An interview with…
Graduate Award winner
Chris Alton.

Chris outside at APT studios in Creekside, Deptford

Determination and will power are essential
elements to develop your art practice.
Light Eye Mind ask Chris about his time between
recent graduation and being an active artist…
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What are key influences to your art practice?
I have two key, longstanding influences.
I was brought up as a Quaker. Initially, I began
attending Quaker meetings most Sundays, spending
10-15 minutes in silence. As I grew older, I attended
weeklong residential stays over the summer and
began to engage with what being a Quaker actually
meant (for others and for me).

Various activists and campaigners would visit to
speak with us – one of the most memorable was
Helen Steven. Helen, a committed peace activist,
told us many stories. One of which involved her
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canoeing out to the Trident Submarines in Faslane
Quaker Peace and Social
in the dead of night. She broke in, planted potatoes
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and then tried to make her escape, only for her canoe to
be surrounded by Naval vessels. She was a fantastic,
daring, funny, kind human being. I spent less than 2 hours in
her presence, learning of her death hit me harder than I'd have expected.
I've skated since the age of 13. Skating
taught me that you didn't have to engage
with things in a prescribed way. Whilst a
bench is designed for sitting (at the very
most lying) down, a skater sees a bench as
an object to perform a myriad of motions
and trick-combinations. As a skater, my
built environment became a site of play
and subversion, a place for challenging
authority and asking questions.

Does a studio assist your practice?
Having a studio's been good for me, even
though large swathes of my practice could
easily be described as 'post-studio'. For me,
having a studio allows me to enter a
working mindset, which is separate from
my domestic mindset. I was fortunate
enough to be awarded the Lewisham
Arthouse Graduate Studio Award in 2015,
followed by the A.P.T Graduate Studio
Award in 2016.
Right: Paper sketch for
forthcoming exhibition:
We Operate a Ladder System
at Light Eye Mind
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“the condition of the artist is the most
extreme manifestation of the precarious
worker, and it’s competiveness”
essentially saying that the artist is, in
many ways, the ideal neo-liberal
subject. I think that escape from the
idea of a 'daily grind' is appealing to a
lot of people, so more and more people
become (or want to become) artists;
this introduces more variation and a
broader, fluctuating notion of
'what is an artist?’.

At what moment did you realise
you wanted to be an artist?

You graduated in 2014, how did
you spend your time after
graduating?

I don't think I had a sudden, discrete
moment of realisation.
There was, however, a definite moment
when I recognised it possible to be an
artist in terms of having a 'career' or
something that you could legitimately
study. A friend's Dad is an artist and I
went over to his house one weekend, and
there he was (his dad I mean) – flesh and
blood, an artist – a tangible being right in
front of me. He interested in what I was
doing (I think I'd have been doing A
levels at that point) and he took the time
to look over my rudimentary blog. That
was when I realised that being an artist
was possible.

After I graduated, it took me a few
months to recharge, readjust and
regain my footing – so-to-speak.
Without a studio and workshops
readily available to me, I began to make
smaller-scale, action-based works like
a shared interest in the bounce, an
open source game. It only took a few
days to make and was for my
application to Into the Wild, a
professional development programme
that I did at Chisenhale Studios. It
really helped me with university to
non-university transition, especially as
it was a programme with other recent
graduates.

Does art school prepare you to
understand what an artist is?
Art school definitely helped me to
develop a decent (preliminary) notion
of what an artist is; from the high-end
mainstream artists, to more fringe
examples. The label of 'the artist' isn't
necessarily fixed; it's even more
subject to flux now (as is everything
else). As Franco 'Bifo' Berardi has
noted
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What have you been doing since?

Since then I've been working on an array of new projects/works and showing
regularly. I recently calculated a pretty scary statistic. I graduated approximately
900 days ago, since then I've done around 85-90 exhibitions, performances,
screenings, etc. So, that's about 1 every 10 days. No wonder I’ve been feeling a bit
burnt out lately. Time for break soon.

Is there an artwork you are most proud of?
Yes, Under the Shade I Flourish. The project grew out of numerous conversations
that I'd been having around the work's major themes; tax avoidance, mysterious
disappearances, British colonialism, etc. It all came together when I discovered
that Michael Ashcroft (a notorious businessman and tax avoider) had managed a
rhythm 'n' blues band called Trident. This historical fact became the core of the
project, from which I extrapolated outwards, blending fact and fiction.
The work includes; a pseudo-documentary film, a 10 track rhythm 'n' blues
record, radio shows, screen-printed posters, photographs, a 5000+ word fan blog
and various other elements. The project was the first substantial body of work
that I made after graduating and was a follow up to English Disco Lovers (EDL). In
many ways Under the Shade I Flourish was me proving to myself that I wasn't a
'one-hit-wonder' and that English Disco Lovers (EDL) wasn't some sort of accident.

Have there been any seminal turning points in your art practice?
English Disco Lovers (EDL), but perhaps the turning point came jus prior to it’s
inception when I saw Yael Bartana's And Europe Will Be Stunned and Jeremy Deller's
Joy in People the summer before staring English Disco Lovers (EDL); it's very clear to me
that I wouldn't have approach the project in the same way, or even have made it, had it
not been for those exhibitions. It was an entirely new way of working for me;
multidisciplinary, collaborative, subversive.
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What are your experiences of working
with art institutions, since graduating?
I've worked with lots of different forms
of 'art institution'; from artist-led spaces
in former retail/industrial buildings to
more established spaces like; museums
and kunstvereins. They've all been
unique in their approaches to facilitating
artists' work and definitely come with
their own sets of positives and
negatives.
On one project, you can be pinching
pennies and installing the whole show by
yourself, for another you'll have 2
technicians, a budget and an array of
tech you'd never be able to afford
yourself. Some institutions (generally the
artist-led ones) will let you show or do
(more-or-less) anything. Others are more
restrictive.
One museum went as far as censoring
my work. Whilst I have to admit my
practice is more overtly political than
most, this was still a bit of a shock.

Having been selected for the show by the
curator and other panelists, the museum
came back and informed us that I
couldn't mention Michael Ashcroft; the
'villain' of the work, which explored tax
avoidance and British colonialism.
The work was still shown, but with a wall
text that focused on other elements of
the project, whilst skirting around the
most important one. It turned out that
Ashcroft was involved with museum's
funding and they didn't want to tread on
anyone's toes.
That's one bad experience in 100 though.
Predominantly, I've found art institutions
(big and small) to be very supportive and
enjoyable to work with.
Chris Alton: We Operate a Ladder System is at
Light Eye Mind from 2nd - 13th November 2016.
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