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‘For me, art is that thing which happens after language. It’s a kind of romantic view of it, but it’s one I hold dear – that if you can’t say it, if you can’t write it, then it needs a work; it needs another kind of experience … What I try to do is use art to say things which cannot be said otherwise.’


LAWRENCE ABU HAMDAN
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FOREWORD


Everything I know about art comes from two places. One is looking; always looking. The other is listening; listening to artists. Reading this book is like listening in on brilliant, curious, strange, charismatic people telling you things that you didn’t know you needed to know until you heard them. Every page here left me a little changed – which is a lot. Time is slowed, allowing you to look for waters from a deeper well.


Russell and Robert have a kind of magical elixir about them, something elevated, urgent, passionate, joyous, heart-breakingly earnest, silly and unashamed to ask anything. Somehow they free their subject with a combination of questions and observations that range from smart to the unexpected to the stupid. In art this last category often yields penetrating insights. When they spoke to me I ended up spilling moon-rivers of my deepest self – the self you usually keep dancing at a distance. Sometimes in the answers they elicit you hear terrible spirits, ghosts, inner self-murders that make artists beat on against whatever current they’re called on to fight against. Hearing these is fearsome and at the same time like listening to love stories. Stories about how artists come to find their own voice, muster courage to keep going, deal with rejection and surrender to what they’re helpless not to do – which is to make art, even if it’s ugly, embarrassing, illogical, obscure, or alarming.


When it comes to contemporary art, I often have no idea what critics, curators and artists are talking about. Many speak a kind of unintelligible gobbledygook that only 155 other equally abstruse people speak. That language is meant to keep people out, to intimidate and impress. Russell and Robert roll a different way, covering subjects as wide-ranging as contemporary painting, political art, aesthetics of race and gender, art history and how to look at art for dummies (that was me, a former long-distance truck-driver with no school and no degrees, who didn’t start writing until I was 40). They are able to say something is crap and be able to say why, exorcise demons that tell you that you don’t know what you’re doing (hi, everyone!), explain why a lot of art is over-priced, how to think about the ‘market’ and ‘money’, how to navigate galleries and much more. All this is made accessible, fun, gossipy and fast-paced.


The artists and art-world subjects in this book form a beautiful, diverse core-sample of the extraordinary multiplicity of artistic practices on the one hand, and an overall grasp of art today on the other. Prepare to enter a portal to the mysteries of art, canonical wisdom, an understanding of how pleasure is an important form of knowledge, and the serpents that live inside all art.


Jerry Saltz





Welcome to talk ART
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Good afternoon, good morning, good evening, wherever you are in the world. We’re Russell Tovey and Robert Diament … and this is talk ART, the Book!


Art has enriched our lives. It can enrich yours too and hopefully, probably, already has. This book is proof. It’s a celebration of our experiences with art thus far, spotlighting the artists and artworks that have been part of our friendship and beyond. We first met in what now seems like a galaxy far, far away in August 2008. Russell was an up-and-coming actor, having recently starred in The History Boys film, and Robert had just released his debut album as singer-songwriter in electro-pop band Temposhark. The artist Tracey Emin invited us both to a dinner in Edinburgh to inaugurate 20 Years, a major retrospective of her work held at the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art. Within minutes of conversation we formed a bond, immediately connecting over a shared enthusiasm for Tracey’s titles, scratchy drawing style and ability to disclose intimate stories.


This chance meeting led to over a decade of friendship, emails, text messages, phone calls and video chats, sharing urgent daily discoveries of new artists and artworks. We recognized each other’s passion, as if kindred spirits. We began adventuring across London, and eventually the world, to visit every gallery and museum we could find, as well as tracking down public sculptures on empty beaches, on busy streets, in city parks, or the secret gardens of collectors’ homes. Art has been a joyous constant, a source of inspiration closely by our sides, and without a doubt the glue in our friendship.


We had very similar stories: in our early twenties, having become increasingly obsessed with the idea of living with contemporary art, we saved up every penny we could and started our own small art collections. We dreamed of one day being bona fide, fully fledged art collectors – guardians and protectors of the artworks we adored. The previous decade had opened our minds to the possibilities and expansiveness of art, thanks in large part to the works of the Young British Artists. Our family and friends were frequently bemused by our hyperbolic love of an unmade bed, a shark in formaldehyde or a ceramic blue heritage plaque. It began with posters and mugs, then limited-edition signed and numbered prints, and before long unique drawings and watercolours. Nothing beat the thrill of taking home a print from the framers’ that was actually signed in pencil by the artist. Artists were gods to us, so to have something made, or simply touched by the artist’s hand, felt incredibly exciting and life-affirming. These works were bursting with meaning and passion and struggle and genius. They shared stories of lives lived and new ways of looking at the world. We were able to live with and witness history. Once hung on our apartment walls, the artworks became windows to other worlds, transforming the dull everyday into something magical and full of promise.


Neither of us had big budgets, but what we lacked in funds we made up for in passion and an unrelenting desire for knowledge. We held the story of American collectors Herbert and Dorothy Vogel close to our hearts. They worked as civil servants in New York City for more than half a century and in that time carefully amassed a collection of over 4,780 works, many displayed on the walls of their small Manhattan apartment. The works they couldn’t hang, they stored in cupboards and even under the bed. Their collection is now regarded as one of the most important post-1960s art collections in the United States.


We rapidly understood that learning about and engaging with art is a seemingly endless pursuit, with infinite possibilities. There is always a new artist to discover and a new story to be told. The history of art, as it has been presented to us, often misses out or excludes so many voices and cultures: women, people of colour and queer people, for starters. Discovering and learning about different artists and their journeys has been a big part of art’s enduring appeal for us. Getting to meet and befriend artists and visit their studios, we have the privilege of sharing their journey and helping to support and facilitate their dreams. This so inspired Robert that he even changed his career, swapping the music world for the art world and becoming a gallerist in 2010. Russell, too, has more recently begun to curate gallery exhibitions, and even Margate Festival, in parallel with his increased dedication to art collecting and supporting emerging artists. We always have something new to learn, and by seeing art, reading about art, watching documentaries and chatting with artists, we have been able to learn more about ourselves and each other, and to understand further what it is to be human.


Our insatiable art appetite finally led, in Autumn 2018, to the Talk Art podcast. With the encouragement of our mothers, who had heard a previous joint interview on the Thought Starters podcast and felt for the first time that they were gaining an insight into why we love art so much, we reached out to our favourite artists, collectors, gallerists and curators, and even our talented friends from other creative industries such as acting, music and journalism. Through each hour-long conversation, we learn about the guest’s life experiences making art, working with artists, collecting, living with or viewing art. It’s become like a time capsule, a treasured archive of creative thinking. In our first year of broadcasting, we had over one million downloads, with listeners in sixty countries around the world, and it very quickly became a second career for both of us.


We aim to help make art more accessible, more approachable, and to share a snapshot of the art world as it is today. We wanted to make a show that was inclusive, a place to share ideas that would bring people together. We often found that if we mentioned to people at dinner parties or in varied social situations that we either worked in art or collected art, the immediate response would be, ‘I’m so sorry, I know nothing about art, you’ll probably find me very dull’ or ‘I’m embarrassed to even talk to you about art’, perhaps because they felt as if they knew less than us, or needed to have retained every last drop of art history. The art world is often viewed as aloof or rarefied, and therefore inaccessible. We believe that art is for everyone and that it can positively influence your experience of the world. Free access to art is vital. It has been a lifeline to both of us, comforting us in challenging times and, more broadly, entertaining and uplifting us almost like a best friend. Art and the art world have at times been intimidating, elitist, frustrating, overtly academic, impenetrable, frightening even. Yet, on the flip side, they have been joyous, exhilarating, incredibly EXCITING, encouraging, poetic, and the best kind of challenging. This is why we started the podcast and wrote this book: because we want to offer a non-pretentious, open conversation, a starting point from which the listener or reader can partake.


This book acts as a guide to what art means to us today. It’s a launch pad for you to begin or develop your own relationship with art, and it will hopefully provide encouragement to further your art education or inspire the creativity within you. We are also really excited to share the awesome unique artworks created exclusively for the book – you will find these at the very start of each chapter.


One thing is certain: we need art! We need artists, and we need to express ourselves. So, let’s go forth and share our story and the story of the artists we admire, and in doing so we hope you will get involved and start your journey to find the art you love!




[image: illustration]


Tracey Emin, No idea why they can jump so high, 1998, monoprint, 29.7 × 42cm (11¾ × 16½in). This was the first work that Russell bought with his paycheck from The History Boys movie.








WHAT DOES CONTEMPORARY ART MEAN TO US?


Contemporary art is the art of now. It’s a giant umbrella bringing together artworks created from the second half of the 20th century right up to this very day! At its best, contemporary art is a document of humanity, resilience and progress, of new ways of seeing and thinking about the world. And this is why we love contemporary art so much – its relevance to our everyday life, its unparalleled storytelling. It helps us to understand others while making sense of ourselves in real time.


What differentiates contemporary art from the art that has gone before is that it’s being made, and has been made, during a time of radical technological advancement, in a world more globally connected and faster paced than ever before. However, while the last 50 years appear to have brought humans closer together in innumerable ways, it’s also been a time of great adversity, with international political challenges, instability and division. Alongside these moments of drastic social change, contemporary art has thrived, highlighting, responding to and providing an escape from numerous issues and injustices. Crucially, the art world is becoming more inclusive and more culturally diverse than ever before.


Through curating, collecting and interviewing artists, we’ve learned that, more often than not, art cannot be made in a vacuum. Most artists need support, guidance, and at the very least, an encouraging friend to listen and be constructively critical. Art is a collaboration of sorts, a dialogue. Through recording Talk Art, we’ve had the privilege of nurturing, facilitating and witnessing great art being made – the art of today which becomes tomorrow’s history; the art that will grace museums around the world and will share with future generations a snapshot of what it was like to live, to breathe, to love at this moment in time. Living history. They say never meet your heroes, but we found one of the most exhilarating parts of being alive at the same time as the artists you love is that you can meet them. Ask them questions. Find out what drives them. Be part of the experience.


Somewhere, at this very moment, an artist is thinking, researching, reading, planning, drawing, dancing, singing, painting, spraying, pouring, cutting, tearing, sewing, weaving, writing, chopping, bending, moulding, firing, photographing, filming, editing, digitally altering and much, much more. In terms of materials, contemporary art is expansive, innovative and experimental, with seemingly limitless possibilities, choices and methods of presentation. All on the precipice of creating something. Something new. Something we’ve never seen before. At least, that’s the aim. It is, in fact, a lifelong pursuit, a lifelong commitment. The truth is great artists often refer to and learn from the past, or even steal from that past, in order to reposition, repurpose and renegotiate the meaning of art today.


We love artists most of all because they create imaginative new worlds and new languages. They stand outside mainstream society, looking in, keenly observing, analysing, criticizing, and sometimes even celebrating humanity’s eccentricities, quirks and flaws. These worlds may not look like the world we know; they may, in fact, consist solely of abstract colour or shapes. Or they may appear to look just like our world – meticulous, figurative facsimiles. But art is all its own. Its potential lives and breathes. And even though at times it may seem futile, contemporary art has the power to change people’s hearts and minds. Art can transform and make possible the seemingly impossible; it can meaningfully contribute to and influence how we treat one another.
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This is one of our favourite shots by Rob’s old friend Tom Lardner – taken in November 2018. At this point we had already released two Talk Art episodes but didn’t have official artwork, so Tom designed it for us.
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Robert aged five, Easter 1986, at the Natural History Museum in London, where his mum Judith worked for fifteen years.









ROBERT


In childhood, I always found historical art stuffy and dry. Growing up, I was repelled by the dusty oil paintings and framed prints lining the walls of my schools and local church. Anodyne landscape paintings, or watercolours, or black-and-white reproductions in textbooks. Little did I know of the actual majesty and profound beauty of Old Masters. To me they just seemed dull. Art felt ancient and far removed, not remotely related to the living, breathing me. There were a few moments where I connected to art, specifically postcards my mum framed of Andy Warhol’s ‘Endangered Species’ wildlife and a hand-painted canvas of a famous L.S. Lowry painting, meticulously copied by a 90-year-old woman from Reading. Otherwise art felt wholly inaccessible, as if I needed to have all the knowledge before being able to appreciate the work. I longed for something new, something fresh, something that was alive.


As soon as I possibly could, I opted out of art classes, aged 12, to focus on music and theatre, which felt more vibrant, vital and relevant. But to my surprise, eventually a more personal relationship with art developed – one of intense, passionate discovery. And maybe that’s what it boiled down to: I needed to make the discoveries myself, rather than be told in a hushed classroom about how significant Michelangelo’s David was. The only David for me was David Hockney, whose books I stumbled across in my secondary school library one afternoon, while ‘sick’ off games. Perhaps even more revolutionary to my development was a Frida Kahlo biography by Hayden Herrara. Kahlo’s life story spoke to me, and before I knew it, I was hooked. The dramas, the intrigue, the warts-and-all honesty led me to obsess over her artwork. I couldn’t get enough. I wanted to know every title, which year the works were made, and how they related to her biography and the social circumstances and political challenges she faced. I admired both Hockney and Kahlo for their bravery in using their own voices, for their innovation, and for what seemed to me to be a rigorous interrogation into the human psyche. They left no stone unturned in the search for their truth, making paintings, drawings, etchings and photographs about their intimate worlds and desires. They taught me that love existed in different forms and that all love, regardless of sexuality or gender, was valid. Art gave me permission.
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Cover artwork, Temposhark (Robert’s band), The Invisible Line, 2008.





Yes, I had music and songwriting too. But at last, for the extrovert that I was, I had discovered something private and sacred to soothe the intense emotions I was experiencing in my teens. What resonated most was these artists’ urgent need to create. The sense that one can survive and overcome trauma through self-expression, and that creativity would ultimately set you free. They made work about their desires, losses, joys and pain that, combined, made total sense to a 14-year-old who was coming to terms with being gay, with being an outsider, and whose brother had recently died in a nightclub. I didn’t know yet how to recognize, feel or own my anger and grief, so I lived vicariously through the stories presented within their artworks. Art gave me the power to be myself, to face each day with the knowledge that there were others like me in the world, and that being different was in fact a strength, not a weakness.


By the mid-1990s I began hearing a lot in the British media about a radical new gang, the Young British Artists. Finally, it felt like something new was afoot and not limited to books. This was the art of our time! Tracey Emin brought stories to gallery walls of real life, of her childhood and adolescence in Margate. One phrase has always stuck in my mind from her early work: ‘I Need Art Like I Need God’. This became my mantra. I soon realized art could be, if not exactly a religion, then a family of like-minded souls, and ultimately a place of solace and growth. Contemporary art was something to believe in, something to nurture and champion. Art was the most precious part of our culture, and it needed to be protected.
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Banksy, Save or Delete Jungle Book, 2001, digital print of the design for the Greenpeace campaign. Robert worked with Greenpeace to promote ‘Save or Delete’, the 2002 campaign and 2003 exhibition at the Oxo Tower in London. Including Banksy’s now-iconic artwork of characters from The Jungle Book, the campaign and exhibition highlighted global deforestation.





My journey to living with art was, in a way, accidental. As a teenager I plastered my bedroom walls with posters I discovered at 1980s high street art shop Athena alongside photographs of my favourite musicians, such as Madonna, Prince and Kate Bush. I began to obsessively collect memorabilia and ephemera, culminating in a gift from my mother to mark my 18th birthday – a limited-edition framed photograph of Tori Amos sitting in a blue chair, taken by Cindy Palmano, signed and numbered in gold pen by Tori herself. While studying music at Westminster University, I continued to collect posters of bands and artists such as Goldfrapp, Peaches and Fischerspooner, whose visual identity and album artwork all came from a very artistic place. With my band Temposhark, I started performing live within London’s queer club scene, witnessing the evolution of electroclash, and collaborating with and befriending creative figures such as Princess Julia, S’Express’s Mark Moore, Bishi and Matthew Glamorre, whose legendary nightclub Kashpoint very much upheld the legacy of night-time impresario/performance artist Leigh Bowery.


Then, working part-time at a music and arts public relations agency, I helped promote Greenpeace’s 2002 art exhibition and campaign ‘Save or Delete’, highlighting deforestation – the leading image of which was a painting of blindfolded characters from Disney’s The Jungle Book by a then-underground graffiti artist named Banksy. This chance experience led to my introduction to buying and living with affordable prints. In no time I had adorned the walls of my student flat with striking, colourful screenprints by street artists including Banksy, FAILE, Invader, Paul Insect, D*Face and Eine. These purchases, although bought with the sole intention of filling my blank walls, inadvertently marked the start of my art career, because their value very quickly rose from the tens and hundreds of pounds that I originally paid, to thousands just a few years later.


I became a regular at East London gallery exhibitions, in particular connecting to the roster of Maureen Paley in Bethnal Green, passionately discovering artists there such as Rebecca Warren, Gillian Wearing and Wolfgang Tillmans. I became so compelled to live with their art that I decided to part with my entire graffiti print collection and use the funds to buy prints and unique works on paper by artists I truly loved. One of them was a Tracey Emin edition titled Tracey × Tracey, directly referencing Frida Kahlo’s iconic painting The Two Fridas, and so it all came full circle. The pride I felt showing the works I had collected to visitors to my flat transformed my whole outlook. I gained so much joy from teaching others about the artists’ work I loved that it was all I wanted to do. In my mid-20s I began touring with Temposhark in the United States and Europe, but while I was living out what I had once thought was my dream career, I found myself increasingly miserable on stage. I didn’t enjoy performing live and frequently felt awkward and despondent. What saved me during that time of self-doubt was going to museums. I asked my management to book in museum visits in every city we travelled to, and so I came to see that this was where I was most happy. Not on stage singing but in museums and galleries, with art.


It was around this time I met Russell, and together we pushed each other even further to explore and learn. Finally I’d met someone who shared my intense enthusiasm, and from that moment we never looked back. The more we taught ourselves by visiting exhibitions and by spending hours looking at artworks, the more we wanted to participate, to be part of the art world, and to have art in our lives every day. We began to research and investigate the story behind each artwork we admired. It was a never-ending pursuit of discovery. This education was fun! It was exhilarating!
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Russell showing off his dancing skills at a family party in Essex, 1988.









RUSSELL


Art has always played a vital and positive role in my life. Way before acting arrived, I felt a strong pull to the visual world. Animation was my in. To make a list would be cruel, but my top three would be The Ren & Stimpy Show, Beavis and Butt-Head and Who Framed Roger Rabbit. These three creations are the basic make-up of my whole adult personality. The use of colour and gesture and the style of these animations had a trigger effect for me, allowing a formative understanding of balance, composition and personal taste. The writing carried me through, but the images satisfied me beyond mere entertainment. I wanted to own them. Production animation cels, individual sheets, drawn on by artists, framed and photographed, then laid out in a sequence to create a flick-book movement that we eventually see as the end film itself: these became my fascination. Within the ‘old school’ style of making animation, way before Pixar computer-animated work took over, each singular sheet of hand-painted acetate held a piece of my childhood.


Animation gave way to advertising art – the likes of Mel Ramos with his kitsch Chiquita banana girls, and Joe Camel of Camel cigarettes fame. But then came pop art, and specifically Roy Lichtenstein. Oh Roy, I remember the first time I saw your image Whaam! of the fighter jet, rockets blazing ahead, blowing up some enemy plane, as I sat on the floor in the ‘Arts’ section of WHSmith aged around eight. It changed me molecularly. I drew it over and over again, trying to understand and copy the the halftone, comic-book technique Lichtenstein was so famous for, his solid, black outlining and use of flat light, the speech bubbles I found so nostalgic and satisfying. Inspired by his comic/cartoon/fine-art crossover, I felt anything was possible. Then Warhol swung by, of course; James Rosenquist came and went; but David Hockney and Keith Haring stayed for life.


It wasn’t until around about the age of 20 that I realized owning and collecting art was an option. I collected everything as a kid, literally everything, from rocks and minerals to stamps and phone cards – remember phone cards, with images printed all across the front of them? I had books of them, from all over the world! Old British coins, dating back to medieval times, King Charles I shillings and George III cartwheel pennies. Star Wars figures and children’s TV show annuals. But art, actual art, came much later on. I think Freud looked into the fascination for why some humans collect and some don’t, even going so far as to suggest that obsessive behaviour is related to starting potty training early as a toddler! There doesn’t seem to be a clear-cut reason: I am a hoarder and need ‘stuff’ around me, while my brother, two years older, doesn’t need ‘stuff’ to feature in his life. Different strokes for different folks.


I was 16 when contemporary art caught me and teased me into its magical web. It was 1997, I was at a performing arts college in Barking, Essex, and I discovered Damien Hirst. Artworks collected by Charles Saatchi were being exhibited at the Royal Academy of Arts in London. I went along by myself and was transfixed. Ron Mueck’s Dead Dad in the middle of the floor, Marc Quinn’s humming refrigerated Blood Head, Gavin Turk’s bronze sleeping bag crumpled at the entrance, Tracey Emin’s Everyone I Have Ever Slept With 1963–1995 appliqué tent (forever lost in the Momart storage fire some years later), Jake and Dinos Chapman, Marcus Harvey, Sarah Lucas, Damien Hirst’s Away from the Flock Divided. I was officially obsessed.
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Gavin Turk, NOMAD, 2003, painted bronze, 42 × 169 × 105cm (16½ × 66½ × 41in). This artwork captured Russell’s imagination as a teenager and sparked his ongoing interest in contemporary art.





I still didn’t know that I could own and live with anything by any of these artists. I wanted to, but I had zero idea how. Cut to age 20, I was at a friend of a friend’s house, and hanging on the wall was an edition of Dog Brains by Tracey Emin. My heart raced. I couldn’t believe it, it was so perfect, so me. It didn’t make sense that it was just there, hanging on a wall. I asked my friend where it was from and he couldn’t help me: it wasn’t his, it wasn’t his friend’s, it was his friend’s flatmate’s. That was far too complex a chain to follow, but I thought about the artwork often: how did it end up on that guy’s wall in that random flat? And how envious I felt that, whoever they were, they could see it every day, it was theirs. Then, as if through astral manifestation, I met Tracey Emin, on her street in East London, sweeping up after the Queen’s Golden Jubilee celebration. Now was my chance. I asked her how I could get it and she pointed me in the direction of Carl Freedman, founder of the world-respected fine-art print publishers Counter Editions. Eureka! I had cracked the code, and for my 21st
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