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  Introduction


  THE PALAZZO PISANI Moretti was packed. An impromptu stage had been erected in front of the elegant windows overlooking the Grand Canal where a multitude
  of water taxis could be seen bobbing up and down, waiting their turn to deliver tonights guests. A broad spectrum of the international art world was assembling on the marble steps, welcoming
  one another with smiles and kisses under the frescos and chandeliers. No one was paying much attention to the wall of dark cloud crossing the lagoon, heading right towards us. It was 1999 and this
  was Gary Humes after-opening party at the Venice Biennale.


  Finally, after much anticipation, a cheer went up and the Venetian blinds shielding the stage lifted to reveal Jarvis Cocker perched on a high stool wearing a thick polo-neck sweater, an unusual
  choice given the stifling heat. Pulp played an exhilarating set finishing with their latest hit Hardcore, which starts with a sampled string arrangement weighed down with ominous
  significance. Just as the grinding guitars reached fever pitch and the melody came to a climax, a burst of lightning filled the palazzo. Perfectly on cue, a shockwave of thunder boomed across the
  night sky, raising hairs on the back of my neck. As the electrifying display synchronised with Jarvis performance, the crowd went crazy, everyone jumping up and down, revelling in the
  moment. I looked around me, and realised how far we had come. Pulp were playing at the height of their powers before an audience of young British artists, gallerists and collectors, all key figures
  of the day, celebrating their enormous success, and gearing up for another night of hedonistic excess.


  British art hadnt always been this cool. The last time there had been a buzz in town was in the Sixties when David Hockney bounced out of the Royal College wearing his gold lam
  jacket. We seemed destined to live in the shadow of America, often adopting its latest trends through a process of transatlantic osmosis that remained unchallenged, as though influence itself was
  something that left port in New York and headed east. From the Fifties right through to the Seventies, America had cultural dominance. During the post-war period it had launched Abstract
  Expressionism, then Pop, followed by Minimal and Conceptual Art. These were not just lucky moments of brilliance, but entire movements laid out with each passing decade like a winning hand at
  poker, one card trumping the next.


  It wasnt until the Eighties that heads slowly turned toward Germany, where Georg Baselitz and Anselm Kiefer were gaining recognition for their huge canvases heaving with slabs of paint.
  As the German economy went into overdrive, a flurry of artists came to the fore. Rainer Fetting, Hans Haacke, Jrg Immendorf, Markus Lupetz, Albert Oehlen, Sigmar Polke, Gerhard Richter
   the list goes on. Along with the rise of the Neue Wilden, or New Wild Things, German artists started to establish an art scene, focused around their bars and
  restaurants, such as the infamous Paris Bar in Berlin and the Chelsea Hotel in Cologne. Baselitz turned a castle into a studio while Martin Kippenberger, an artist whose career would later resonate
  with the YBAs, pickled himself on alcohol running a Berlin nightclub where he performed Nazi salutes on stage and was nearly beaten to death by his own clientele.


  While Sylvester Stallone featured on the big screen killing everything in sight, German artists came to be seen as the Rambos of their day. They were all-powerful, all drinking, and all men, but
  for all their sins, they, along with the Italian Transavantguardia movement, succeeded in offering some respite from Americas cultural onslaught. Meanwhile, London was languishing in
  the doldrums. Culturally uninspired, the capital seemed sapped of strength, jaded and overcast. There was a sense of inertia, of the old world playing itself out, as tired old
  Sirs sold late-career work to fading Lords. Little Britains longstanding derision of all things foreign had rendered it out of kilter with international trends. With its smattering of
  contemporary galleries, London was simply not plugged in. To make matters worse, at the end of the Eighties Britains economy crashed, and across the nation the lights began to dim.


  Yet it was out of this environment of low employment and inner-city neglect that a generation of young British artists began to emerge. These were the bad boys and girls of British art.
  Swaggering provocateurs, throwing themselves about town and flaunting their talent in front of high-powered collectors. While businesses buckled under the weight of recession, young artists played
  the situation to their advantage, achieving initial success through a series of group shows held in derelict buildings and independent spaces, scouring the industrial wastelands of the Docklands
  and South London for studios and exhibition venues, relentlessly promoting themselves at a time when contemporary art had little hope of popularity.


  As the Nineties progressed, Britain began to shake off recession. Along with political reforms and the promotion of a so-called classless society, prosperity in Britain began to
  shift. Inherited wealth went into decline as creative industries started to grow. The quality of food improved. Property prices rose dramatically, along with credit card debt, violent crime and
  drug abuse. With the Nineties came the affirmation of post-war free enterprise and the dawn of globalisation. New technologies shaped the way we went to war and the way we worked. Fax machines and
  early breeds of computers were followed by email, which completely overhauled our day-to-day business. As information technology started to make its way into our daily lives, many of us battled
  with the indecipherable jargon of dense computer manuals. At the beginning of the Nineties, the very idea that we might end up owning a mobile phone seemed far-fetched, yet a few years later they
  were indispensable. Then, of course, came the World Wide Web.


  The art scene, too, benefited from a more affluent Britain. The growing sophistication of young artists and their relationship to the market had a marked effect on the
  manner and scale of art business. Galleries stopped being cosy shops where soft transactions took place in carpeted rooms. The gallery of the Nineties was more likely to be an international brand,
  employing a bevy of upper-class slaves on reception and airborne sales teams. The price of art soared as galleries became more effective at bringing in new business. They were more corporate in
  approach and more professional in appearance. The friendly naivety of the Sixties evaporated as hardnosed businessmen took the helm and steered the ship in the direction of high earners, themselves
  the product of new financial practices. Young British artists broke the mould and transformed the image of the struggling artist dependent on Arts Council grants. Within a short space of time, the
  phenomenon of YBA had irrevocably changed the publics understanding of contemporary art, and soon it was impossible to reflect on British culture in the Nineties without thinking of pickled
  sharks and unmade beds.


  This is the story of the Nineties, of Londons transformation, and the birth and death of an artistic phenomenon that leapt from obscurity to international recognition in just a few years.
  Much of what follows took place when there was little discussion of Al Qaida, extreme weather or super jumbo jets, just the IRA, rainy afternoons and Concorde roaring over a pre-pedestrianised
  Trafalgar Square. I refer to a time when red double-decker buses wheeled round Piccadilly Circus with people happily puffing away before smoking was banned from the top deck in 1991.


  My recollection of London at the start of the Nineties is of a city approximately half the size and with far fewer people in the streets. Streaks of black pollution ran down the face of St
  Pauls and other ominous-looking buildings whose purpose seemed vague yet unquestionably authoritarian. I remember tramps wheeling shopping trolleys filled with personal possessions past the
  Houses of Parliament, their brown faces and rosy red cheeks shot through with split veins. There was litter everywhere and the city was far less flashy than it is now. During
  the summer months, the Household Cavalry trotted down The Mall in time-honoured tradition past an indigenous population who truly believed in the unassailability of the monarchy and how the not so
  distant marriage of Prince Charles to Lady Diana would last for ever. On New Years Eve, people would get riotously drunk in Trafalgar Square, jump in the fountains and at the stroke of
  midnight snog one another. Anyone who lived in London during the Nineties will remember how things used to be; it was a far cry from the city of today. They will find themselves, like me,
  struggling to describe just how fast and total the citys transformation has been.


  I had been born in London but, much to my irritation, my parents had whisked me away to eke out my formative years just outside Brighton in a windswept Art Deco town called Saltdean. Our house
  was located away from the seafront on a steep hill that overlooked an endless vista of rolling downs. Like a living landscape painting, the view from our living room window would amaze and inspire;
  one day covered in snow, another in flames as farmers burnt stubble long into the night. Squalls blew across the English Channel bringing rain and chaos, before summer came and I fell into the long
  grass in the surrounding fields. I attended a nearby comprehensive where I struggled with boredom and watched friends beat the shit out of each other during lunch breaks. But for all the
  enchantment of youth, and days spent leaping into the freezing sea, I longed to be elsewhere. I craved information from the city, snatching my fathers copy of the Evening Standard as
  soon as he returned home from his daily commute so I could retain a connection with the capital. As soon as was humanly possible, I applied to a London college and for the next ten years I refused
  to leave the city, not even for a weekend. To this day, I have yet to revisit the area where I grew up, haunted by the idea that one day Ill be forced to return.


  As London changed during the Nineties, so did I, the decade leaving behind the scruffy art student who had first arrived at Victoria Station in the mid-Eighties. I immersed myself in the London
  scene and was introduced to a generation of young British artists, many of whom became my close friends. Much of the Nineties was a blur. I rarely spent a night at home, opting
  instead to run with the art pack. I was both an intimate and a spectator, my entire life given over to art openings and studio parties which seemed a far cry from my innocuous origins.


  To suggest that I went on to become a leading figure in the development of YBA would be misleading, especially when compared to the artists and collectors who have etched themselves into memory
   Emin, Hirst, Jopling, Saatchi, etc. However, as an occasional spokesman my input was not entirely without merit. Having been a contributor to Frieze magazine over a period of years,
  I was projected through my reviews, essays and subsequent curatorial efforts into the minds of the more curious as someone who might be able to help make sense of what was going on.


  I was by no means alone in this. There were others, more high profile figures such as Matthew Collings whose book Blimey!, published in 1997, featured numerous photographs of the artists
  and provided a useful snapshot of the scene. But, whereas Collings was more likely to be seen on TV hosting the Turner Prize, I was completely embedded in YBA. I was sleeping with it, waking up
  with it. Unlike Collings, who was a widely known reporter, I could move about the art world with impunity, without people standing to attention or putting on an act. My position somehow benefited
  from not being an artist. I wasnt a journalist or bound to an institution. I didnt work for a commercial gallery and was consequently non-threatening to dealers who didnt wish
  to see their artists being poached by rivals. I was also a bit of a nerd in that I kept all my press releases, invite cards, catalogues and newspaper articles. I hoarded everything, including
  people.


  To enquiring journalists and collectors, I became a bridge to a world that was otherwise impossible for them to access. They could consult me without needing to hire a babysitter and venture
  into the world of seedy late-night bars. For a time, my finger was on the pulse and my opinion seemed to matter. I genuinely cared about artists. This was countered by the fact that I could be
  deeply insensitive and a terrible gossip, priding myself on my ability to turn art world trivia into something altogether more sensational. I even took sides on things that
  really didnt concern me, and on reflection theres no question I could be an absolute nightmare.


  What seems clear to me now, more so than at the time, is how unbelievably close I was to everything. Too close not to have left a lasting impression on those around me, leading me to believe
  that more distant observers may have seen me as something of an important player in and promoter of YBA. This view would be supported by the countless interviews that I gave to the press and media
  during this time, as well as the number of occasions I was cited by significant individuals as playing an important role. In her book Moving Targets, which set out to name check some of the
  leading figures in the British art scene, Louisa Buck described me as a friend, confidant and chronicler to the close-knit group of artists that were at the core of the London art
  world.


  Undoubtedly, there will be those who read this book with a degree of contempt, arguing that they played a far more important role than I. Not that I would wish to argue the point, especially as
  I was little more than a lone figure in a collective. In order for YBA to succeed, it required people from all walks of life; not just artists or dealers but hangers-on, musicians, barmaids, toffs,
  you name it. Some would pass through, while others  like me  stayed on.


  In doing so, I got to know everyone. I spent countless hours in the company of certain artists and not enough time in the company of others; especially those who understandably chose to steer
  clear of me. Nowadays, Im more likely to make connections either as my profession dictates, at my own choosing or not at all, but back then I was just out there, totally swept away by it
  all. As a consequence, I became an ethnographer of sorts, an observer with a passion for the people who made this period of explosive creativity possible.


  The Nineties was an amazing time to be young, and one of those rare moments when a network of people come together to form an incredibly dynamic scene. There were new magazines, nightclubs, ad
  agencies, stylists, photographers and pop promo directors. There was a revival of interest in British popular culture from the Sixties and Seventies. Suddenly, the Union Jack
  and all things British were cool. As the capital started to swing again the most unthinkable things started to happen. An unmade bed became the talk of the town, a head made from frozen blood was
  snapped up by Saatchi, and a small metallic painting was sent spinning through space aboard a Martian space probe, all to the musical accompaniment of Britpop.


  London is presently referred to as the art capital of the world. It boasts Tate Modern and countless commercial galleries, boutiques and dazzling new restaurants. Its the venue for the
  Frieze Art Fair, started in 2003, upon which upward of forty thousand visitors descend over a four-day period. To top it all, theres even an art market in London, in the galleries and
  auction rooms, the likes of which has never been seen. Looking back, such a transformation in Londons fortunes would have been impossible to predict.


  For me at least, the story begins when I was an art student living in London.


  
  


  80s: Art school


  IT WAS A fucking hot day. From the top deck of a London double-decker bus I observed an African woman wrapped in brightly coloured fabric as she passed
  on the street below balancing a twenty-two-inch television set on her head. Cockney girls from the surrounding estates clacked by in white stilettos past a group of bantering Jamaicans; a swirling
  vortex of empty beer cans and discarded paper kebab wrappers spooked the drunks in a nearby park. Casuals  a term applied to young lads decked out in the latest sportswear  mooched
  about the place wearing thin gold chains, drainpipe jeans and Robert Wilson V-neck sweaters. It was 1984, and I was on my way to Camberwell College of Arts in South London, where I was studying for
  a degree in fine art. This hotbed of creativity turned out to be an uninspired concrete block next to a petrol station on the Peckham Road. Camberwell appealed to me. Not because it was believed to
  be the countrys leading fine art painting course, but because the surrounding area  urban, grey and bleak  reminded me of Joy Division, whose music evoked a mood of perpetual
  melancholy. Situated on the margins of central London, the area was populated by Afro-Caribbeans, Greeks, Irish and the English working classes.


  I had struggled through sixth form in college, where I was made to feel distinctly unwelcome by the ex-grammar school staff. Ignoring their prudent advice, I applied to do a foundation course in
  art. This would prove to be one of the most productive periods in my life. Having finally found a subject with which I felt an affinity, never before had I applied myself so
  attentively, splashing paint about and gawping at naked life models. Towards the end of my studies, my tutors told me that I might want to think about applying to a London college. I sent an
  application to Camberwell; during my interview, before being accepted, I spoke mostly about the importance of the colour red. As I packed my bags to leave, I could sense my parents
  uncertainty. This was the early Eighties, and bringing your parents together to tell them you were going to London to be an artist was tantamount to saying youd strangled your sister. There
  was no future in art. Even I knew that.


  I tired of art school by my second year. Deeply frustrated with the whole process of making paintings, I tore my final canvas from its stretcher and subjected it to a hot wash cycle in a nearby
  launderette. As I stared at the bulbous glass window on the front of the washing machine, watching my painting go round, the old lady who worked there asked me if I was a local, and told me that
  the area had been nice until you-know-who moved in. She was referring to the Jamaican population, who occupied the rows of terraced housing that flanked the Peckham Road. As she
  muttered to herself in secretive tones, folding laundry, I looked on as my washing machine filled with a dense black solution. This would be the last oil painting I ever made.


  I decided to stop painting and moved on to dyeing canvases in the fashion department, where I could spend more time with a girl I had a serious crush on. Art school can attract some beautiful
  women but I was terrible at asking them on dates. I was better at staring longingly from the corner and hoping to be noticed. No surprise then that my latest crush didnt respond as planned
  and my attentions began to drift to the outside world. I took to appropriating objects found on the street, like old shop awnings  the kind that burly proprietors would crank out in the rain
  to protect their goods. Tearing down these tarpaulin sheets from derelict stores, I took them back to college where Id pin them to my studio wall, looking important, and fooling tutors into
  believing that Id created a massive painting exclaiming Hollys Fruit and Veg.


  The Friday night disco at Camberwell art school was a hit with all the local colleges, and I was convinced that our art school was far more important than nearby Goldsmiths
  because we held the best parties. On Fridays, everyone would get completely trashed and dance around the common room to James Brown and Mantronix. Not yet housed in the university building at New
  Cross to which it eventually moved in the late 1980s, Goldsmiths was a stones throw away in Myatts Field on the other side of Camberwell Green. In contrast to Camberwells Friday night
  bacchanal, Goldsmiths held its disco on a Tuesday evening with dinner ladies serving drinks, including tea, from a service hatch. This indicated to me that Goldsmiths was deeply uncool. Then again,
  what did I know? Art school was unlike anything Id ever come across. Seemed to me you could pretty much do anything you pleased, which included drinking, smoking and playing pool all day in
  the common room without remorse. I certainly wasnt aware at the time that there was a path I should be taking or moves I should be making to start establishing myself as an artist. By
  comparison, the Goldsmiths students would inherit a gallery-savvy wisdom imparted by a band of sophisticated tutors assembled under principal Jon Thompson. Teachers included practising artists such
  as Michael Craig-Martin, Yehuda Safran and Richard Wentworth. Craig-Martin in particular would remain close to many of his former students, often serving as an unofficial spokesperson and providing
  a cultural commentary in the media.


  While living in a shared house in Camberwell, I began to explore the local area. In time, I started to piece together its history. The area had been badly scarred by the Second World War: once
  part of a thriving canal network, Camberwell and Peckham were decimated during the Blitz in the 1940s and by the subsequent waves of V1 and V2 rockets. Post-war, the need to build new dwellings to
  rehouse the displaced was a priority, giving rise to such utopian developments as the North Peckham Estate, a maze of local authority housing blocks knitted together by overground walkways. On my
  first visit to this bleak modernist housing development, I saw a man relentlessly screaming through a smashed window. Everything was scorched and blackened, including parked
  cars, bins and shop fronts. A discarded mattress lay propped up against an industrial wheelie bin in a burnt-out shed. The walkways were in permanent darkness, adding to the very real sense of
  danger. Students at Camberwell who were allocated flats on the estate had to gang up most evenings just to defend themselves from muggers on the journey home. At night, it was truly terrifying and
  seemed designed with the express intention of disorientating the public. I broke out in many a cold sweat making my way home from parties on the estate, struggling to imagine how anyone could have
  envisioned such a project.


  In nearby Burgess Park stood the empty shell of a derelict church. While its decaying Corinthian columns and faade were relatively intact, the roof had caved in leaving the interior
  overgrown with trees and the tombstones cracked with weeds. The shattered metal structure that once supported the ceiling had crashed into the ground and loomed overhead like a giant ribcage.
  Scattered in the undergrowth, little tinfoil squares smeared with cooked opiates spoke of a secret garden for ritual substance abuse. One rainy day a group of us, bored and with little else to do,
  broke into Dicky Dirts, a former 1970s jeans emporium at the top of Coldharbour Lane. Inside, we made our way down a damp corridor into the darkness. We used old newspapers to light a fire, and the
  orange glow fingered out into the room, reaching out so far, but failing to extend to the actual walls. It wasnt until wed ignited enough rubbish to generate more light that we found
  ourselves in the middle of a vast, cavernous Art Deco cinema. For a moment, the crackling fire brought back to life a distant Bakelite world.


  This was London in the mid 1980s, and life, for many, looked very bleak indeed. Margaret Thatcher had started selling off the family silver, privatising the nations public utilities.
  Local hospitals were decommissioned and we soon found ourselves breaking into empty wards and abandoned operating theatres, returning home with bedside lights, wheelie chairs, hospital tables and
  rotting boxes of pharmaceutical drugs. Civic buildings, once a source of great local pride, lay forlorn and decaying, transforming the inner city into an empty, destitute
  playground. I recall on one occasion walking through a London park and coming across the remains of the old Crystal Palace, once the site of the Great Exhibition. Huge decorative urns, left over
  from the far-off days of Queen Victoria, stood proud in the weeds and rubble, yet another symbol of Britains past glory left to rot in the elements.


  The relics of Londons industrial past were being sold off as scrap. The old docks and heavy industries located to the east lay abandoned and without purpose. In the winter of 1985 I took
  a bus to go and visit one of my tutors in his East End studio, a journey that would take me across the Thames and through the City of London. I climbed up to the top deck and took a seat. It was
  packed with people tugging away on cigarettes, and the dense cloud of smoke was beginning to leave brown nicotine droplets on the ceiling. As our bus lurched through the City I peered up at the
  NatWest Tower. The only real skyscraper in London, it seemed eerily tall, and glittered in the late afternoon sunshine. I wished there were more like it. As we turned into the financial district, I
  observed pinstriped businessmen tilting silk hats at fellow traders. Tucked away in the side streets, philately shops offered rare Penny Blacks as a form of canny investment. This was a fine old
  world with fine old gentlemen conducting their business in time-honoured tradition. Rattling past Liverpool Street Station, the bus by now practically empty, I began to sense a shift in my
  surroundings as we started to turn into the East End proper. The change was stark.


  Here lay the ruins of shattered industry set in dark, foreboding Victoriana. As I wiped away the condensation from my top deck window, the outside world looked bleak and dead. It was getting
  colder. Having scavenged for vegetables all morning outside Spitalfields market, a gathering of Hasidic Jews in black coats and homburgs stoked fires in battered oil barrels, the smoke rising
  vertically into the still winter air. A worn-out canal with muddy banks was strewn with splintered timber and abandoned long boats. Rats gnawed their way through the dripping arches in and around
  the old goods yard. As we turned down the Bethnal Green Road and beyond, a sign boasted mock-Victorian furniture; then there was nothing, just concrete, brown brick walls and
  battered shop fronts. We passed sprawling scrap yards and garden allotments with rickety sheds. Newsagents promoted sun-bleached advertising for 1950s cigarettes: Players, Cadets, Piccadilly.
  Ruffled pigeons spied the world from the ledges of windows with shredded curtains. Sprawling undergrowth overran bombsites hemmed in by walls of rusting corrugated steel. Victorian terraced housing
  squinted under high-rise blocks marking the site of German air raids. It was clear that the East End was a wreck.


  By contrast, the West End managed to shrug off the gloom and the damp that had settled in the outer zones of London. When I was feeling glum, and desperate to escape a creeping sense of
  dullness, Id venture up West in an attempt to lift my spirits, losing myself in the latest trends. Covent Garden and Neals Yard were vegetarian strongholds where people came to refill glass
  jars with peanut butter and eat quiche. Designer shops sold hi-fi speakers set in concrete blocks or Katharine Hamnett T-shirts proclaiming No Trident, the latter an attack on
  Thatchers nuclear defence programme. Meanwhile, Soho remained the territory of Francis Bacon and his compatriots; old queens traded insults in the Colony Rooms, slurring old
  cunty and old poof. There were jaded strip joints, notably one that declared itself The Best Review Show of the 1970s  a sign that made little sense
  towards the end of the Eighties. Low budget Italian restaurants like Pollo and Centrale served as unofficial canteens for the students of nearby St Martins College, while weary transvestites belted
  out torch songs in the twilight world of basement piano bars. The notorious hack Jeffrey Bernard propped up the bar in the Coach and Horses while Norman Balon, the rudest landlord in Christendom,
  beat back the pages of the Evening Standard, occasionally eyeing his customers with contempt.


  Cork Street, an elegant little street in Mayfair, was then considered to be the epicentre of the London art world. Located near Burlington Arcade at the back of the Royal Academy, it was
  peppered with commercial galleries with big glass windows through which one could spy the odd bronze or canvas. Waddington Galleries, run by dealer Leslie Waddington, sold
  works by modern masters such as Matisse and Picasso, as well as British artists including Peter Blake, Patrick Caulfield and Barry Flanagan. The Nigel Greenwood Gallery, in nearby Burlington
  Street, had a contemporary focus and young students such as myself thought it was quite cool and trendy. Gilbert & George showed their early videos there in 1971 and by the mid-Eighties the
  exhibition programme featured painters such as Christopher Le Brun and Ian McKeever. Their large-scale, expressionistic landscapes were aligned to the New Spirit in British painting,
  which in turn owed a great deal to recent developments that had taken place in German and Italian art.


  Anthony dOffay was one of the few London galleries to stand out. Located in Dering Street, just off Oxford Street, dOffay represented a number of key international artists such as
  Anselm Kiefer, Joseph Beuys and Andy Warhol. It was a slick operation with galleries located across two buildings situated just a few yards apart: one an old Queen Anne house, referred to as
  the cottage, the other a suitably foreboding space on the first floor of a modernist office block. The staff wore black and a pretty girl on reception seemed to be perpetually on the
  phone. Sometimes they took on young art students as interns. During his first year at Goldsmiths, Damien Hirst worked there three days a week, setting up artworks for client viewings or handing out
  wine at openings. Anthony dOffay was the biggest and most international of all the London galleries. Its openings attracted limousines and fur coats, as well as impoverished art students
  such as myself. The first time I spotted Anthony dOffay himself, he was carrying a clutch of files in a wicker holdall. A mysterious man, he casually walked past wearing a black V-neck
  jumper and white shirt, making his way through the throng of people gathered outside before stepping into the back of an account car with his personal assistant in tow. Meanwhile, Matts
  Gallery, run by Robin Klassnik and located far away in the East End, was loaded with artistic integrity but impossible to get to. Nicholas Logsdail, who represented British sculptors such as Tony
  Cragg and Richard Deacon, ran the Lisson Gallery near Edgware Road tube. The Lisson had a reputation for being conceptually cool with interesting exhibitions, if only one
  could find the entrance in its impenetrable minimal faade.


  But despite the blue-chip glamour of Cork Street, at the end of the day there was no escaping it. The London art world of the 1980s was fusty, parochial and dull. Artists and galleries were
  divided along lines of politics and class, of the commercial concern versus the artist cooperative, the cocktail reception versus nightclub video screening. Snobbery was rife, with experimentation
  occurring in corners of the art world that could no longer support it, and amateurish conservatism flourishing in parts that could. In all of this there was little in the way of a guiding
  light.


  Nor was it just the art world that was suffering; the whole nation was in the doldrums. There were only four television channels. The BBC usually ended its nightly broadcasts with the roll of
  military drums as the national anthem played over a fixed shot of a Union Jack fluttering in the breeze. The news showed scenes of Margaret Thatcher becoming increasingly maniacal as the Eighties
  trundled on. The typical London pub refused to invest in toilet paper and served warm drinks whatever the weather. There was no such thing as Sunday opening, rendering the busiest of high streets
  dead. To top it all, there were spectacular outbursts of social unrest. My father drove up to see me one day and I had to give him directions so he could avoid the Brixton riots. But above all, I
  remember being so bored I could cry. This was my memory of London, not people in shoulder pads and champagne swilling Yuppies. This was a city in recovery, a decade with bad breath.


  
  


  Year Zero: Birth of the white cube


  BORN IN BRISTOL on 7 June 1965, Damien Hirst hailed from Leeds. His mother, Mary Brennan, was an unmarried shorthand typist who became pregnant by a man
  Hirst never got to know. Mary returned to Leeds soon after Damien was born; there she married a man in the motor trade, William Hirst, whom she later divorced. While growing up in Leeds, Hirst
  would make an unsettling discovery in his next-door neighbours house. Mr Barnes was a strange man whose comings and goings were marked by the fact he sometimes left the house with an empty
  supermarket trolley. Hirst could hear his television through the walls, but one day the house fell silent, causing concern among the neighbours, who decided to break in to check that everything was
  OK.


  As it transpired, the local council had rehoused Mr Barnes, only he had left behind an amazing store of objects: a discovery that still haunts Hirst to this day. Over a period of sixty years, Mr
  Barnes had amassed a collection that included every toothpaste tube hed ever used meticulously rolled up and placed in bags. He hoarded letters and heads from statues found in graveyards.
  There were little parcels of money, as well as collections of alarm clocks, magazines, newspapers, pipes, pens and tools. Entire rooms were filled to the brim with objects, many of them dated.
  Having made several trips to the house, Hirst started to piece together the life of a man he never knew. Four weeks later, two men from the council visited the house, smashed the windows and
  shovelled everything out onto the street. Mr Barnes would later inspire a series of early collages in which Hirst cobbled together items of wood and bric-a-brac to form
  Schwitteresque panels.


  In 1986, Hirst moved to London. Initially rejected by St Martins, he took to working on building sites before finding his way onto the fine art degree course at Goldsmiths College. During his
  second year, when he was twenty-three years old, Hirst curated the group show Freeze, a three-part exhibition that took place during the summer of 1988 in the old Port of London
  Authority building in Surrey Docks. Freeze will be forever remembered as the landmark show in which a generation of Goldsmiths artists came together for the first time.


  Few people remember that Freeze came not long after an exhibition organised earlier in 1988 by fellow Goldsmiths student Angus Fairhurst at the Bloomsbury Gallery of the Institute
  of Education in Bedford Way, just off Russell Square. This almost forgotten group show included works by Mat Collishaw and Abigail Lane, as well as Hirst and Fairhurst himself. The show would plant
  the seed for what was to follow, especially as the subsequent line-up for Freeze was a continuation of friendships that already existed or were formed as a consequence of
  Fairhursts initiative. The end of year Goldsmiths BA degree show, held that summer in the Millard Building in Camberwell, would be noted for its unusually high standard of presentation. It
  included works by, among others, Ian Davenport, Gary Hume and Michael Landy, three artists who would show later that year at Karsten Schubert Ltd.


  And then came Freeze. As word of the impending group show spread around college, there was a growing sense of unease among the students over who would be included, the feeling at
  the time being that it was better to be in than out. Freeze part one opened shortly after the Goldsmiths graduation show, and ran from 6 to 22 August. Part two was open from 27 August
  to 12 September, while part three took the show to a close on 29 September. Artists who took part included Angela Bulloch, Mat Collishaw, Ian Davenport, Angus Fairhurst, Anya Gallaccio, Damien
  Hirst, Gary Hume, Abigail Lane, Michael Landy, Sarah Lucas, Richard Patterson, Simon Patterson and Fiona Rae. Not all would graduate at the same time. For example, Sarah Lucas
  had already graduated in 1987, while Mat Collishaw would do so in 1989. Hirst would later say that if you looked closely enough, you could see a difference between those who took part in
  Freeze while in their second year at college and those who were in their third: the second year students, including Hirst himself, Fairhurst and Lane, were more casual and unresolved
  in their approach than those in their final year, who included Bulloch, Davenport, Hume and Rae.


  In many ways, Freeze took inspiration from the high-powered Saatchi Gallery, situated in the comparative residential warmth of St Johns Wood. One of the first former
  industrial spaces in London to be converted into a gallery, the Saatchi Gallery could be found behind imposing grey gates on Boundary Road. Walking down a tarmac path, you turned a corner and
  entered a vast white shed. The Saatchi Gallery was renowned for showing cutting-edge work by artists such as Jeff Koons; his basketballs suspended in fish tanks and stainless steel cast of an
  inflatable rabbit would influence a generation of art students who attended each opening with missionary zeal, despite its location well off the beaten track. It would be difficult to underestimate
  the impact of the Saatchi Gallery and its effect on all those who attended exhibitions such as NY Art Now, featuring a selection of hot young artists from New York such as Ashley
  Bickerton, Peter Halley and Haim Steinbach, many of whom were packaged under the banner Neo-Geo, one of the last groupings of its kind to emanate from America. What made the Saatchi
  Gallery even more unusual was that it was completely alone in what it was doing.


  The Saatchi Gallery was everything that the boring institutions were not. It provided an excellent space for the display of fresh talent while being of such awesome scale that it literally took
  your breath away. From very early on, you could describe much of the work on show as sensational, including a permanent installation by British sculptor Richard Wilson entitled 20:50
  (1987) in which visitors were invited to walk down a narrow central aisle into a room filled waist high with a reflective layer of black sump oil. Saatchi was a visionary who,
  well before the rest of the world was ready, showed London how to present contemporary art in the best possible surroundings. Along with his fellow cohorts, Hirst would look to the Saatchi Gallery
  as the perfect space to replicate: the trick was to locate a similar venue that could be converted into a showing space with a lick of white paint.


  That the Port of London Authority (PLA) building would present itself as the venue for Freeze is largely attributable to the death of the London docks. In 1980, the London
  Docklands Development Corporation (LDDC) was set up to regenerate eight and a half square miles of neglected industrial wasteland in the boroughs of Southwark, Tower Hamlets and Newham. Established
  by the Thatcher government and brought into being by the likes of Cabinet minister Michael Heseltine, the LDDC was funded through a government grant as well as the income generated through land
  sold for housing, industrial and commercial development. During its seventeen-year reign, the LDDC sold 1066 acres of land, raised 9.56 billion in public and private sector investment, built
  24,000 new homes and constructed the Docklands Light Railway. During this period, twenty-five million square feet of office space would be made available.


  Thanks to the inspired workings of the LDDC, whose portfolio was bursting at the seams with vacant property, Hirst was able to secure the venue for his show. Over the coming weeks the artists,
  along with an extended network of friends, set about renovating the space, which for the most part was left bare with white walls stretching up to the rafters. From Heseltine to Hirst, the scene
  was now set.


  Freeze reminded many at the time of the kind of presentation more likely to be found within the confines of a sleek European Kunsthalle. For a group of young art students, there
  was no precedent for such a high level of presentation. The exhibition was filled with flashing lights and minimalist wall paintings, with a selection of conceptual sculptures and paintings being
  given run of the space. For his contribution, Hirst exhibited one of his earliest spot paintings, a regimented assortment of multi-coloured dots painted directly on the walls.
  He also showed clusters of multi-coloured boxes positioned high up in the rafters that were known to fall down from time to time.


  Angela Bulloch presented one of her signature light pieces in which light fittings located on the wall were sequenced so they pulsed and glowed, or produced a hypnotic display of seemingly
  randomly generated patterns. Bulloch was already fascinated by systems and the way given instructions might inform the outcome of an artwork. A bombshell of a girl, raised in England but born in
  Canada, she was Hirsts then partner. Ian Davenport showed the first of his paintings created by pouring tins of paint onto a flat canvas that was then lifted upright, so that the paint slid
  across the surface in bands of thick, luscious colour. Devoid of any representational imagery, Davenports paintings were produced without brushes and addressed the material quality of the
  paint while cocking a snook at the more earnest trappings of 1950s Abstract Expressionism. Angus Fairhurst presented a painting that doubled as a wall-based sculpture on hardboard with holes
  drilled into a pencil-drawn grid, a mind-numbing procedure enacted by the artist, who seemed preoccupied with mechanical repetition.


  During the installation, Anya Gallaccio managed to scald her foot while pouring a ton of hot lead on the floor. Drizzled within the confines of a neatly arranged square, Gallaccios hot
  lead would eventually solidify to form a sheet of Pollock-esque drips and splatters. Gary Hume showed three large canvases coated in mint green gloss paint: Mint Green Doors IIII
  (1988). Inspired by the type of swing doors found in hospitals and municipal buildings, the basic format of these paintings consisted of two circles with a dividing seam. The door
  paintings, as they later became known, would mark the early phase of Humes career. Abigail Lane presented three sculptures made from sheets of cotton that were immaculately starched
  and draped over chairs. A petite ball of energy, Lane played an important role in helping Hirst to organise the exhibition.


  Meanwhile, Sarah Lucas presented a floor-based sculpture made from a large sheet of scrunched-up aluminium, a work that bears little resemblance to the sculptures for which
  she later became known. After seeing her work in Freeze, Lucas would soon change tack and adopt a way of working that allowed her to bring into play objects imbued with sexual
  innuendo, such as cucumbers and melons, eggs and kebabs. A significant change would also occur in the work of Michael Landy, who for now presented sheets of folded material  originally car
  covers  pinned to the wall in a manner that recalled the soft-sculpture conceptualists of the 1970s. While Landys work on this occasion was soon overlooked, he will be remembered for
  having got so drunk working behind the bar at the opening of Freeze that he had to sit out the rest of the evening being sick in a secluded corner.


  Fiona Raes oil paintings were composed of a series of brushstrokes, recalling a form of private notation or hieroglyphics, challenging viewers to pull all the different elements together
  in an effort to decode what was being said. In person, Rae was incredibly well spoken and considered, and far less prone to bouts of Anglo-Saxon binge drinking than her contemporaries.


  Hailing from Leatherhead in Surrey, Richard and Simon Patterson presented radically different works from each other. At the time, Richard pursued a way of working that might readily be traced
  back to abstraction, whereas Simon had already embarked on a series of text-based works that would take him through the Nineties. While Richard came to prominence for his role in the
  Sensation exhibition at the Royal Academy some years later, it was Simon who gained much of the attention at Freeze with a pair of white canvases standing side by side,
  one reading Richard Burton, the other Elizabeth Taylor. This particular work bore all of the hallmarks of the Goldsmiths standard, referencing conceptual high
  art while at the same time being somewhat irreverent and down to earth.


  While much of the work was evidently cheap to produce, the artists had maximised the visual impact of their limited materials. Given the basic ingredients involved in the making of these works,
  many were punching above their weight. There were no video installations, no representational paintings or sculptures, but a strong graphic sensibility in which images and
  text were read in pure terms. There was nothing fancy here, nothing surreal or ornate; the materials on view had been left intact so they rarely appeared to represent something else. Lead was shown
  as lead, paint appeared as paint. While many of the works shown at Freeze were influenced by the conceptual art of the Sixties and Seventies, there was also an underlying fascination
  with materialism, process and self-reflection.


  One of the more exhilarating works was Mat Collishaws Bullet Hole (198893). Simultaneously repulsive yet compelling, Bullet Hole shows a photographic close-up of a
  gaping head wound where the victims hair is pulled to one side to reveal the point of penetration. Its an image that hits you in the guts. Taken directly from A Colour Atlas of
  Forensic Pathology by G. Austin Gresham, the wound reproduced at such a scale appears so horrific at first sight that it immediately forces you to look away. Contrary to what is suggested by
  the works title, the wound is actually caused by an ice pick. Turning back to look again, one becomes intrigued by the slice mark left in the skull, the depth of the wound, and the
  vagina-like appearance of the glistening point of impact. Its hard not to be sucked in while at the same time questioning the morality that lies behind the decision to present such a
  grotesque image in full-blown Technicolor, enlarged and in neatly framed panels. Collishaws work had a significant bearing on the aesthetic of an entire generation.


  Such graphic imagery, casually presented within the framework of a minimal white cube, would come to typify the YBAs use of shock tactics and sensationalism. Not only is Bullet
  Hole often cited as one of the more memorable works shown at Freeze, but its influence is also apparent in the exhibitions title, underlined in the first line of the
  accompanying catalogue, an impressive publication with a stylish new layout by now legendary designer Tony Arefin, who unexpectedly died in 2000: FREEZE, the title, comes from Mat
  Collishaws light box, dedicated to a moment of impact, a preserved now, a Freeze-frame. There is, however, an alternative account that suggests the title took
  its name from a type of lettuce. To be precise, one sitting on Abigail Lanes kitchen table during a meeting in the run-up to the show.


  Freeze represents Year Zero in the YBA calendar  the big bang from which all future successes would spring. Commentators often overlook the quality of the work shown at
  Freeze. It was quite exceptional, especially when compared to all that was taking place around it. It was different from the output of other art schools, such as St Martins and the
  Royal College of Art, where students were still given to the so-called school of mud; this took its cue from German Neo-Expressionism combined with the influence of London School
  artists such as Frank Auerbach and Leon Kossoff, whose paintings were caked in thick layers of paint. Colleges such as my own were rife with large dripping canvases where students set about
  attempting some form of leaden monumentality, as though no one had heard of Anselm Kiefer.


  But these were the early days. Other trends abounded during this period, and it was by no means certain that the sensibilities expressed at Freeze would win the day. Being young
  unknowns, the artists had little in the way of a reputation to trade on and force of character alone was no guarantee of success. Moreover, people simply didnt attend openings as they do
  now, in droves, at the drop of a hat. At the time, London was still in the grip of artistic paralysis; the work had to be of dramatic interest, otherwise no one would have gone. While
  Freeze was by no means a smash hit with queues forming round the block, word started to trickle through that something important had taken place that summer, somewhere out there in
  Surrey Docks.


  
  


  Building One: A career decision


  TO FACE FORWARD after leaving art college in the late Eighties was like standing on a cliff edge while being pushed from behind. Meanwhile, the rear
  view mirror revealed an education system that was being stripped to the bone. The Thatcher government had set about slashing grants and teaching posts, leaving colleges under constant pressure to
  generate their own revenues by selling off course places to overseas students. A great many among my generation had come to art school from state-run comprehensive schools and were not from
  privileged backgrounds, unlike today where the line-up of double-barrelled surnames on graduate invitation cards would suggest an altogether different picture. The last working-class blip was
  working its way through higher education before the tide would be stemmed with student loans and other charges.


  On the Black Monday crash of 19 October 1987, the UK stock market fell a little over twenty-six per cent. Hard to imagine that in the run-up to the crash, chancellor Nigel Lawson was being
  patted on the back for bringing about a boom that was hailed as an economic miracle. This had been engendered by tax cuts for the rich and the deregulation of the financial sector, which, in turn,
  led to a rapid rise in credit. After the crash, interest rates were kept deliberately low as a form of damage limitation, resulting in rising inflation. As a protective measure against the surplus
  of imports over exports, interest rates would then double between 1988 and 1989.


  As if the situation couldnt get any worse, 1990 saw the world property market go into freefall. In March, there were the poll tax riots in Londons West End,
  which saw 70,000 people take to the streets and 340 arrests. Also in 1990, the Tories mistimed Britains entry into the Exchange Rate Mechanism of the European Monetary System, going in when
  the rate was too high, which further weakened the national economy as measures were taken to prop up the pound.


  In November 1990, Thatcher resigned after growing political pressure and widespread discontent. Her departure was greeted with whoops of joy, something I experienced while standing on the
  platform of Tottenham Court Road tube station as the news was announced over the public address system. With John Major now at the helm, the remainder of the Tories years in power would be
  dogged by a faltering economy brought about by fluctuations in the world economic climate and botched political intervention. Britain was on its way out. The crash in the world property market,
  combined with zero long-term investment in manufacturing, would bring about a new strain of dereliction, particularly in Londons East End where any hope of widespread regeneration was now on
  hold.


  In the wake of wholesale sell-offs by the London Docklands Development Corporation during the Eighties, many abandoned docks and warehouses were already in the process of being redeveloped into
  apartments and offices. One Canada Square, otherwise known as Canary Wharf, was the UKs tallest building and a shining example of Docklands regeneration. Facing fierce local opposition,
  Olympia & York set about constructing the first phase of Canary Wharf between 1988 and 1991. Just as the building was nearing completion, with fifty floors of office space to let, the property
  market crashed and tenant interest evaporated. In a bitter twist of fate, Canary Wharf, once the glint in the eye of the Conservative government, came to symbolise everything that was wrong with
  the British economy. Rather than pointing to a bright, shining future, it loomed large over a dusty city as a reminder that the good times had gone. Epitomising the instability of the markets,
  Olympia & York would file for bankruptcy in 1992 with debts of over $20 billion.


  Not only did the property market crash in 1990, so too did the international art market. While Vincent Van Goghs Portrait of Dr Gachet would sell at auction
  that year for a record $82.5 million, the subsequent downturn proved to be lethal. The repercussions would impact on London galleries; several were forced to shutdown, such as the Nigel Greenwood
  Gallery, which eventually closed its doors in 1992.


  The future, for young art graduates of the early Nineties, looked very bleak indeed. Assuming there were jobs to be found, most art students were hardly what you would call obvious candidates
  for regular employment in the outside world. After leaving art school, there were occasions when I thought I might have to apply to university and start all over again. Looking at what the future
  held, there really didnt seem to be any opportunities out there, not least because the very idea that contemporary art might take root in Britain seemed ludicrous.


  In order to be young and make it in the art world, something had to give. And sure enough, opportunities started to arise, thanks to the tenacity of a new generation of aspiring young artists.
  Fresh out of college, these artists began to turn the situation to their advantage, seizing the initiative and opening up group shows across the East End, Freeze being one of the
  first. As more and more property became available, artists were confronted by a world of possibility and a mini-explosion of temporary exhibitions took place, not just in old factories and
  warehouses but in brand new office buildings too. They were awkward spaces with low ceilings, empty desks and neutral grey carpets, but they gave emerging artists access to that elusive thing: an
  exhibition.


  Strength came in numbers. To survive, young artists had to work together  setting up their own shows and promoting themselves as though they were the next big thing. After leaving
  college, many of the so-called Freeze generation stuck together where most graduates might otherwise drift apart. There continues to be an extraordinary affinity between those who
  left Goldsmiths in the years between 1987 and 1990. The entrepreneurial spirit that gripped many young artists of the day has subsequently been aligned with the influence of
  Thatcherism, but this doesnt give the artists enough credit. The fact remained that, fresh out of art school, young artists had to find a way to navigate the rigidity of the existing art
  establishment, otherwise they had no hope of carving out a career.


  Soon after the Freeze generation graduated, the fine art course at Goldsmiths College relocated to the main university in New Cross, with its white-columned faade and gold university
  crest, and it was from this building that subsequent generations endeavoured to leave their mark. While their immediate predecessors were taking their first tentative steps in the big wide world
  thanks to Freeze, Goldsmiths students left behind stood accused of being over-expectant while preening themselves for future success as though fame were guaranteed. They werent
  quite getting their heads down in the time-honoured way and were clearly getting up the nose of their older tutors, many of whom were still struggling to earn a crust. So Jo told me, flicking back
  her long dark hair while chewing gum.


  A student at Goldsmiths, Jo worked alongside me selling postcards in the Royal Academy bookshop. Young and bubbly, she was a hotline of information and was ultimately responsible for bringing me
  into close contact with the emerging art scene. As I punched the buttons of a cash register, she told me how the final year students in 1990 had been rounded up and given a serious talking to. In
  no uncertain terms they were told that the ultimate aim of being an artist was not to feature in Vogue magazine, but required years of dedication; that it simply wasnt possible to
  become a successful artist just after leaving college. Such were the anxieties surrounding the immediate aftermath of Freeze, where a number of artists had already sold works to a
  handful of collectors and could claim a certain amount of success. Jo told how one young student, Sam Taylor-Wood, had gone out and spent a tidy sum on fabricating two chrome heads of Mike Tyson
  and Frank Bruno: a gleaming, stylish sculpture that would sit comfortably in the glossy pages of any contemporary art magazine.


  As much as I liked the idea of being an artist, I was coming to terms with the realisation that Id been in the wrong place at the wrong time. Had I not spent so much
  time partying at Camberwell and defected to Goldsmiths, a mere stones throw away, Id be up there with the best of them. What was I doing with my life? Being an artist wasnt
  going to be easy and in many ways Id already given up.


  During quiet moments in my dead-end job, Id flick through art magazines such as Art Monthly and the soon-to-be defunct Artscribe, which were in tune with recent developments
  thanks to their writers David Batchelor, Kate Bush and Adrian Searle. It was also possible to track the progress of the young Goldsmiths artists through a smattering of reviews and articles written
  by the likes of Sacha Cradock in the Guardian, Andrew Graham-Dixon in the Independent, Sarah Kent in Londons Time Out and Andrew Renton, who wrote an incisive column in
  the lifestyle magazine Blitz. One of the more influential publications at the time was a book called Technique Anglaise: Current Trends in British Art. Edited by Renton and Goldsmiths
  artist Liam Gillick, Technique Anglaise consisted of two hundred pages of black and white images provided by artists including Mat Collishaw, Damien Hirst and Sarah Lucas, as well as a
  recent addition to the scene, Rachel Whiteread, a graduate from the Slade School. This publication was among the first to bring together a line-up of artists that was to become increasingly
  familiar; many of them had participated in warehouse shows. Flicking through the various international art magazines, such as Flash Art and Artforum, it was also possible to see how
  young British artists were starting to reach a wider audience. The Goldsmiths graduates certainly had strength in numbers, I thought, feeling utterly hopeless. Standing behind a cash register in
  the Royal Academy bookshop, the future looked uncertain. No doubt sensing my desperation, my friend Jo reached into her handbag and slipped me an invitation card saying something about a show
  called Gambler at Building One.


  Part of an old biscuit factory in Bermondsey, Building One turned out to be an old industrial warehouse with a high raftered ceiling and pristine white walls; the
  exhibition space had once again been refurbished by artists and friends to resemble the Saatchi Gallery, only it was a little rougher around the edges. Gambler opened in July 1990 and
  featured works by artists including Angus Fairhurst, Damien Hirst and Tim Head, the latter being a much admired artist from an older generation. Inside, I encountered Hirsts medicine
  cabinets lined with pharmaceuticals, reminding me of the old hospitals that I used to break into in Camberwell. It was also the first time I encountered Hirsts fly piece A Thousand
  Years (1990), which literally stopped me in my tracks. Even from a distance, Hirsts sculpture  a large glass box divided by a single sheet of glass with holes to allow the passage
  of real flies from one half to the other  looked intensely foreboding. The structure was held together with steel beams that gave it a weighty feel in keeping with its purpose. Tin trays
  positioned on the floor inside were filled with squirming maggots and sugar cubes to create a self-contained ecosystem. The maggots would hatch into flies, then eat the sugar and fly from one half
  of the vitrine to the other, lured by the stench of a half-burnt cows head lying on the floor in a pool of blood. On the other side, a fly killer lay in wait. Zap! A fly spun down to the
  ground. Zap! And another. Heaps of dead flies littered the floor.


  Experiencing A Thousand Years in the flesh for the first time had a profound effect on me. It was suddenly clear that this wasnt just a flash in the pan, but a work of art produced
  by someone of my own generation that would outlive us all. The combination of dead flies and rotting flesh produced a deathly odour, which might ordinarily suggest an air of repulsion, and yet it
  remained totally compelling as a conceptual artwork where living creatures doubled as minimal art objects floating around a scientifically controlled environment. It was beautiful, unforgettable,
  but more than that it radiated a kind of certainty about its place in art history. I stood there and reflected on what I was going to do with my life. As someone who had been to art school, yet
  couldnt hope to compete with what I was seeing that day, what could I do to get involved? What promises did the future hold?


  Shortly after graduating from Camberwell in 1987, I had been diagnosed with cancer and hospitalised for the best part of a year. I was so young at the time, but for months
  on end my life was little more than an endless round of painful injections and trips to the operating theatre. The doctors had told me there was a very real possibility that I might die. Sitting
  one night in the now defunct Westminster Hospital, overlooking the Thames from a connecting bridge that linked the two buildings, I saw my life coming to an end. Not long after, my luck turned. I
  was fortunate enough to avoid chemotherapy and went into remission. Now on the mend, my outlook had been irrevocably changed thanks to my brush with death. Taking each day at a time meant I had
  lost touch with all but the idea that simply being alive was enough. Now I had to work out what to do with my life, something I hadnt banked on. As I stood there contemplating Hirsts
  sculpture, it suddenly dawned on me that this was where I wanted to be. Up until then, the only idea Id had about my future was some half-baked desire to run off into the sunset in pursuit
  of acid house. Had I chosen this path, I could easily have ended up spending the Nineties in Ibiza. Instead, I made what felt like a radical decision: even if I couldnt create art, being a
  part of it was enough. I wanted to spend the rest of my life surrounded by art and artists. As I watched the flies drifting around their glass capsule, I found myself at the beginning of a new
  episode in my life: my own Year Zero.


  Three exhibitions were held at Building One in 1990. Gambler, held in July, had been preceded in March by Modern Medicine, curated by Carl Freedman, Damien Hirst and
  Billie Sellman. Hirst would quit his role as curator in order to concentrate on his art after the first show, leaving Gambler to be curated by Freedman and Sellman. The first two
  exhibitions at Building One proved to be an enormous success, but with a three-month rent-free period coming to an end it required a sell-out show to keep the ball rolling. In October 1990, Michael
  Landy stepped into the breach with his solo exhibition Market. Revered in art-world folklore as one of the best shows at Building One, it would also be the last. Consisting of a
  single large-scale installation, Market was inspired by the kind of temporary stalls set up by shop owners outside their stores. Stacks of upturned plastic bread
  crates and carefully constructed wooden units covered in artificial grass were neatly positioned about the space. There were videos of real shop-owners setting up stalls in the early hours of the
  morning. While the plastic crates and outdoor stalls were familiar objects that had once lined many a London high street, Landys presentation at Building One doubled as a minimalist
  sculpture that acknowledged Donald Judd as much as it paid homage to the local vegetable store.


  Market was an impressive exhibition. I attended the opening, and there was a great air of excitement as people sauntered down the aisles between the individual sculptures. First
  there had been Freeze and now there was Building One, which opened itself up like part two of an unfolding story. People were starting to get to know each other and there was a
  growing sense that something was in the air. There just hadnt been exhibitions like this before in London, certainly not by recent graduates. Strange, then, to reflect that Landys
  installation never sold at the time. Much of it was eventually destroyed by the artist as part of a project in 2001 when he took over the old C&A store in Oxford Street and built a machine to
  shred everything he owned, including his car and all his unsold work. Contrary to popular belief, not everything was being snapped up by Charles Saatchi; many young artists would continue to face
  an uphill struggle well into the Nineties.


  Another ambitious group show was held in May 1990 at East Country Yard in South Dock, Docklands. Curated by Henry Bond and Sarah Lucas, it featured huge installations by Gary Hume and Anya
  Gallaccio, and could claim to have taken place in a space four times the size of the Saatchi Gallery. It soon became clear that this particular generation of artists was incredibly driven. There
  was a certain kind of energy about them, and their work seemed to be going from strength to strength. The crowd that attended these openings was unprecedented, so much so that at the opening of
  Modern Medicine the police arrived thinking it was an illegal rave. The excitement was infectious. I would wake up in the morning and ring people in a desperate
  attempt to find out when the next opening was. I couldnt wait to get to the next private view, even if it didnt include the Goldsmiths artists but just happened to be a contemporary
  art show with free beer.


  The early round of artist-initiated warehouse shows broke the mould and were worthy of the attention they received. They were inspired and thought provoking; one imagined dynamic gallery
  operations in New York, not the former trappings of old Cork Street. The accompanying invite cards and catalogues had a sleek designer edge, while the artists themselves were being talked about as
  young and daring, as well as drunk and petulant and less reverent than their forebears. The artists were also seen as entrepreneurs, working alongside property developers and playing the dealers at
  their own game. Left to their own devices they had shunned the system and claimed the hallowed white cube as their own, along with all the marketing and promotional devices associated with more
  commercial galleries.


  Carl Freedman, one of the founders of Building One, once told me how important it was to wear a suit and look the part in order to coax property developers into handing over the keys to a vacant
  property. Meanwhile, the young and fearless Billie Sellman turned getting stuff for free into an art as she strode into corporate offices wearing a bright orange trouser suit, swiftly securing
  sponsorship for the next catalogue. Persuading people to bike over some cash was the order of the day, and no matter how cheap it all seemed given that the rent was initially free, there were still
  exhibition costs, such as the construction of large white walls and an endless list of extraneous hardware.


  While no one was immune to the economic turbulence of the late Eighties and early Nineties, the young British artists would blithely ride out this period. As the entire nation tightened its
  belt, young artists just wanted to show their work, and now seemed as good a time as any. Spurred on by each others energy, their ability to be without income yet somehow self-propelled
  would see many of these artists through the worst of times  while not exactly oblivious to their surroundings, they had no money anyway and little to lose. In any case, this soon began to
  change. Although the vacant warehouses took a long time to shift as the property market crawled its way out of a pit, there was growing interest in the new art being produced
  in London, and a small number of collectors started to pick up their work. One could sense the power beginning to shift away from the plodding institutions and a class-riddled Cork Street.


  Once a dejected graduate, I too could sense the sea change. I was gripped by a very real enthusiasm for what was going on around me, something I had rarely encountered at college. Many of those
  I met at openings were also under the impression that something important was happening, that the buzz surrounding young artists might ultimately end in something concrete.


  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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