pieces of the jigsaw
together. And I think it’s very obvious that when Donald died, it was Sonia and Keith and
Donald’s wife Diane who kind of tried to get his work bought by collections, and so it
became obvious that women were a part of that era, across their own work but across the
whole, all the work. But it wasn’t written down, nobody was really saying that. But in
dribs and drabs, you know. But perhaps some of the time what we wrote sounded like
rhetorical diatribe, you know, Mora Byrd had tried to say it in Transforming the Crown,
but I don’t know if all the people had been gathered in the room at the same time in the
way they were for that conference ever before. ‘Cos as I’ve said a lot of times, I
personally think that if the conference had taken place in London, by the first tea break,
half the people would have just wandered off, because it was challenging to revisit a place
that was, you know, fifteen, twenty years ago at the time, if you see what I mean. And to
realise that, you know, Thin Black Line was all that time ago and you know, it was quite
difficult really. And I think it would have been easier, much, much easier in London
because you could have just ambled away really. Done your paper and then drifted off.
But you couldn’t do that there, you were kind of stuck.

When you came away, did you feel positive about looking back at that period?

I think so, yes. Because I think I’d also made my peace with some people, like Gilane
Tawadros, which was very helpful for me because I did feel, you know, there was no need
to have sort of argued about, you know, whether an art historian gets something right or
not. I do argue with them, but you know, there was no need to get quite so angry. And I
did sort of feel that it was a period of time where the work that we did was worth doing.
You could see it with enough hindsight and enough of us agreed enough of it to kind of
realise that you weren’t dreaming or you hadn’t imagined it completely differently or
oddly. So yes, I think it was, I think it was a really useful, it was useful in that way.
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Yeah. I was quite surprised when they then published the paper because you know, I
made a paper that was nearly a performance really. It was possible to read it as the paper,
but that was a bonus, you know, I didn’t necessarily expect it to be included in that and I
was really very grateful that it was, because obviously there were rather a lot of papers and
so you have to choose, so that was good. So that made me also think about the whole
thing in a more positive light, you know, because there was no need for them to do that,
they could have chosen anything really. And I think, a bit like Passion, it will be one of
those very useful books that of course doesn’t make up the whole picture, but you know,
gradually you can kind of get the measure of it and get the measure of where it was. I
mean I know you know it’s the eighties, but when you realise that people were getting the
odd sort of review and putting things on in quite peculiar venues, but that we were getting
people to come to those venues and having debates and then you see where that happened
in relationship to how British art went on to develop. You can see that although it sort of
by necessity I’m sure was kind of made quieter as the nineties emerged, I think it probably
was a bit of a trigger for what happened in the nineties. I think it was, we did make some
things look possible. I think obviously rather a lot more people were looking at what we
were doing than we knew were looking at what we were doing and had better support
systems, more efficient support systems to sustain both a practice and a way of
encouraging artists to work and curators to show. So I more and more think that although
it was a kind of quite short period of time with not that many people involved, it had its
point in just sort of turning the way art was looked at in Britain. I think it became a rather
more egalitarian business than it was before. Not as egalitarian as it might be, but you
know, I think it did push that, it pushed it in one direction and then kind of got dragged
back into the middle again, but not so exclusive and hushed and Courtauld dominated as it
had been. So that was useful.

What’s your view about the work of people that were working in the eighties that have
carried on, what do you think about what they’re doing now – people like Keith Piper and
Sonia Boyce and others?

Well I still maintain that it’s some of the best work around, you know. It’s got a kind of
just such a solid core of intelligent thinking at its centre. And so it might be quite funny,
like a rug made out of Afro wigs, but there’s a hell of a lot of thinking, a hell of a lot of
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history and a hell of a lot of sort of weighing up and down the kind of dodgy politics of to
do or not to do that, that Sonia Boyce has done, do you know what I mean? So I think
that, and I think that some of the work that Keith Piper’s done digitally was really early
experiments in that, getting you to work interactively with slave sites or getting you to
choose commodities. And although the action of it, a bit like looking at a rug made of
Afro wigs, it is playful in a way. At its heart is so much, oh, careful thinking. So, you
know, I think especially the work of Keith Piper and Sonia Boyce will really endure. I
think it’s quality gear. I always thought it was quality gear, but I really do think it is and I
think they’ve quietly been able to sustain it. I mean they’ve had support and they’ve had
some quite okay jobs to keep them going and good friends and good family I’m sure as
well, but it’s been quite difficult to keep going I suspect, even despite that. But, you
know, they’re absolutely not artists who make strategic work. You can tell that they’re
making the next idea that comes into their head and they will make it and they haven’t
thought mm, what will be viewed favourably? It just has lots of integrity I suppose. So,
that’s a for instance. I’m, I and Sonia are kind of a bit sad to have lost touch with what
Veronica Ryan is doing. She lives in New York now and has a family, but it’s very
difficult to find her and I think she made work of really deep intensity, you know, and
she’s obviously still making it, I’m sure she is, but it’s been difficult for quite a few people
who’ve been looking to find where she’s showing it or what’s happening. So I think if
she’s still going, she’ll be another person that at ninety-five will be still going and still
making beautiful things. You know, there was a kind of depth in that work that will just
go on and on.

You made a few comments in passing, but of black artists that have emerged in the
nineties and currently, do you rate any? How do you feel about them?

Well, I suppose I so much see strains of those other artists. I see a lot of Keith Piper and
Eddie Chambers in Chris Ofili. I see a lot of Donald Rodney in Steve McQueen, and so in
some ways I think well that’s really good, you know, that this kind of legacy of this work
is still there, but I don’t feel that it’s as deeply felt as that earlier work. But maybe that is
what always happens, that you relate much more to the work that was being made when
you were most sort of intensely involved with it, you know. I think… there’s a kind of
danger slightly of triteness or flippancy, but I suppose if you look at that in relation to the
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whole of contemporary art, that’s absolutely right, that is what it should be. World of
contemporary art now is a kind of much, everything has a lighter touch on it, you know,
the politics is much more lightweight and the making is much more, you know, just, you
know, either get someone else to make it, which is incredibly sensible, or make it badly on
purpose. And so in a way it is of its time and I’m pleased about that too, that it’s got some
of the sort of ideas I suppose of some of those eighties artists and some of the – but it
blends well in, and doesn’t stick out and put its head too much above the parapet to get
shot down in terms of contemporary practice. I mean I think that is a good thing really.
But there’s no-one I’d sort of, you know… follow in that way. I mean I’m more interested
say in the States in what Renee Green was doing than what Kara Walker’s doing. You
don’t hear much about Renee Green any more, you know. So it’s those sorts of things, I
think what I see is the artists now with reflections and strains of those artists’ work that I
knew very well coming through. So there are a few, but… I don’t know, no-one I suppose
who I… And actually, what happens is that I don’t really talk to those artists. I see their
work now in its finished form on a gallery wall, mostly, and the difference is that I would
see that other work either at its ideas stage or half-made, or I would see it repeatedly over
and over again as it went from one venue to another or I would have to write about it or…
You know, so it’s a different way of looking at the work too. This relationship with this
newer work is more distant and more as an audience than as part of the kind of process of
making it. I mean I don’t really think there’s any future in something called black art, I
don’t think that’s, I don’t think artists now think that that’s a path worth treading. And I
think they’re probably right, otherwise we’ll get another sort of eighties, which is
absolutely fine to look at twenty years, you know, twenty years after it happened but not
very easy to deal with in the everyday. And I think artists need to be making work and
living lives that in, you know, really empower their everyday, you know. Why should
they be making stuff that’s only going to be taken seriously when they’re too old to enjoy
it. That seems a drag to me. So I think they should be doing what the hell they want to
do, ducking and weaving and getting it shown, getting it bought wherever they can. I’ll
always sort of do it in the way I want to do it and I think, you know, it makes me sound
like a wishy-washy liberal, but I think that that is what I am, you know. I think the
strength in something is if you allow people to do it in their own way and then that sort of
whole combination of different people doing it in their own way means that it, it has a
strength that lasts, you know. You know, Ellen Gallagher for instance has got a show
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coming up at Tate Liverpool this summer and in the past Ellen Gallagher’s work was
really quite abstract work and now a politics is emerging out of it and I think that’s quite
interesting and I’m not sure that I’ll like it or whatever that means, I don’t know that I’ll
agree that that’s the way she should have done it, but I think hm, that’s interesting, that’s
what’s happening to her work, it’s kind of shifting and moving. And maybe what will
happen to Kara Walker’s is she’ll end up painting stripes, you know, who knows? It’s sort
of… I’m interested to see what is happening, how it changes, how age makes you do a
different thing, showing with different people makes them do a different thing, you know.
I’d like to have seen what would have happened to Basquiat, you know. What would he
be doing now, because that stuff is pretty hard to beat and certainly, you know, Donald
Rodney had his eye on Basquiat and so did we all. He wouldn’t necessarily have thought
of himself as belonging to our kind of world, but we looked at him for ways of doing
things. So it’s, that’s the way I’m interested in black art at the moment, to see how it does
things, how people do things differently and how they try to find a place for themselves
and still get wheeled out for these commemorative things, even though that isn’t what they
started off doing, and how they deal with that.

What advice do you give students?

Black students?

Mm, mm.

Oh well [laughs], read the stuff. See that you’re not this only person doing this work or
thinking in this way or the only person that’s ever been to art school. See that you can do
it in all kinds of different ways. Just because you’re taught by somebody who thinks
politically you can actually do what you like. In a way the same formulas apply, whatever
race or ethnicity artist you are, you know, you need to know what you want and you need
to in a sense read the histories and see how other people have done it and see if you can
work out, you know, some of the things perhaps not to do. And I think I would say to
them try to meet and talk to as many black artists as you can find working in this country
because they are quite a friendly bunch of people in that they will say, oh yes, alright then
I’ll talk to you and tell you about this thing. But I’d still say, you know, they just need to
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be looking at and experiencing everything they can, you know, travelling anywhere and
everywhere. And seeing actually that in other parts of the world black people are doing all
sorts of things that, they’re not thinking about how black they are, they’re just thinking
about what they’re doing and to experience that as opposed to life in Britain where you are
kind of aware of yourself to be in places like, you know, having gone to Ghana and to
North Africa and having gone to Zanzibar, to be in places where I’m not the only person
where everyone’s just being themselves, they’re being themselves really. But that’s an
experience even to have I think, before you can even work out what you might do with
your art, not to feel so outside things. You need to feel like you belong to something even
if you belong to something on the other side of the world. So I think that’s probably the
advice. Experience as much as you can experience actually and ask as many questions as
you dare. And keep making the stuff, you know. I mean I think it’s difficult for women,
they do have to make this sort of really challenging decision about when to have children
and then whether to have children. Perhaps whether comes first and then when. And they
always think that they’ll come out the other side of it being the same, and they absolutely
will come out the other side of it being different, but the difference is okay, it’s not, you
can, you know, Sonia’s a prime example of that and lots of women artists have children
and they make the careers they make in and around and interwoven into that. But it is
different for men and no amount of legislation or politics is gonna change that, but you
need to go with it and not wait too late to have them.

Have you ever regretted not going down that road?

No, not at all. I’d make a terrible, terrible mother. Really terrible. Much too controlling,
much too selfish, much too interested in myself being the centre of things, you know, and
no, I’d be dreadful, truly dreadful. [laughs] So no. I knew, I always knew I would be.
And I get very cross with children, you know. I just, you know… I don’t like them to be
kind of non-responsive and I don’t like them to be over-responsive, they need to be
responsive in just the measurement that I dictate. Well that’s hopeless. You know,
children are their own people and if I had my own children I’d just be terrible, truly. So
no.

When did you go to Africa?
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Well, I went to Ghana in something like ninety-five, I was in North Africa in about
seventy-six, I was in Zanzibar in early eighty-seven – yeah about May. Eighty-seven?
No, ninety-seven, May ninety-seven, so just before I made Venetian Maps. So
occasionally I’ve been over the last sort of thirty years I suppose, but not very often and
not for very long.

Why have you gone?

Well, different reasons really. To look and to see, to feel more myself. Yeah, to see
things I suppose, just to – no particular, not particular reasons really. I went to Ghana
with Maud because she went to her father’s memorial service and I went to be kind of
supportive really for that. I hadn’t gone to his funeral with her. And it was a great
opportunity to go somewhere and meet people and sit about in their houses and talk to
them about, you know, everyday life really. But I mean it’s funny, it’s a continent that I
don’t think of as going on holiday to, it’s a continent that I would think of going
particularly to do something, but the doing something would be sort of looking and not
looking as a research for a set of paintings, but looking knowing that I need that kind of
food I suppose to be, to feel really me. Going to Zanzibar was scary because I hadn’t been
ever since I’d left, so it took me till I was forty something to go. I didn’t go for very long,
but that was extraordinary in that in some ways I think I’d sort of made paintings about the
place and about coming from that place for years without sort of calling them that,
knowing that. And then going was incredibly familiar, it was like going to Manchester,
you know. It seemed, oh yeah, I seemed to sort of know it. So then it was very easy to be
there, it was very sort of, I felt very casual and familiar, it was as if I’d stepped out of my
house and into this place. So that was odd. Pleasurably odd.

Were you able to meet any relatives?

No because, well you know, without going into the long politics of Zanzibar, but in the
sort of ten years after I left, I left in 1954, in 1964 there was a sort of fairly bloody
revolution and most of the people that I was related to went to the mainland, to mainland
Tanzania and sort of – and to Cuba and Russia and all sorts of other places. But really, to
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be honest, I went to try and experience that place without the kind of pressures of having
to explain my rather complicated life to a lot of relatives who I didn’t know. Certainly if I
go back to East Africa, then that probably would be more of a mission to find those people
and to reconnect with them, but I don’t know. I suppose I do feel a bit sort of as if the life
I’ve led being an artist in the Western world is a bit hard to marry with that… well I
suppose the teaching is quite a kind of dedicated way to have spent my life, but I suppose
because the teaching’s such fun it doesn’t really feel like hard work. I suppose I feel a
slight modicum of guilt that I’m not a doctor or a lawyer or something more kind of
professionally respectable. And that I don’t have a husband and three children and I don’t
really want to ever have to explain to anybody. So I kind of duck and dive that one a bit.

But do you feel you need anything from them?

Not really. No. No, I mean a friendly kind of relationship would be good but I don’t need
it really, no. I suppose I’ve got this far really. Knowing people are out there somewhere.
Yeah.

[End of Track 22]
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[Track 23]

Could you describe your home?

Ah [laughs], my home. Well, at the moment I live at ten Bushell Place and Bushell Place
is a little sort of, almost a dirt track actually, a little road in the middle of Preston
overlooking Avenham Park and it’s sort of built in about 1832, something like that, 1830
something, and it’s quite a solid sort of house with big sort of thirteen by thirteen foot
square rooms, bay windows, a lot of bay windows in the front, big sort of flat, Georgian
windows looking out on to the park. It’s wooden floors throughout, lots of paintings
everywhere, lots of plants everywhere. A sort of short, thin garden at the back, a little
square, rather densely populated with plants, little garden at the front. It’s only about oh,
again about fifteen foot by fifteen foot, just a square kind of patch. It’s really a very airy
sort of house, not really that draughty for such an old house, kind of quite warm in the
winter and lovely to be in in the summer, beautiful kind of light off the park, and very
quiet. The whole street is very quiet, there are only about fourteen houses in the street and
it’s very peaceful and a kind of haven really in the middle of a small town, but a kind of
bustly, noisy town. It’s a bit like, well I suppose it’s like living in Hampstead but living in
Preston, which is why I love it or course. Yeah, it’s got a cellar, it’s got, I suppose at least
three of the rooms are used as studios and the big front room with the Georgian windows
looking out on to the park that I have used as a studio I now use as, we now use as a
bedroom, so it’s a beautiful place to wake up in the morning and see what the weather’s
doing or look at woodpeckers in the trees or listen to owls at night. So it’s kind of, it’s
like a dream house really but it’s very expensive to run and pretty expensive sort of house,
even by Preston sort of standards. And I’ve been, I’ve kind of had this strange
relationship with it for years in that sometimes it’s driven me absolutely nuts because
cleaning it is a kind of big task and maintaining it’s a big task and keeping paying the
mortgage on it has been a big task, but having lived here sixteen years I guess, I’ve made
some amazing shows here and lots of people have been to look at work here too, so there’s
quite a nice sort of memory of that. Although lots of memories of great enormous rows in
the place as well. But I think mostly those are erased and I now think of it as a kind of
big, airy, friendly, art making, art showing sort of place. It’s good to come home to.
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Could you give more of an indication of how much space there is and what kind of rooms
you have?

Oh okay, well the studio is about fourteen by fourteen, it has big bay windows, wooden
floors, a really nice built-in wooden fireplace and bookcases in the alcoves and a funny
old sofa and a rickety oval table that’s covered in papers and paint and stuff. Several
tables and trolleys covered in paint and tubes of paint, brushes, sort of mess really. Piles
of books everywhere, paintings that I’m working on, the plates that I’m working on on the
walls and on another trolley. A view out to the front garden and in the summer you can
really only just see the front garden, but in the winter you can see beyond that and into the
sort of, into the park, although you couldn’t quite imagine that it was a park, just more
sorts of trees beyond. And then the room we’re in is a kind of room at the back, the same
sort of proportions, about thirteen by thirteen with high bay windows, alcoves and a
fireplace. It’s got the usual sort of TV, bits of ornaments, lots of paintings, plants, sort of
contemporary kind of leather sofa but also an old sofa that my mother gave me that her
mother gave her, which is just a kind of 1930s daybed thing. There’s quite a lot of colour
about I suppose; reds and oranges, but kind of room that we spend a lot of time just
chilling out, where we don’t have to think about either university work or artwork. We
don’t tend to make things in here or bring work into here. It’s about listening to music or
watching movies or watching the television or, you know, chilling out really, chatting I
suppose. And there’s quite a large kitchen which sort of stretches out to the back of the
house, which is kind of cool and stone floors. I think it was an old, the sort of washhouse,
so it has a kind of slight chill about it. And then that’s a sort of dining room, kitchen sort
of thing and then the kitchen with the oven and all that sort of business and washing up
machine I’m pleased to say, and fridge and freezer and everything. I mean the kind of, I
suppose you’d call it built-in kitchen. One of those smooth things. I find it rather boring,
but it works and you can clean it. And then a little door in that end sort of kitchen area
leads out to the back garden, which is I don’t know, fifty foot long or something and quite
narrow and lots of higgledy-piggledy plants in it and roses, bushes, gooseberries. And
then on to a double garage which we’ve made into a kind of little bit of a summerhouse at
the front of it and then it was storing the Naming the Money cut-out at the back of it, but
now we’re kind of more or less moving out all our junk that’s in the house into there to get
it into a tip, so soon it’ll be empty. And then there’s a cellar which is the usual kind of
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cellar material, a sort of mirror of those two rooms I’ve described already. The washing
machine’s up in one room and a couple of very old printing presses in another room,
which mostly Susan uses to make small prints. Then, if we go back to the ground level
and you go, come in the front door and go up the stairs, above the kitchen, the dining room
kitchen there’s a bathroom, little tiny bathroom and two small rooms, one of which I use
as an office so it’s covered in bills and papers and the papers that I might be writing for
like a conference or something like that or stuff I might do to do with the university, or
letters to some curator or other, a little laptop in there. And then the last room, a little
room on the end, is a room with a beautiful drawers and cupboard thing that Susan made
for a show called Cupboard Love, but she made it as a piece of art but I use it functionally
and I put all my clothes in there, it’s a sort of jewels and jumpers and knickers and socks
sort of drawer. And it’s a little room that’s used as a spare room, but I amble in and out of
it every day because that’s where my clothes are kept. And then, as it were, over the front
studio running the full length of the house, so wider than the studio, is a really beautiful
big room which is about eighteen by twelve, something like that, with three large windows
that overlook the park and it has a lovely marble fireplace, lovely curved alcoves, and
that’s now a bedroom. And it’s one of those kind of perfect bedrooms. It once was a
studio, it’s been the living room. I mean I’ve moved this house around and the functions
of the rooms tons of times, but now it’s a bedroom and it’s like the perfect place to wake
up in the morning and you just see the morning happening really and hear it happening.
And then the room at the back is now Susan’s studio where she makes little pieces of
furniture or paints small paintings or just thinks about kind of making projects that she’s
working on. And I really hardly ever go into that room. There are a couple of large plan
chests in there with lots of my paper works and her paper works in. And a few sets of
paper works of mine stacked in a corner that are framed that haven’t yet reached the new
store. Then if you go up another level, there’s what I suppose other people would use as a
bedroom and a bathroom. So it’s a bedroom with an en suite bathroom I suppose, but
Susan uses that to keep the archive. All my slides and catalogues and images and stuff
from the past twenty-five years or so, lots of her own sketchbooks and working materials,
record thereof, lots of books and a G5 that she uses as an editing thing, machine, suite,
Apple Macintosh and editing suite. So in some ways she’s got kind of two separate
working spaces, but one of her working spaces she shares with all the kind of history of
my work because I can’t quite stand to have that in the room that I’m working in or
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definitely not in a bedroom space, nor mixed up with the stuff that I’m doing in the
everyday. I don’t really want to look at the history while I’m trying to deal with the today,
but she kind of doesn’t have the same relationship to it. To her it’s boxes with useful stuff
in, not, she can’t, you know, it doesn’t have the same kind of resonance. And that’s the
house really. So it’s very big and airy, each room’s ceilings are really about eight and a
half, nine foot high and that kind of gives it a sense of airiness and spaciousness. I
suppose it’s quite a higgledy-piggledy house; there are lots of books and magazines and
paintings and photographs around the place. Other people’s a bit, and our own really.

Can you tell me about a few of the paintings, your own work, photographs et cetera and
others’ work that you’ve got around the house, just pick some.

Well, there’s one of the cut-outs from Naming the Money in the room where we watch the
television and he’s one of the drummers; a very pale, cream and black and pink sort of
costume and he’s kind of determined but slightly mournful looking drummer. And he
doesn’t really sort of dominate the room, he stands in the corner of the room, but I suppose
is one of my favourite pieces of work really. And then, and in that room there are lots of
pieces of work that are Susan’s, mostly, because in a way this room is, I use this room to
kind of feel quite calm so the less of my own work there is around, the better. So there are
lots of Susan’s small furniture paintings. In the dining room, dining room kitchen thing,
there’s an enormous painting of a piece of furniture which is kind of a piece of furniture
that’s sort of suddenly opened and its lid is kind of, lids or drawers have suddenly kind of
opened and, as if they opened just one second ago and things are kind of, with a kind of
bang. And it’s an enormous painting that Susan painted in about 2000, something like
that, which is about nine by seven, which is one of my favourite kind of pieces of hers
really. It’s daring in that it’s so enormous. It’s a kind of chest of drawers thing that you
could kind of get inside. And then as you go up through the house there are other cutouts. In the bedroom actually there’s a painting of mine that I’m very fond of, a Beach
House that was painted after I’d spent the day one day with a friend of mine called Jill
Morgan, who used to be curator at Rochdale Art Gallery, around Morecambe, but not in
Morecambe Bay but sort of further along the coast and we just spent time sitting round in
a pub and walking and talking about things and there was a lot of sort of ochre-y,
yellowey, green sort of ness and these sands that everybody knows are incredibly
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dangerous, which of course we didn’t go anywhere near, but we were really near a
particularly dangerous sort of set of sands so I painted a Beach House that kind of
reflected that. Every time I look at the painting, which is every day, I kind of, I can see
and hear that sort of day. It’s kind of – and the Beach House on it is very white and sort
of, not very fragile actually, but sort of in danger of sinking rather than in danger of
collapsing. So that’s a kind of a bit of a taster of some things. All the way up the stairs
are photographs by friends of mine, Rory Turner, who makes photographs of old seaside
towns, prints by another friend of mine called Christine Scott who likes making prints of
old gardening tools and old sort of found objects. There are photographs by Ingrid Pollard
of just a section of the Lincoln Memorial, the real Lincoln Memorial. Yeah, so that’s a
kind of usual thing that you have on the stairs, you know, a whole kind of gallery of
smaller works. But they’re everywhere really. There are paintings by my mother, flower
paintings that are in the room that we watch the TV in and a photograph by a man who
was a student of mine that Susan bought this photograph for me. His name’s Chris Jones
and he used to make little, when he was a student he used to make installations where he’d
take photographs of pigeons and then cut out the tiny, tiny photographs of the pigeons and
then place them, hundreds and hundreds of them, in a kind of installation. Absolutely
fantastic things. But what he’s done with this is made photographs of flower, mediaeval
flower engravings and then cut up the photograph and made a three-dimensional flower
and then photographed that. So all kinds of bits and bobs really of interesting stuff.

And in your studio, you’ve mentioned sort of trolleys and so on, what kind of objects have
you got in there?

Well the trolleys have paint and brushes and things on them and one trolley has the
tureens and the plates that I’m working on for the Lancaster Dinner Service. On the
mantelpieces are children’s games, orna… I have a lot of ornaments or toys actually in
that room; strangely cut-out dogs, little men on horses, spinning tops, that sort of thing.
I’ve sort of accumulated children’s card games and toys really. Probably it sort of makes
the room feel like a kind of playroom kind of atmosphere. I’m not sure that – I always
think, you know, when I change studios, I move the studio round the house that this time
the studio is going to be a very clean and austere space and after about ten minutes this
kind of domestic atmosphere just develops as if by magic, you know, nothing to do with
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me. So I think that’s how I’m happiest making work as part, it’s seemingly part of the
everyday, surrounded by things that are kind of rather delicious to look at; a lot of books,
picture books, theatre designers’ books, you know, books about puppets or books about
fabrics or books about travelling or buildings or, you know, shipwrecks, ship designs,
street sellers. I mean all kinds of books, most of which I’ve hardly read, I just know the
pictures, I’ve read them visually, if you know what I mean, over the last twenty-five years
or something. Yeah, so it’s kind of full but in it, or the kind of most important thing in it,
there’s this fantastic easel that Susan bought me for my fiftieth birthday which cost her
hundreds and hundreds of pounds. It’s one of those incredibly kind of solid things on
wheels that you can, you know, turn a kind of handle and it goes up and down and you can
keep things in the kind of drawers at the side and you could put a really quite massive
painting on it. Probably it would hold a painting about, at least seven by seven. It’s that
solid and sort of well-made. And I think, well she bought it for me because she didn’t
want me to ever stop painting and I was certainly threatening to, and I think it’s the sort of
piece of furniture that I’d be able to put in a smaller house should I need it and still be able
to paint actually quite large paintings because I wouldn’t need a wall. And the great thing
about it is you can move it a bit nearer the light. Light’s a bit challenging in Preston, you
know, it’s a cloudy, rainy part of the country so the nearer you can wheel the easel to the
light the better it is. So I guess that’s my, you know, if there was a fire, that’s the thing I
would be struggling and trundling out of the front door.

Could you in some way describe an average week for you? How do you negotiate time
with teaching, your own painting and free time?

Okay. Well if we start the week on a Monday, which I do. Susan seems to want to always
start the week on – well, no I don’t know, anyway I, I’ll start the week on a Monday. On
Monday I will always, always go into the university. I get there about half past nine and
really spend the whole day either writing a report on something or an idea for something
or perhaps references for somebody or a proposal for something, but usually university
work all day. Students will knock on the door and want to speak to me and I will always
speak to a student if they come and just talk to them. If it’s a big conversation they want
to have then I might try and get them to make an appointment for a later time, but on a
Monday I’m kind of there and people know I’m there, so I’m trying to do kind of, you

Lubaina Himid Page 501
C466/249 Track 23

know, what you might call suits’ work, but I’m interruptable. And I’ll probably still be
there about half past five, six o’clock. So wouldn’t work that late on a Monday. And then
I just go home and either pick up something to eat on the way back home or there’s
something already in and then either I’ll cook or Susan will cook and I might do a bit of
work in the studio maybe for an hour, spend a lot of time chatting, listening to music and
inevitably, watching the television. I don’t work that much at night. On a Tuesday I’m
more or less, especially at the moment, would definitely go into the university. So by
Tuesday I’ll be a bit edgy about having spent all day Monday doing that sort of work
because all day Tuesday I really have to teach. So I’ll get up really early, maybe about
half past five, six o’clock and work in the studio till about eight and then get ready to go
out and go out. So I do quite a lot of work, and I always have done sort of in the clothes
that I’ve slept in or, you know, in the t-shirts and pyjama-y things that I walk around the
house in. So then I go in on the Tuesday and teach really all day. I never mean to do as
much teaching as that but I just do. Then, towards the end of the day, maybe about six
o’clock I go back into my office and do a bit more kind of paperworky sort of stuff. Then
on a Wednesday I teach a different set of people so I’m getting up early in the morning,
working in the studio, but working with MA students which is much more about sort of
talking and discussing and less about reassuring and encouraging and probing, it’s a bit
more sort of an equal sort of conversations. And so I’m teaching different kinds of –
between us, Susan and I are teaching different sets of MA students all day on a
Wednesday. And then in the evening I probably would do a stint for two or three hours in
the print room, which we’ve got this fantastic print room at the university that I’ve
managed to find the money to keep it open one night a week so that artists from all over
the region can come and use it. But I needed to find the money to pay the brilliant print
technicians we’ve got to be paid as tutors to work there. So, but I’ll spend some time in
there. Sometimes I’m making something, sometimes I’m just in a way being a print
technician while they be print tutors. And talking to artists, because they’re, student
artists and staff artists from all over the place come and use the place so it’s a good time to
meet people who I want to work with or have worked with. So I probably then would get
home about nine, half past nine, eat something, not really do anything in the studio. So
Wednesday’s a really kind of massive long day. Then Thursday’s a kind of mixture of a
day I’d say, I probably do some admin of my own, talking to the V&A or finding some
piece of material that somebody wants to write a paper or write a book about me or, you
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know, write a bit of a book about me, not a whole book but you know. So that kind of
gathering together that kind of stuff. But I’ll probably do it at work. I like to
communicate with people more, that are more to do with my kind of career and my
research, but I’ll do it at work on a Thursday. So that’s a kind of mixture of things. Might
work a bit in the print room with the first years, which I’ve been doing this last semester,
but I don’t have to do that all the time. I might do a bit of work on my own stuff, write a
bit more on reports, catching up with the marking. So it’s a big kind of admin day, but all
kinds of different admin. And Friday I try pretty hard to work on my own work all day
and that sometimes works and sometimes it doesn’t. So I’d get up early, especially early
if I know I’ve got to go to an Arts Council meeting or a Tate meeting or do something
somewhere else. I mean that’s true that some of those days are sometimes interrupted by
that kind of meeting, but a general week, I try to get everything that’s external to happen
on Friday or I work in the studio. Saturday is a day spent – oh and sometimes on Tuesday
mornings and Thursday mornings I go to Preston market to buy plates for the Lancaster
Dinner Service which, their sort of big car boot sale thing every Tuesday and Thursday in
the covered market. And you can get brilliant things for like fifty p or tureens for a fiver
or whatever, so I’d sometimes do that. Saturday, sort of ordinary kind of shopping;
shopping in the market for fruit and vegetables, picking up other things in various places,
have a coffee and a cake out, moan about university, catch up on various sort of bits of
domestic doings and thinkings and money, sort of doing banking and all that kind of
admin of living one’s life. And we just spend the day hanging about really, not doing a lot
of art, just doing a lot of talking and thinking and listening to music and being really. And
then Sunday is really spent making work from earlyish – not half past five in the morning,
but you know, earlyish for a Sunday – till, yeah, from about eight till eight I suppose, on
and off. Seven till seven maybe. We speak to people in our families on the phone that
day and I might think, oh to hell with making any work and spend the day in the garden
listening to Gardeners’ Question Time or whatever. And that’s kind of an average kind of
week.

Do you like things to be ordered?

Yes, because I think that inside order you can then be very flexible. So I like a kind of
routine that I can then mess about with, but I don’t like to stumble willy-nilly from either
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situation to situation or day to day or project to project. Yeah, so I like to know that that’s
what ought to happen on each day, but in that day it doesn’t always work out that way.
I’m kind of interruptable is what I find myself saying a lot, so I don’t mind going off at a
tangent, but I like to know what I intend to do that day and if it works it works, and if it
doesn’t, well, I’ll just try and do it another day. Get up a bit earlier, stay working a bit
later.

Okay. Do you do things kind of out of the ordinary like go on holiday or, you know?

Well, I’m not very good at going on holiday. I spent the whole of my youth with my
parents going on holiday and it was terrific, with hindsight, but I love to make work and I
don’t, I don’t know. I ought to go on holiday, I ought to take more time off because I
think sometimes I’m working a bit too much and I need a kind of brain rest, but I’m very
resistant to stopping making things. So sometimes we go away for the weekend
somewhere. Usually somewhere where I can walk round the streets looking at
architecture in a different place or somewhere just we’ve never been, you know, like
Susan hadn’t been to Bath so, you know, we’d go there or go to Brighton or Cheltenham,
you know. Just places that are just kind of twee and pleasant really, but mostly as an
excuse to do nothing and sit and talk to each other and eat nice food and you know, find
somewhere nice to have a drink or whatever. But we don’t do that very often. And
holidays, well I’m not that great at those either. You know, holiday holidays, you know, I
haven’t been known to take a two week holiday, oh well I don’t know, for decades. I
might just about manage a week, go to France or something like that, but travelling, I
don’t know. I prefer travelling if I’m working. So I would go and do the thing I’m
working on and then see the place and maybe go to the house of somebody whose
conference it is or whose exhibition it is. I don’t really like that holiday thing of being
kind of in this sort of hotel type place and, you know, looking at the sights as a kind of, I
don’t know. If I go to a place I like to see some other side of it, I suppose and I like to
think I’m working I guess. Doing nothing is a bit challenging for me, but I think only
recently did I actually realise this. I find it really difficult to do nothing. Sadly, I think.
Because I think it’s a great failing, I think knowing how to simply be is, I don’t know, it’s
very important I think. You know, I can’t even just have a bath, you know, I have to have
a bath and read a book. To boil the kettle and read a book. I mean I do most of my
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newspaper reading and book reading in the loo or in the bath or on the way somewhere.
Always must be doing two things at once and it’s tiring really.

What aspirations do you have for your work now?

Well now I think it’s a bit of a case of getting a couple of sets of work like Plan B and
Naming the Money into some decent collection or collections. So that’s something I kind
of, that does occupy me, I’m kind of making little strategic sort of moves towards that,
that’s sort of important. And the work I’m making, I just want to have fun making it. I
just want to make things that I can look at them and think, oh yes, that was really clever so
I’ve thought of doing this and this, or of daring to mix one kind of way of working with
another kind of way of working. So I don’t have kind of outward aspirations for it, I just
want to be able to keep making it and I’d like to keep showing it, but I’m kind of very
easy with where it could be shown now. So I’m quite interested in showing it in rather
odd and surprising sorts of places. I don’t have quite that kind of tedious idea that it must
be shown in the best places in the world. It could be because I comfortably, somebody
comes along and says would you like to show this in the V&A, but, so it’s easier for me to
say that, but I am interested in showing with different kind of people who are just starting
out or in odd shows that are not necessarily in galleries. I don’t know, I just want to be
less pretentious and pompous about it in a way and more making it for the hell of making
it and making it, I don’t know, testing it out occasionally to see if it actually does mean
anything to anyone. But I think probably it’s, everything that I’ve made, it’s done what
it’s going to do, do you know what I mean? I don’t see a sort of, I don’t see a career
stretching out in front of me. I see, you know, a life of making things stretching out in
front of me. I don’t see it in that kind of career way any more, but I’m actually sure as
hell going to keep making it. And because actually that is quite difficult – it’s not difficult
to come up with the ideas or difficult to do it, but sometimes you think, oh, I could make
all these things but nobody may ever see them. So that’s the sort of difficulty, but on the
other hand, I find it much more difficult to think about not making it than making it, so I
just want to be able to keep making it. Yeah.

Why did you agree to take part in this project in the first place and in the event, how have
you found it?
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Well, I agreed because I’m actually really interested in the idea of archiving histories that
are not generally spoken about, so I was interested in being able to be part of something
that was artists telling their own view of how things happened, I’m interested in being part
of something where artists are telling how they make a thing, so the backstage or the
background to things. So it was kind of thrilling to be part of that. And I’m pretty good at
talking. I didn’t realise I was quite as good at talking. I don’t find it nerve-racking to kind
of talk, so I thought I would be able to do it. I didn’t think it would take as long to say the
things I wanted to say, I didn’t realise I had so much to say I suppose. I enjoy the doing of
it. I slightly at each session have worried rather a lot about whether I would be able to say
things, find something even vaguely interesting to say and it’s pretty tiring, but it’s been
kind of useful and at times very funny, and surprising really. Surprising the things I
couldn’t quite remember and surprising the sort of tangents that I found myself going off
on. But no, I think it’s been good. I’ve enjoyed it.

[End of Track 23]

[End of interview]

