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CONCEPT I

Interviewer: Tell us about yourself.

Artist: I am an artist. I am thirty-five years old. I live in Nottingham.

Interviewer: And you have a son, Tom?

Artist: Son is not the description I would use.

Interviewer: But he is a little boy that you gave birth to?

Artist: Yes.

Interviewer: Wouldn’t it be true, then, to describe Tom as your son?

Artist: My job as an artist is to challenge apparently selfevident truths that contaminate quotation marks, reality.

Interviewer: So you never think of Tom as your son?

Artist: I conceived of Tom as a question about the societal norms of designation for this type of work, so it would not be appropriate for me to describe him as my son.

Interviewer: How old is he?

Artist:You would say he was six. I started working on him seven and a half years ago.

Interviewer: And how would you describe Tom if not as your son?

Artist: As a work of art. Specifically, Concept I, a work in progress.

Interviewer: Why did you choose that name?

Artist: This work is the first in a proposed series of exstallations produced out of my body, hence to be numbered one, two etc., but in Roman numerals.

Interviewer: Don’t you feel that it’s unfair to give your boy a name like that?

Artist: It’s fashionable now to call children after American states like Montana, or vehicles like Ford or Harley, and concept-names are becoming popular. Destiny, Liberty. I know a Californian boy called Leisure, Lee for short.

Interviewer: How did you arrive at the name?

Artist: In Spain they have a girl’s name, Concepción; Conception in English. Conception refers to the fertilisation of the egg in the womb, or the engendering of abstract ideas in the mind. It’s a suggestive name for what I’m trying to do with this piece, but because I’ve chosen to sex my piece male, I’ve opted for the version, Concept.

Interviewer: Might the numbering not be considered demeaning to the child’s sense of individuality?

Artist: Here I am following the American upper-class custom of numbering sons – never daughters. For example, William Richard Franklin I … William Richard Franklin II … William Richard Franklin III.

Interviewer: What about Tom, how does he feel about it?

Artist: He has the nickname, Tom, which is how I address him and how his teachers and friends address him, and, it would seem, how you prefer to refer to him. He is not yet aware that this is not his real, in quotation marks, name.

Interviewer:What about the more obvious nickname, Con?

Artist: I considered it, but it could be detrimental to how the piece is perceived.

Interviewer: Does Tom know that you claim him to be a work of art?

Artist: He is no more aware that he is a work of art than a Rembrandt self-portrait is.

Interviewer: How do you think he will react when he discovers that he is a work of art, real name Concept I?

Artist: I’m looking forward to that moment. This is a highly sophisticated and, one might once have said, avant-garde piece though also an example of the oldest and most primitive work of all. But the moment when it becomes conscious of itself as a work will hardly be a unique moment. Historically, most humans thought of themselves as works of art, it’s nothing unusual. What’s exceptional in this case is the entity claiming to be the artist.

Interviewer: Aren’t you afraid it might damage Tom’s sense of his own identity that he is categorised as an artwork?

Artist: It’s possible, this is a risky enterprise, but then the value of any work of art is predicated upon what it risks.

Interviewer:You are willing to risk your child’s emotional well-being to make some kind of point?

Artist: Obviously I take very good care of Concept I. I also manipulate the material as a means for embodying ideals and ethics as well as my implicit criticisms of our culture. This is common practice. I go further than most parents in the direction of quotation marks, truth, end quotation marks, that’s all.

Interviewer: And you see Tom as your own work?

Artist: Tom is a collaborative piece like many works of art, but he’s my responsibility, I am the auteur, or, in a manner of speaking, the mother of this work. In Tom’s particular case there is no father apart from in the biological sense. Tom was conceived artificially using anonymous donor sperm.

Interviewer: Did you conceive him that way because you couldn’t have children any other way?

Artist: I conceived him that way because it allows the questions I am raising with the piece to be foregrounded.

Interviewer:You mentioned earlier that you chose to have a male child. Wasn’t that out of your control?

Artist: There are several ways in which I could have determined or sought to determine the work’s masculinity. Considering that gender is now seen as a cultural construct rather than something at least partially delimited by the body, I could have allowed the sex of the child to be randomly selected and then raised, say, biological ‘girl’ as cultural construct ‘boy’ and seen how that impacted on the work. But for this particular exstallation I’m not interested in interrogating gender in that way, so it was simply a question of asking the IVF doctor to insert only male embryos into my womb.

Interviewer: That’s not legal in this country.

Artist: Tom wasn’t conceived in this country. There are many countries, for example the United States, where sex-selection is a legal and fairly common part of genetic screening. In this country screening is only used to discard genetically disabled offspring.

Interviewer: Are you worried that sex selection is a step on the road to designer babies?

Artist: I’m interested in that question. Parents are already crafting children with regard to sex and disease. In future, they will be able to make many more choices. It is already scientifically possible to design children to be blue-eyed or brown-eyed, to have straight or curly hair, and you could select for traits like vivacity simply by interfering with the thyroid during gestation. Then there is the Pax6 gene, which is the master-regulator for the presence or absence of eyes. This same gene selects for eyes in both mammals and insects, even though their eyes have such different structures. For example, it is the expression of Pax6 in multiple locations that ennables spiders to have numerous eyes. Manipulation of this gene in humans is very close to being possible now, and could lead to some intriguing aesthetic outcomes. But most traits are not controlled by a single gene. In fact many, like high numeracy or musical talent are the result of a precisely orchestrated reading of perhaps thousands of genes. The whole text for say, numeracy, must be read in the right selection of cells and in the right part of the body as well as at the right time for the text to become performative. This makes such traits impossible to include in the design of a work in the conceivable future. A more fruitful area to explore for now might be cross-species hybrids. Scientists have already created these, and it’s probable that artists will eventually do so as well.

Interviewer: Does that probability trouble you?

Artist: There’s a satisfying circularity in returning to the basic material, flesh, in order to evolve as artists. In the nineteenth century the potent media for art were paint and the novel, in the twentieth the perfect expressive medium was film, in the twenty-first century it is flesh.

Interviewer: But unlike film, words and paint, flesh is alive. Do you accept there are sinister implications in your view, implications that would remind some of the Nazis?

Artist: Certainly this form of art can be seen as sinister as well as liberating. But I am not advocating a eugenics programme where some characteristics or races are promoted, and others suppressed. On the contrary, as an artist, I am interested in multiplying the creative possibilities for human flesh, not narrowing them.

Interviewer: What kind of creative possibilities do you have in mind?

Artist: Imagine if artists were permitted to create what’s known as a surgical chimera, a creature with some of its cells completely human and others fully animal. Surgeons already do this, with pig valves in human hearts. Recently scientists located the part of the bird brain that contains birdsong. Theoretically, this part could be implanted in a human brain, and with some tweaking of the vocal cords, a human could sing like a nightingale. He or she might, however, lose the ability to speak, that’s an unknown factor at the moment. But it would be an exceptional piece of work.

Interviewer: Would you have made Tom a cross-species chimera if that option had been available to you?

Artist: Art thrives on crossing the line to go beyond what’s acceptable by convention and the art establishment. It is conceivable that in future exstallations, I may find creative possibilities in chimera and new genetic technology. Concept I is just the beginning of my work with this material.

For now I wanted to limit the pre-birth artistic decisions to a biological-only father and to choosing the gender. In this way, I have made decisions about Concept I that a growing number of parents worldwide make about their children. In all other respects, Concept I arrived as a readymade.

Interviewer: It’s almost a hundred years since Duchamp gave us the first readymade, the urinal. Isn’t the idea somewhat hackneyed now?

Artist:The readymade idea has fresh relevance in the context of my piece. Duchamp said that whether Mr Mutt – R. Mutt was the name with which he signed the piece – made the urinal or not was irrelevant, what was important was that he chose it and placed it so that its usual significance disappeared under the new title and point of view. Similarly, I have taken an object of which there are millions, billions of examples in the world. There is nothing more ordinary than the type of object I have chosen. But I have named and placed it so as to create a new way of thinking about that object.

Interviewer: So there is nothing special about your son?

Artist: That is a rhetorical question addressed to a mother. As an artist I can say that insofar as Concept I is a readymade it is both a replica of all other sons, and a singular work of art, ready-made at the point of birth, yes, but predestined by the particular reading and rewriting performed on each other by the two texts inherent in the origin of the piece to take a unique form both physically and psychologically.

Interviewer: You describe newborn child Concept I as a readymade with a form predestined by the intertextuality of two texts quotation marks, inherent in the origin of the piece, end quotation marks. I presume the texts you are referring to are his genetic codes?

Artist: Yes.

Interviewer: This would be true of any son?

Artist: Yes.

Interviewer: Fine, could you explain your exact definition of a son?

Artist: Son is currently used to designate any offspring of a man and a woman that bears male sex organs. A son begins to be produced when a sperm cell from a male throws some DNA and a few proteins into the egg cell of a female. A cell may be a living entity but it is also a text in the DNA language. The text of the egg-cell is cut and pasted with the text interjected by the spermcell to produce a new text: son. This son may be nothing more than a tissue of quotations, but what makes him singular is the way the new intertext is read. Some quotations are silenced, others are expressed or even emphatically expressed. The text also incorporates transcription errors. And what you have to realise is that this text is inately more poetic than any text humans have, so far, written. Of course the meaning of a text in a human language is ascertained to a large extent by its context, but arguably not to the extent a genetic text is. Let’s consider a simple genetic stanza, the one which, when read, performs eye colour. Imagine if the word quotation marks blue end quotation marks completely changed its meaning depending on the day on which it was read. This is what happens with genetic text during the development of the embryo. Genetic text means something completely different when it is read in, say, week one, and when it’s read in say, week twenty. Genetic text is a vital, rich, and above all, kinetic language.

The son produced by these readings and writings may be complete after the mother has extruded him from her womb but he is also a nascent work. A son – I prefer exstallation – is a complex piece of work, but only arguably more so than, say, a theatrical play. He continues to be formed by the exigences of the internal text that produces him, but also by his inter actions with the environment and certainly until he reaches adulthood – and I would argue beyond – by the conscious and unconscious work of the artist upon the material that he constitutes.

Interviewer: And a son’s father and his friends and his teachers, they work on him too?

Artist: Absolutely. This is is a collaborative piece. And naturally the material resists. This resistance of the material has always been a factor in art. However, Concept I resists the artistic process in a different way than, say, marble resists the sculptor.

Interviewer: But you feel that you as the mother are the most important factor in this work, more important even than Tom himself?

Artist: What is Tom himself apart from all the elements we have just been discussing?

Interviewer: But he is not just produced by you, the mother; why do you feel you have the right to sign this work?

Artist: Who signs the work is an interesting question, and one that I am asking with this piece. There are works of the same type as Concept I named as versions – in a sense you might say self-portraits – of a putative artist, in these cases, a father. Hence William Franklin I, II, III, etc. But I would argue that the son is the masterpiece of the mother.

Interviewer: But the son is made 50–50 of the mother and the father.

Artist: Not exactly. The cellular context is maternally inherited, including the non-nuclear DNA, mainly the mitochondria which are within the egg-cell. It is these mitochondria which generate the chemicals the cells of a body use as energy. So the energy system – you could say the life force – of the body is solely the legacy of the mother. In addition, the child is gestated exclusively in the woman’s body – an uncomfortable idea for some cultures – and nourished, both physically and culturally, at her breast in the first formative years of his life. I am not saying that men, fathers, do not have an input into works like these. But I am highlighting what has been undervalued or left ambiguous through history: the role of the mother as artist.

Interviewer: It may have been true once that men were jealous of women’s ability to seemingly create life from their bellies, but surely not nowadays?

Artist: That’s a far more vexed question than you allow. The Christian Holy Family is an interesting case in point. This ideal type of the family has as its core, in the iconography, a mother and child. Rarely in the picture are the two absent fathers, one a spiritual entity whose divine text interacted with Mary’s human DNA to produce the Christ-child, the other a father figure who hovers impotently in the background providing the child with a spurious provenance (you remember Jesus’s paternal genealogy, though it has nothing to do with the genes he inherits, is given textual importance in the New Testament). There’s a great deal of male anxiety in this founding Christian myth.

Interviewer: Joseph’s anxiety about whether or not he is the real father?

Artist: Rather, male anxiety about what being a father actually means, and its connection to physical reality. For example, in the past it appeared as if the mother’s role in the production of a child was paramount. A dab of liquid from the male, something evanescent and prone to evaporate, was squirted into the female. Nine months later from, as it were, her studio, she produced a child. The position of the two fathers in Christ’s story reflects male anxiety about this. Was a father’s input to the child two rather abstract things: a name, and something tenuous that would quickly evaporate, becoming invisible? If so, to emphasise the superior claim of the father, the invisible part of the child had to be established as more valuable than the visible part, the flesh, thought in the past to be formed of the clay of the mother. You can see the body/spirit split right there. Views have changed, but such anxieties still function subconsciously.

Interviewer: Well I think that could be disputed.

Artist: Our culture has also failed to pay due attention to the role of the mother’s womb in forming a child, a role which science is now recognising as subtle but significant. I mentioned that the child is a work of art predestined by the particular reading and rewriting performed on each other by the two texts inherent in the origin of the piece. But this reading and rewriting is not purely the result of chance or unknown factors. The womb has a considerable influence in deciding which genes will be expressed and in which way. The womb is an invisible hand co-writing the new text, it has a role in deciding which elements of the old texts will be imprinted in the child, which deleted.

Interviewer: To return to your idea that the son is nourished by the mother in the formative years of life, women are emancipated now and men do care for children.

Artist: Yes they do, but childcare is still classed as women’s work and overwhelmingly done by women, as mothers, as primary school teachers, as carers, as au pairs, as house servants. On the one hand, people pay sentimental lip service to this kind of work, but on the other, it is considered low-grade, dreary, even shameful. The name of Mother is both exalted and abject.

Interviewer: So is Concept I a feminist piece?

Artist: It’s possible to produce political readings of the piece.

Interviewer: Is that why you applied for various Arts Council grants and museum bursaries to help you bring up Tom?

Artist: I applied for financial aid to help me continue my work. Most mothers in Europe do the same, receiving child benefit from the state. As I am producing a work of art, it seemed more appropriate to look for funding in the arena of art sponsorship.

Interviewer: And you have, in fact, received several sizeable grants and bursaries?

Artist: Yes. The state funding for children as such is poor, whereas I am in receipt of substantial funding through state art institutions for Concept I.

Interviewer:You have been nominated for this year’s Turner Prize and have chosen to exhibit Tom.

Artist:Yes. I am excited about the opportunities that would arise should I win the prize. The money would allow me to take Concept I in a new, experimental direction.

Interviewer: What do you have in mind?

Artist: I’d like to see how the input of private schooling would affect its ability to pass exams. On the other hand I’m interested in the three-dimensional shape of the piece and the potential for it to interact with space in more extreme ways. I am considering collaborating with a well-known gymnastic training camp in the former USSR.

Interviewer: But what if Tom doesn’t want to do any of this?

Artist: I will consider that as much as other parents with special children do. If, as he develops, he resists such programmes strongly, I may compromise with the material, as other artists do. Or I may capitulate completely allowing the material to take the work in a new direction. For example, Concept I loves to watch TV. I would consider allowing him to control his own access to it to the extent of taking days off school.

Interviewer: Wouldn’t that be detrimental to his ability to function in society?

Artist: Possibly, but it would possibly also give him a headstart in a society mediated by television.

Interviewer: Is there anything you wouldn’t consider doing to Tom, however interesting, as an art project?

Artist: Well, I wouldn’t consider chopping the piece’s limbs off as has been the custom amongst beggars in some countries, even though this would have fascinating aesthetic consequences. Perhaps if I were a member of such a beggar tribe as well as an artist, I would consider this option. I use Tom to explore how my own culture operates and I’ve observed that by and large this precludes acts considered as grossly cruel within this culture.

Interviewer: How are you showing Tom as part of the Turner Prize exhibition?

Artist: My work is at the Tate Gallery with the work of the other nominated artists. There’s a room of texts, photographs, short films, interviews, etc., around the project. And there’s an interactive play area I have built where I display Concept I at weekends and most days after school. Sometimes he brings friends to play in the gallery as well.

Interviewer: Have any visitors to the gallery objected?

Artist: Yes, although others have brought their own children to play with Concept I in the play area. In fact this part of the work has become a phenomenal success.

Interviewer: You don’t feel you are asking too much of Tom?

Artist: No. We leave when he’s had enough or when it’s time for his bath. It’s a playroom. It would be different if we could conduct lessons there with his teachers, then he would have to stay whether he liked it or not, as in any classroom.

Interviewer: Do you love Tom?

Artist: When I conceived of Concept I it was because I wanted to make a work of art. This is widely held to be a selfish desire, a work of ego. In Concept I, I have some measure of immortality, for a time. Artists are often said to create for this reason, to beat death. However, my piece affords me a different degree of immortality, both greater and lesser than other art works. I live on in Concept I, since I am his quotation marks, mother, end quotation marks. He will soon die, whereas other works of art do not die, and though they may decay, many will endure for longer than a single generation. However, should Concept I produce offspring, I live on in them – in a way both more real and more uncanny – far longer than artists of more conventional works live on in some sense in those works. This residue of I, heavily hedged in question marks and quotation marks as it is, will be passed down. It could rapidly become more widespread – depending on how many children, grandchildren, etc., though it would also become diluted in each succeeding generation. If, however, at some point in the future, my great-great-grandchildren, say, were to interbreed – as was certainly common in the past – the percentage of the ghostly I in those offspring would actually increase. At any rate, once quotation marks, I, end quotation marks, has passed a critical threshold of dissemination, it is likely that I will endure as long as humanity endures. Here is a potent reason to make Concept I that has nothing to do with love for anything except me.

Interviewer: So you had Tom because you love yourself?

Artist: I loved the concept of Concept I before I conceived him. Once Concept I was physically born my feelings became dominated by something simpler. Now I would say yes, I love Tom, more than anything, and that is why I am making him.

Interviewer: What will you do when he reaches an age when you can’t control him?

Artist: At that point I won’t try to control him any more than a mother would. But my role in the work will not be over since it will be impregnated with thought patterns and beliefs from me and feel obligations towards me. Another interpretation of the piece might be useful here: Concept I as a work of environmental art, temporarily demarcated from the landscape from which it came, shaped by the artist, mutating in directions unforeseen by both the artist and its own self-awareness, before decaying and sinking back into the ground from which it came.

Interviewer: And if somebody wants to buy Tom?

Artist: All art can be given a transaction value nowadays, that’s the nature of our culture rather than of Concept I per se. But I won’t be selling him. He’s my gift to the nation.

Interviewer: Thank you and good luck to you and Tom in the Turner Prize competition.

Artist: Thank you.
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