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UNTITLED (VINCENT)






Once through customs Vincent gave the cabbie the address in
Tribeca and sat back, tense and exhilarated, for the drive in. He’d
never liked air travel particularly, but the journey on from the
airport — that was different. The way it dropped you slap-bang
into the kick and swell of life, after the enforced quiescence of
the flight, and brought your heart rate up to the correct speed
for wherever it was you’d arrived. Berlin, Jo’burg, Tokyo or
New York.

He soon found himself sitting forward though, picking out
sights as they went. The familiar clapboard houses, the awful,
dull, desperate concrete-ness of it all. He barked out short laughs,
where appropriate, at the cabbie’s lazy, practised monologue.
Saw the empty shell and spindly concrete mushrooms of the
State Pavilion. The Cinemascope ad screens on either side of
the Long Island Expressway, lounging like poolside movie stars
against the vertical spikes and slabs of Manhattan. The canals
and waterways flashing with the last flat light of the dipping sun.
The skyscrapers, as they approached and overtook him, changed
from the stacked microchips they seemed from a distance to
some other, more confusing trompe [’oeil constructions: patterned
motorways leading to the heavens.

His hand on the bag on the seat beside him.

Through the tunnel, and they emerged into a magic land. Every-
where, people steaming along, or standing alert, as if somehow



unconscious of the fact of being New Yorkers, but caught up in
the workaday drama of it nevertheless. The late-shift delivery
vans and street cleaners, home-going workers, breezy cyclists. He
glimpsed the Empire State as they went left onto Bowery, craned
ahead for a sight of the Woolworth Building.

[t was six years since he’d last seen the apartment; two years at
least since he’d last seen Justine; seven since Randall’s death. It was a
sad, paper-thin irony that, after everything they had been through,
in whatever configurations, it should have taken Randall’s death
to put Vincent’s name next to Justine’s on an official document, as
trustees of his estate, along with his London and New York dealers.
How like him, Vincent thought, to create such an intricate cat’s
cradle of obligations and tensions, and then step deftly out of it,
leaving them all dumbly roped together, held in place around that
central, sparkling absence.

Art is the occult practice of omnipresence, of getting in people’s
faces when you’re not there to do it. A Randallism.

She had something to show him, Justine had said.

Well, he had something for her, too.

She hadn’t said what it was, and he had respected her reticence.
[t was something to do with Randall, that much was obvious,
and something big, but he couldn’t guess what, hadn’t wanted
to know, hadn’t pressed her on the phone, lest she relent and tell
him what it was after all, dissolving at a stroke the need for him
to even make the trip.

Now, though, he was here, and armed. He’d been torn as to
whether he should do this, how she’d react, what he meant by it at
all; it was abandoned, more or less, after all, and largely forgotten.
But then the call, and the desire to see her; and the moment he
had taken the pages from the printer it had felt right, appropriate
to the matter in hand. To the historical past, and the artefacts that
attest to it. To the physical fact of the work of art, stuck there in
the world.



At the building he paid the cabbie and let the doorman take
his case. He was expected, no need to phone ahead. He followed
him along to the lift. The last in a line of four, it went straight up
to the penthouse.

Vincent took his stand in the middle of its mirrored quadrangle,
bag over his shoulder, the hard-shell case at his side, and stared out
his own reflection as the machine took him up.

When he stepped out into the lobby she was there.

‘Vincent,” she said.

‘Justine.

He abandoned the case, leaving it to rock on its wheels as he
stepped into her embrace. There was a split second — he could feel
it, even as their bodies came together — when it could have been a
brief, token hug. But it held, and lengthened, as if some mechanism
had stalled, a cog slipped, or as if the muscle memory had taken
over, overriding the social niceties and laying them void.

He shunted his chin minutely on her shoulder, until it found its
place. He didn’t want to even breathe. His nose in her hair; his arms
spanning her back, one over her shoulder, the other under her arm.
Her breasts pressed between them, a barrier, or the opposite of a
barrier. It was incredible to have her against him again. The fit of
them, even after all these years; the unchanged drop of the nape of
her neck; the electric scent of her hair, as it fell over her ears; the way
that, after a long moment, that he would have had still longer, she
moved her hands to his arms, just above his elbows, and gave him
two brief squeezes there, the signal to disengage: all these things
moved him.

He stood back and took her in anew. Their eyes flicked across
each other’s features, scanning and assessing, logging the sly
depredations of age. He was aware of being hugely affected by
the lessening of her beauty. It had not gone so much as tilted in
the light, lengthening like a shadow at evening. There was this
thing about the light of autumn, for Randall — and, ever after, for



Vincent, too — the way it came low over the landscape, strafing
it, throwing every blade of grass into relief. Well, now it was
happening to them.

He smiled, and she smiled too, each letting their own, particular
version of happiness play out across their face.

‘It’s good to see you,” she said.

“You know, that’s just what I was thinking. It is so good to see
you. You're looking wonderful, by the way.’

She said, ‘“Thank you,” in that strange, impossibly knowing
way she had, that he’d never got to the bottom of, as if she was
responding to what he’d meant to say, rather than to the words he
actually managed to get out.

‘Come on in. How was the flight?’

‘The flight was fine.’

‘And thank you for coming so quickly’’

Vincent made a hopeless gesture, that did little more than betray
the obvious fact that thanks were beside the point, that he’d have
rowed across the Atlantic in a kayak if she’d only asked, but thank-
tully she’d already turned and was leading him through into the
entrance hall that opened on to the great lightbox of the apartment.

Apartment: it was too small a word. Justine and Randall’s loft
was a modernist cathedral that had settled atop a brownstone,
a world-class gallery that someone had happened to roll a few
pieces of furniture into, as if for an art installation. He’d been here
before, of course, and chanced across it plenty of times in magazine
spreads and books, but even then, in reproduction, it never failed to
astonish, to gladden him. Not that he could have lived somewhere
quite so dramatically, forbiddingly perfect himself, but he was
pleased that someone he knew did, and that he could be persuaded
to feel at home there.

He walked towards the nearest window, those massive floor-
to-ceiling sheets of glass that made of the city just another work,
another piece in the curatorial scheme. Manhattan: rising from



the ground like a manifold shout, an endlessly complex, endlessly
extended chord. The myriad lights. The hollowing dark of the
Hudson. The sky, purpling to night.

He turned back to the room. Yes, it had changed, a little, from
how he remembered it. Yes, it was still the same. Still Randall’s,
tull of his presence. There, dominating one side of the space was
his Mental Mickey, the huge angry cartoon mouse bursting out of
the wall, manfully huddling a swaddled baby the size of a golf bag
in its bright yellow arms.

Justine was at the kitchen counter, making them both drinks.
Vincent looked to her, as if asking for permission — and she nodded,
as if permission were needed — and he headed over, letting down
his shoulder bag onto a sofa as he passed.

He stood under the mouse and looked up at it. It was just a maqu-
ette, a third of the size of the final piece, but still it was immense,
incredible. The bodywork was just as vivid as he remembered it,
as if it had been resprayed, which made no sense. He went up on
tiptoes and reached to brush his fingers along the creature’s fibre-
glass leg, raised for its leap through the wall.

Justine came over with the drinks and he struck a pose under
the sculpture, making like a tourist.

‘Good to see it again?’

‘Very good.’

He took his drink, they clinked glasses, a little awkwardly, and
he drank, watching her over the rim. She had become, he decided,
more glamorous than ever. There were wrinkles under the powder,
but each wrinkle was, like the sparrows to god, known, cared for,
indulged.

The drink went down well, vodka-tonic with lime, all the
better for being remembered. He had his hand up on the leg
above his head and he knocked his fist on it, for the low hollow

sound of it.
‘Like an old friend, he said.



‘Nothing wrong with old friends. Plenty of them around.’

‘Splendid.’

‘“We can do the tour if you want.’

So, whatever it was that he’d been summoned here to see,
he noted with pleasure, it wasn’t so urgent that it ruled out the
observance of a certain patient decorum, a decorum that played
out somewhat like flirtatiousness.

She gestured for him to walk with her, and they went at
gallery pace, taking in the wall-hung pieces, the floor-standing
sculptures, the vitrines and display cases. It was an awe-inspiring
collection, if not quite in the top fifty private collections in
the US, then certainly the country’s best collection of British
contemporary art. There was a Kevin, of course, a Crag-Martin,
a Gary Hume. He spotted one of Tanya’s pieces from the boat
show, for the Great Day of Art, a threaded pillar of multi-
coloured fabric winding up seven feet from the ground like an
Indian rope trick, complete with its crucial, vicious splatters
of paint.

‘Ah yes,” he said, mock-earnestly. ‘A historic piece.’

‘I quite like it, actually’’

She was serious, he saw.

‘“Well,” she said. ‘It wouldn’t be here if I didn’t, would it? Despite
everything.’

‘Quite.

She linked her arm through his, and they moved on.

‘Seriously though, I do worry sometimes that I'm gradually
erasing him from the place. The last thing I want is to end up
living in a mausoleum.’

‘Of course.

He nodded at the trio of canvases set dramatically in the centre
of the far wall, that they’d been heading towards all along, that
dominated the room from this end as the mouse did from the other.
A Bacon pope, a Warhol electric chair, a Koons.



‘Aha, he said. ‘“The competition.’

‘Indeed. You know they’re the only things that have stayed
put, right from the word Go. Everything else was just: schoom-
schoom-schoom. You’d just get used to something, then, bam!
There he’d be, with his Oompa-Loompas, manhandling a dozen
more bubble-wrapped monsters out into the middle of the room.’

They stood in front of the three paintings. Justine laughed, a
soft breath of remembrance. ‘Lining them up and then walking up
and down 1in front of them, like some, I don’t know...’

‘Like a sergeant major on the parade ground, inspecting the
new recruits.’

“Yes, exactly. Or a merchant in an Egyptian slave market,
choosing girls for his harem. Lifting their chins, checking their
teeth. Matt, bring over the Kippenberger. Go there, next to Nuala.
Now, both of you, go and stand over there by the Goldins.’

She was doing his voice, the gruff yowl of it, with the hint of a
Brummie burr that he’d managed, by the end, to erase completely.
He spoke, trying to match it.

“The cataclysmic juxtaposition.’

“Yes.

“You thought he wanted them to climb down off the wall and
have it out with each other, right there in the middle of the floor.
Warhol versus Koons. Sargent versus, I don’t know, Hockney.
Ding-ding, round one.’

‘Or like wrestling, American TV wrestling, when the referee
wades in and starts bashing the contestants.’

He leaned in to look at the paintings more closely and she
let him, their arms still linked at the elbow. He enjoyed pulling
forward, feeling her resistance, enough not to get dragged along
with him, not enough to break the connection.

‘And you’re still buying new stuft?’

‘Hardly ever. Carl gives me the nod ever so often, some bright
young thing he insists would go in the collection just so, but my



heart’s not in it.” She shrugged. ‘Really he just wants the name
on the chit.’

‘I had to put a stop to it. I was just buying up old stuft. Like
some old sod trying to complete his vintage Hornby collection.’

They passed a bronze torso he couldn’t place, with feathers and
what looked like drinking straws protruding from its sides; a pair
of stacked breeze-block plinths each displaying a Sarah Lucas Nud,
as grotesquely erotic as ever; a photograph of someone’s foot, stuck
directly on to a wide column with pins —a Tillmans?

They had worked their way back towards the entrance, to where
the apartment extended beyond it, to the south. There, only now
coming into view, on one of the interior walls, and positioned so
that you wouldn’t see it unless you’d been led there, Vincent saw
something that stopped him dead.

It was a Sunshines. He moved without thought, going straight
towards it, saying ‘Oh my’ as he went. It was, he knew instinctively
and immediately, from the size of it, and the palette, one of the
originals, the absolute originals: a self-portrait from Gina’s studio,
that first time. And just not one of. The original. Randall’s own.

‘Good God, Justine. Where did you get this?” He turned
towards her. ‘Is this what you wanted to show me?’

‘No. No, it’s not.

He looked at her and she shrugged.

“Turns out we had it all along,” she said. ‘He found it I guess a
year before he died, wrapped up in one of the warehouses, but I
didn’t get around to hanging it until recently. You recognise it?’

‘Do I? God, Justine. I haven’t seen this in, what, twenty-five
years.’

[ts smallness was what struck him at first. Four by three, at
most. Its delicacy, too. Mental Mickey shone as bright as it ever
did, but this, for all its exuberant slamming together of colours,
seemed unassuming, almost drab. Properly lit, the lurid lime green
splodge, smeared across its orange background, would be acutely,
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eye-grabbingly unpleasant. Leaving it like this allowed the colour
to hedge into the background.

The patina of the ink, up close, was what set it apart from the
obvious Warhol comparisons. There was something almost visible,
being dragged along under the surface. He thought of sand at low
tide, how it lay in ripples and ridges, dragged grain by grain into
a particular arrangement by the departing sea.

He shook his head, as if in disbelief.

“What are you thinking?’

She was right next to him, and he had to suppress the impulse
to take hold of her, to squeeze her arm, or drag her against him, or
into him; to butt his head into her body, her shoulder, her breasts:
anything to get across that what he was thinking wasn’t the half of it.
He contented himself with blinking and pulling a face, an attempt
to fit all of this into his expression — or the sense of the scale of it,
of the inexpressibility of it: of seeing it, and her, and this place.

She stayed silent, letting him look. Then, eventually, she said:

‘Have you seen you, then, recently?’

‘How do you mean? His one of me?’

“Yes.

‘Not in ages. There’s Jan’s one in Amsterdam, of course. But
that’s been years. And the other one of me, that went to Sheikh
Hamad, I guess that’s still in Qatar. I should have bought it when
[ could. No way I'll ever be able to afford it now.” The thought
jumped in his mind and he looked at her. “You haven’t found
another one, have you? Of me? That’s not what this is?’

She smiled, shook her head.

‘Sorry, no.

‘Ah well.” He realised he was blushing.

They ate at the large glass table by the kitchen, with its vases of
delicate, dipping red flowers and oriental lilies. The conversation
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stuck to safe topics, careful questions answered in considered,
uncomplicated terms. He asked about Joshua, and she told him
he was well; better, really, than he’d ever been, both health-wise
and happiness-wise. Living in Brooklyn, and in his first year
at the New York Film Academy, though he still had his room
here and usually spent a night or two with her every week or
so. Very much fallen in with the art crowd, quite funny really.
All Dumbo and Williamsburg and beyond. No doubt he’d drop
by at some point. She talked a little about the consultancy, the
time she spent in Japan, less each year, the work she did for the
Zen Temple here.

When he talked of his life, he didn’t mention the manuscript,
instead evoking a quiet existence of gym, golf, the villa outside
Montalcino, the uninvolving day or so a week his directorships
demanded, a bland roll-call of unengaging social engagements.

Afterward, she made coftee and carried it to the set of sofas by
the north-facing windows. He sat down, with his bag beside him,
and took out the leather wallet. He waited until she looked up
from pouring the coffee, then he said, ‘I’ve brought something for
you. Something that I want you to see.’

“What’s this, then?’ she said, passing him a cup.

He took the cup and wondered, as he held out the wallet in
return, if he couldn’t discern the first glancing edge of falseness
in her voice.

She took it and turned it in her hands, looking up at him
enquiringly. It occurred to him: she already knows what it is.

‘It’s just something I've been working on,” he said, ‘In my spare
time.” He was aware suddenly of how fast he was talking. ‘Spare
time, being, obviously, something of an asset right now. I should
have had it wrapped for you, or found a box or something for it,
some tissue paper.’

She smiled, then opened the flap and edged out the block of
paper.
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He cleared his throat. ‘I've been trying to write about Randall.
Just, you know, what happened. What it was like, the whole mad
thing.’

This time she didn’t look at him, but took up the first page. He
craned his neck to follow her eyes. The text on the cover sheet
seemed awfully big: ‘Everywhere I Look: A Memoir of Randall’
it read, and, underneath, ‘By Vincent Cartwright.” In fact, he had
been in two minds as to whether to include a title like that at all,
but it seemed wrong not to have anything, to just thrust your
words without warning into someone’s face.

‘It’s not very... I mean, it’s not finished or anything. It’s a bit
weird, I suppose.’

‘“Wow. How long have you been doing this? Have you got a
publisher, or an agent or something?’

‘God, no. It’s not at that stage, nowhere near. I don’t even know
why I'm doing it, really. But, well, I wanted you to see it.’

She looked at him, then looked at the next page. He could read,
or recognise, the words, upside down. “The first time I laid eyes on
[an Randall Timkins, better known to the world as simply Randall,
the most celebrated and reviled artist of the 90s and 00s.. .’

He felt his confidence wash from him. Whenever he had
thought about this moment, even just hours ago, on the flight
over, it had always been the handing over that he imagined. The
gift of it, the revelation. As if two hundred pages of prose could
be taken in at a glance, like you take in a piece of art in a gallery.
The thought of her actually reading it was, he realised, agonising.
She might even want to read some of it right now. Or, worse still,
teel obliged to do so.

She skimmed a moment, then flicked on a page, then ten, then
opened the sheaf at halfway — the soft sound of paper falling against
itself — and scanned what she found there. Then she replaced the
top half of the stack.

‘Vincent, thank you. I'm going to have to read this properly.’
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She rested her palm on the top sheet, a gesture of benediction,
or containment, then sat herself upright, stretching her back, and
looked straight at him.

‘But maybe I’d better show you first what it was [ wanted you
to see.

‘Okay,” he said. He said it slowly, dragging the word out. He
didn’t want to appear too casual, but nor did he want to leave
himself exposed. It might not be that important at all. Or else
it might.

‘Right then.’

She put the manuscript down on the table, then got up. He
followed her across the main living area of the apartment into a
corridor on the opposite side from the entrance, that led to a large
office. There were computer desks and high shelves stacked with
books and box files and other random objects. In the middle of the
room stood a large architect’s cabinet with six drawers and, for its
top, a square lightbox, its surface cloudy and opaque.

She unlocked the cabinet, then took from the top drawer a
portfolio, four or five feet long on its longest side, which she placed
on top of the cabinet.

She undid the zip which ran along three of its sides, then paused
and looked at him. He gave her a look of bemused encouragement,
and put on his glasses, to show he was ready. Her smile back was
short and tight, like the smile of someone struggling with a key
in a lock. It said that what was coming was important, after all,
and probably not a thing to smile about. He went on smiling, to
show that he understood, that that was fine.

But still, he thought, he wanted this to be over, whatever it was.
He wanted to go back and find the ambiguous, fuzzily significant
mood of the evening so far, that seemed to have vanished all of a
sudden. He wanted to tell her that, whatever it was, it didn’t matter
— that it was her he had come to see, not this thing of Randall’s.
That, much as he loved his friend, and honoured him, nothing to
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do with him could mean as much to him, now, as he felt that she
did, or might again.

She laid the portfolio open. In it was paper — works on paper, big
sheets, a number of them, covered with a gauzy protective sheet.
She turned the whole thing on the light box so it was facing him,
then lifted away the top sheet.

[t was a watercolour, barely smaller than the portfolio, rough
at the edges and curling slightly along one axis. It was a portrait,
a nude: it was a woman sitting on a bed, hands between her legs,
holding apart the folds of her cunt.

Vincent looked up at Justine, giving himself only enough time
to see if she was looking at him. She was. He looked back down,
and felt the familiar, creeping sensation of vertigo, of being put
on the spot. He forced himself to look harder, to see the painting.
It could have been Schiele, could have been Freud, a sicker, more
morbid Freud. The aggressive, angular style that chipped away at
her flesh. The dark, deliberate lines of what was probably pen ink
following the edges of her limbs, that bled slightly into the pale
wash of the paint.

He reached out and held a finger so it wobbled just merely above
the surface of the painting.

“What is this?” he said, sounding almost angry. “You’re not tell-
ing me this is him, are you?’

Justine did not answer his question, but shifted the painting
sideways onto the open lid of the portfolio, then the next protective
sheet, to expose the next piece. It was her — it was Justine — on
her knees on a bed, the same anonymous rumpled bed as the first
one; he noticed the sheets, the dishwater grey for the material and
dark inked cracks for their creases. Randall couldn’t have done it,
he thought, it was too good. Could he?

She was leaning on her elbows with her face resting on her
fists, eyes bulging and tongue lolling like a dog’s. The artist had
lingered on the face, working the paint to blend the red of the
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cheeks into the other features. It was grotesque. A plump, happy
Justine, as doughy and plain as the first woman was squeezed and
twisted. Behind her, barely filled out by comparison, a cartoon,
was Randall, one foot up on the bed, hands pressing down on
her arse, neck tendons straining and face uplifted in the agony of
release. A third figure stood watching, sketched in pencil only.

‘Justine, you’re going to have to help me out here’

She held his gaze and shifted the second picture, to show the
third.

‘Bloody hell,” he said, catching the edge of a laugh.

He was looking at a pen and ink drawing of himself. Himself,
fucking Randall. Randall standing with one foot up on a chair,
while he — Vincent — worked and pushed at him from behind, hands
tight around his waist, forcing him up on his toes. The Randall
figure was arching away from him, his fingers splayed in stift bony
bridges against a wall not shown, as if they could conduct along
them and discharge the pain explicit in his face and his posture. The
look on his own face was, horribly, one of eager surprise. He was
twisting to look around from the back, his face aglow like a child
at Christmas, for the sight of the presents heaped up under the tree.

Vincent put his hand to the sheet again, and shifted it, hearing
the sound it made against the sheet underneath.

‘How many of these are there?” he said.

‘Here? I've got about ten of them here.’

‘Here? There are more?’

‘Oh yes, Vincent. There’s more.’

He closed his eyes, and spoke, clearly and deliberately.

‘Look, just to be a fucking idiot for a moment. Are you seriously
telling me these are his?’

And he opened his eyes.

‘As far as [ can tell, yes, they’re his. That’s why I wanted you to
see them. I wasn’t about to trot off down to Christie’s with them,
was [?7
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‘Sure. But did you know he was doing these?’

‘Of course I didn’t know he was doing them,” she said, evenly.
‘I only found out they existed four days ago. And well, look, do
you know who she is?” She shifted the pictures to point to the first
one, the woman on the bed.

‘No. Should I’

‘It’s Con Eckhart.’

‘Con Eckhart at Sotheby’s?’

“Yes.

‘Shit.”

“Yes, well. Let’s see who else we have here.” Justine covered up
Con Eckhart with herself and Randall, then Randall and him.
Underneath was a naked man standing, one hand resting on the
hilt of a huge medieval broadsword that he was holding point down
next to him, while two women knelt before him, mouths open
to accept his cock. The man was Albi Reinger, one of Randall’s
most loyal European collectors. One of the women was Raissa
Hansel. The other was Maria Bergqvist from the Serpentine. The
next picture showed a three-way arrangement between Robert
Rauschenberg, F1 McKenna and Carl, Randall’s US dealer, each
with a hand inserted to the wrist into one of the others’ mouth,
anus or vagina.

What he was looking at, if it was by Randall, was incredible. It
was a million things, but the thing that it was before it was any-
thing else was incredible. This isn’t what he did. Or rather, this is
exactly what he did, but not like this.

The paper shifted, and he was looking at a most strange compos-
ition, with Loretta Reis, who’d dedicated so many New York Times
column inches to castigating him — squatting over a recumbent
Randall like an imp out of Goya, one hand around his erect penis,
the other holding back her hair so she could look out at the viewer,
while she pissed in a soft sputtering stream into Randall’s open
mouth. Looking on, wearing a shirt and tie but naked from the
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waist down, and masturbating with characteristic reserve, was
Jan de Vries.

No one would believe it. Except that belief didn’t come into it.
This was him, it was him through and through.

He looked up at her.

‘Has Carl seen these?’

‘Vincent, please. He’s the last person I'd show them to.” She
leaned towards him, over the portfolio, spacing the words. ‘The
only people who have seen these paintings are you and me.’

He turned back to the remaining pictures. They showed
similar couplings and combinations, and though he didn’t allow
himself to linger he gradually began to accept how good they
were: the colouring, and the line. Were they Randall? Or could
he have got someone else to do them, to his instructions? He put
his hand to the face of Florian Duerr, from Art Basel, thrown
back in wavering ecstasy as Randall and Tom Nasmith each
bit down on one of his nipples. It wasn’t just that they were so
grossly, venomously offensive, but that they were so embar-
rassingly intimate. They had none of the too-good-to-be-true
verisimilitude of photo-realism, that let you doubt it because
it seemed so real. This was rough, and immediate, and it was
impossible to believe they weren’t from life.

He slid Duerr over, and there — it was the last one in the pile,
or the next to last — was Randall, alone, masturbating, his right
leg raised and his left arm arced over his head, like he was doing
some demonic monkey dance. He thought of Hindu deities, Shiva
or Kali. Kali, for the gargoyle face, similar to the one Randall had
given Justine in the other picture, deliberately making himself
look foul and ridiculous.

He laughed, and slid that one aside.

Under it was a painting of Vincent himself and Justine.

He felt the skin on his temples tighten, a rush of something
leaving or passing though his head.
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They were fucking against a wall, she flopped forward onto it,
torso and belly pressed flat, and arms stretched out above her head.
She looked fat, the round weight of her near-most arm half hiding
her face. He was behind her, his arms reaching around her body,
hands cupping her breasts, even as she used her breasts to squash
his hands against the wall. His bent knees pushing into the backs
of her calves, forcing up her buttocks towards him. His face on
her back, skin against skin, turned sideways towards the viewer,
the painter. Both of them with their eyes closed and their mouths
open and trying, at least, for happiness.

She came around the table to stand next to him.

‘Beautiful, isn’t it,” she said.

He laughed again, from relief. ‘Yes, I suppose it is.’

He touched the painting, then went to realign the last one, of
Randall, so he could look at them together. The sound of the grain
of the paper as it slid, sifting, across the one beneath.

‘“Well, Justine. I don’t know what to say. They’re quite extra-
ordinary.’

‘Vincent.’

“Yes.

“These are sketches.’

‘Sketches? How do you mean?’

“The real ones are in oils.’

“The real ones?’

‘Oils and acrylics. There are over forty of them.’

‘Fuck me. Where?’

He caught the smile as it twisted itself in the corner of her
mouth. She looked down and began sorting the watercolours back
into one pile. “Well, yes. Not here. I’ll show you tomorrow. Sixty
watercolours, hundreds of drawings, thirty or forty major works,
some of them six by ten.’

‘Christ. I don’t know what to say. And they’re all...

‘Yes. They're all like that.
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‘Fuck me, has he left anybody out?’

‘No. I think it’s fair to say that anybody who could possibly be
oftended by them, by what they show, and what they seem to say,
is in there. Now then.” She closed the folder and put it back in
its drawer, then locked it and pocketed the key. “Would you like
another drink? I’d like another drink.’

He got halfway to the door, then stopped.

‘Are they good though?’ he said, and he heard the husk in his
voice, how it nearly gave way to something else. ‘I mean, these
are good, but could he paint? Really?’

‘Oh, he could paint alright.” Then, quietly, ‘Some of them are
quite magnificent.’

She switched off the light and stood, holding the door open
for him.

‘Justine,” he said, and she tipped her head on one side, to show
he had her attention. “You know that thing I gave you to read?’
She nodded. ‘“You’re not going to read it, are you?’

‘Not if you don’t want me to.’

‘No, I don’t. I don’t want you to. Don’t read it.’

‘Okay, I won’t.

‘Thank you.
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PERFECT CIRCLE






The first time I laid eyes on Ian Randall Timkins, better known
to the world as simply Randall, the most celebrated and reviled
artist of the 90s and 00s, was at the opening of his degree show
at Goldsmiths, in the summer of 1989. I went to the show not
because I had any interest in up-and-coming artists — [ was a
trader at LIFFE in the City and the only art on my bedroom wall
was a framed and signed poster of supermodel Cindy Crawford
— but because of a woman I knew. She was called Emily and
she worked in marketing, specialising in ‘guerrilla marketing’,
the seeding of products among taste-setters and early adopters.
One of her clients was a brewer that wanted to get a buzz going
for a new brand of imported beer, and part of how she did this
was by identifying groups of hip young things in the worlds of
music, art and fashion, and offering to supply their events and
parties with cases of the stufl, often hundreds and hundreds of
bottles. Despite what you might think this was often a thankless
task — those hip young things tended to show their gratitude
for all this free booze by being at best condescending, at worst
dismissive or actually quite vilely nasty —and I sometimes used
to go along with her as moral support.

Randall’s degree show came the year after the Freeze warehouse
show, organised by a young Goldsmiths artist called Damien Hirst,
which featured a swathe of his contemporaries from that college,
some of whom (Mat Collishaw, Sarah Lucas) went on to huge
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success. Hirst himself was hit by a train and killed, apparently when
drunk, not far from his childhood home in Leeds, in February
1989. He remains an ambiguous figure in the myth and history
of recent British art, seen by some as a tragic lost figurehead.
There are even those who say that Randall only ever finished what
Hirst had started, stepping into his shoes and taking the credit
for heading up what would come to be called the Young British
Artists. While there may be a grain of truth in this — Randall
did know and admire Hirst, who was two years ahead of him at
Goldsmiths — the truth is that Hirst was untested as an artist. His
contribution to Freeze was by all accounts uninspiring, consisting
of a pile of painted cardboard boxes, and a pattern of coloured dots
painted directly on to the wall. Neither has survived. The show,
however, was a seminal event, for the sense it gave that, despite the
recession, London was ready to challenge New York and Cologne
as a centre of the art world. This sense of excitement was something
that Emily thought she could use, which is why we found ourselves
that hot July evening in this particularly dingy corner of south-east
London, so far from our usual stomping grounds.

We were late arriving, and when we got out of our cab, there
were people streaming out of the main college building. When
[ asked someone where the private view was, they laughed and
told us not to bother. The free booze had run out and everyone
had gone to the pub. Fair enough, we said, and followed along.

The Duke of Devonshire was the pub of choice among Gold-
smiths art students at the time. It was a traditional boozer, the sort
of place that doesn’t exist anymore, with cheap, bad beer and worse
wine, its comprehensively ruined furnishings skulking within a
fug of cigarette smoke. I hated it then, but of course now I look
back on it with unalloyed nostalgia.

The clientele of the Devonshire was a volatile mix of art students
and locals — proper drinkers, as permanent and raddled as the
furniture. They regarded the students with absolute disdain, while
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at the same time tolerating them as an unending source of moans,
bitching and letching. Randall, of course, they loved. It was always
fun to watch him wade into the thick of their tables, pint in hand
and fag in gob, shaking hands and exchanging greetings left and
right. The old sods would welcome him among them like one of
their own, pulling out a chair and slapping it on the seat to get him
to sit, asking him how the bloody hell he was doing. We could
only watch from the margins. Occasionally someone would try
to follow him into this hostile territory, usually a girl who was
trying to mark some kind of claim on him, and we’d happily hang
back and watch as she got glared down, or dismissed with a gruft,
unanswerable ‘Alright, love. Can I help you?” Randall would tell
us to go on up, he’d be along in a minute, and we’d go and sit
there, in the top room, waiting for him to come — and taking the
piss out of him for being such a working-class hero.

‘How are the old folk, then?” we’d say, when he joined us, laying
on the Cockney accent. ‘How’s old Bert? How’s old Martha?” And
he’d reply, ‘Fine and dandy, people, fine and dandy.” Then he’d tap
the side of his nose and say, ‘Got a sure thing from Eric, 1n fact.
Tomorrow at Aintree. Can’t lose,” and we’d laugh and get back to
our drinking, but I don’t suppose we could have said any longer
who we were laughing at: them, or Randall, or ourselves.

The top room was where we went that night. I remember
standing in the scrum of the downstairs bar, dressed in what would
probably have been an Armani suit, and looking at the stairs, which
were practically impassable from the bodies squeezed onto them,
sitting and standing and leaning, all gabbing furiously, deafeningly
away. My heart sank. We could have been at Harry’s Bar with
everyone else, or moving on somewhere for food. I wondered how
easy it would be to find another cab out here.

‘Are you sure you want to do this?’ I said to Emily.

She did, so I got us drinks and we made our way up the stairs,
stepping over and around the legs and elbows. The room was
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rammed. Everyone was jostled together in one thick morass,
drinks pressed up against chests. The noise was relentless, a battle
between the music, coming from a D]J set up at the far end of
the room, and the barrage of human voices, all of them raised to
levels of hysterical, drunken excitement. I looked with dismay out
over the bad hair and ludicrous clothes — as if the 80s had never
happened. We inched our way through the jam of bodies towards
the DJ, asking for sightings of Randall as we went. We repeated our
request to the nodding, bobbing figure at the decks, headphones
clamped to one ear in that self-absorbed, cooler-than-thou pose
these people always had. He bent down to talk to someone behind
his table and the someone stood up to see who it was.

The someone was Randall, holding a screwdriver and a length
of speaker cable, jack plug dangling comically.

‘Hi, you’re Randall, right?’ I shouted, leaning right across the
table to him.

“Yeah,” he shouted back, grinning wildly as he looked from me
to Emily and back again.

‘I'm Vincent. This is Emily. She’s from Second Sight PR’

‘Hang on,” he said. ‘I'm coming round.’

He came round the table and shook our hands. He was taller
than me, and wider, and he pumped my hand hard, embarrassingly
so, as if we were his oldest pals and he was particularly glad that
we of all people had come. I got that heart-sinking feeling you get
when you realise you're trapped at a party with the king of uncool.

‘So, did you see the show?’ he asked.

Emily shook her head. ‘No. We ended up coming straight here,
I'm afraid. We should really pop our heads in, shouldn’t we?’
This looking over at me. I nodded thoughttully, as if actively
considering it.

But Randall just laughed. ‘Sod that. If you’re that keen you can
come back and see it another time. We're here all week.” He did a
little sweep of the arms, like a bad comedian. ‘In fact,” he said, ‘I
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wouldn’t be surprised if we were here all week. Come on, there’s
some people I want you to meet.’

[ assumed this was some kind of low tactic, and we were about
to be oft-loaded onto the saddest and geekiest sub-set of this
crowd of basically, as far as I was concerned at the time, Grade A
geeks and saddoes. But no, as it turned out, they were his friends,
his friends among this crowd of his friends: the inner circle.
Present on that first occasion were Kevin Nicholson-Banks,
Tanya Spence, Frank Greene, Gina Holland. There must have
been a dozen other names of that stature in the room (Matthew
Collings says in his memoirs that he was there), but those were
the ones that I remember. They were the ones that we broke
into the college with that night.

Randall led us over to the huddled group oft to the side of the
DJ’s table and shouted a round of introductions that no one could
hear. They seemed happy enough to let us join them. We tried to
show interest, and ask them about the show, but they waved the
questions down. They seemed happier just being loud and joking
and dancing, or doing the closest possible approximation of it.
All hands in the air, eyes closed and lips caught between teeth. I
assumed they were all on ecstasy. You’d have to be, would have
been my thought, to be actually enjoying yourself in a hole like
this. (Though the last time I set foot in The Duke of Devonshire,
which must be ten years ago now, [ was served a café macchiato
better than any you could have had in London in 1989, outside
of Soho.)

Fine, I thought, so long as we’re here, there’s no point in acting
like a ponce. I counted heads in our little group, excused myself and
went to the bar to get in a round of tequilas. You will occasionally
find someone in life who doesn’t like champagne, but no one — no
one under thirty — ever turns down tequila. People warmed to us
considerably after that. Randall seemed — not pleased as such, but
gratified, as if the tequila was a genuine and considered gesture.
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Which had the strange effect of making me think that maybe it
had been.

What were my first impressions of him?

Well, as before, my very first thought was: what a dork.

Pen portrait of the unknown, pre-fame Randall: a tall, frizzy-
haired, lumpen idiot of a man, too sparky and genial to be the
brute you might have taken him for across the room. The hair
pulled back in a pony-tail, one stud earring in the left ear. Mouth
always hung slightly open, to give you a sight of the far from
perfect teeth within it. Huge, grabbable nose. Oblong face with the
mottled colouring of cheap meat, spam maybe. Dry skin, shaving
rash and dandruff.

Maybe I'm laying it on a big thick, but no one ever accused
Randall of being one of the beautiful people, inside or out. The
hair was particularly unpleasant, the hangover from teenage years
spent as a committed metal-head. When he arrived at Goldsmiths,
aged twenty, he was by all accounts still sporting his studded denim
jacket, with Eddie, Iron Maiden’s skeletal zombie, leering out at
you from its back. It was acid house and ecstasy that cured him
of that inclination, just as it was the rave scene, rather than any
image consultant or ultra-fashionable hairdresser, that eventually
lost him the ponytail.

You might say that, in repose, it was a horrible, even an unfor-
givable face. But it never was in repose. The eyes never stopped
looking, flicking this way and that, but always returning to dig
into you, as if he was expecting you to do something extraordinary
— or extraordinarily stupid — at any moment. The mouth, with
its shark-like incisors, always showing the first millimetre of the
next smile, the next goofish aphorism or point-blank put-down
or ranting, reeling proclamation.

As for clothes, it’s a fair guess to say he was wearing a plaid
shirt, or similar, jeans or combat trousers, and that perennial
item: his leather jacket. If there’s one thing that somehow stands
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for Randall, in those early years, it’s the jacket. Blazer-cut, rather
than biker-style, crinkled and split in a hundred places, it must
have come from the sickliest animal in the herd. It survives in a
hundred photos, but the article itself went onto the Millennium
Eve bonfire at Peploe, the house in Cornwall belonging to
Gina Holland’s family. I remember coming across its half-
burned carcass lying in the ashes of the fire on the morning
— or, more likely, the afternoon — of New Year’s Day, 2000, a
pitiful, stillborn phoenix. That event, too, will get its moment
in this story: the Millennium, which everybody — not just us,
everybody — thought was the beginning of something. Of course
it wasn’t. It wasn’t the beginning of anything. It was the end of
something.

When the pub kicked out, we headed back to someone’s house.
(Emily decided to call it a night, and I put her in a cab home.)
What happened then is the perfect opportunity to show how the
reality of being around Randall differed from the myths and tall
tales that have tended to grow up around him. I don’t want to
suggest that everything you might have read or heard about him 1s
wrong, or hopelessly exaggerated. It’s more complicated than that.
And, over the years, I've been as guilty as anyone of adding to that
atmosphere of hype, of accentuating the exotic and the outrageous
for the journalists, and the collectors, and just the ordinary people
who asked, when they found out that I knew Randall, what he
was like. Perhaps the simple fact is that an event or moment such as
those I experienced with Randall has to be embellished or inflated
when you tell it to someone who wasn’t there, just to give a sense
of the scale and the thrill that you would have got, to be there,
inside that moment. So, to set the record straight (if such a thing is
even possible) we didn’t actually ‘break in” to Goldsmiths. Randall
didn’t vandalise his own show, or try to set it on fire. Nor did he

29



climb in through a window, although he, and the rest of us, did
climb out of one.

What happened was that, as the party downshifted from dancing
to sitting, people did get around to talking about art, discussing the
different works: the good, the bad and the wonderfully, peerlessly
awful. It was the end of their time at the college, so they were keen
to look both back and forward, to pass final judgment and extend
tantastical prophesies.

At one point I turned to Randall and asked him what it was
he’d done.

‘It’s called Perfect Circle, he said.

He took a final, squint-eyed draw on a joint, and passed it to me.

‘Perfect Circle, 1 said.

“Yeah. There’s this famous story about the Renaissance painter
Giotto, who lived in Florence in the thirteenth century. He’s got
this great painting of Judas giving Jesus the traitor’s kiss.’

‘A fresco.” This was Kevin Nicholson-Banks, sat on the floor, head
tipped back on the sofa, where someone, possibly a girl, was stroking
his hair. ‘Early fourteenth century. The Scrovegni chapel in Padua.’

‘Early fourteenth. Gotcha.” Randall gave Kevin an ironical
salute, and went on. ‘Anyway, Judas looks really creepy, he’s shorter
than Jesus and kind of ugly and bulky and he’s got his arm up on
Jesus’s shoulder, like he’s going to wrap him in his cloak and drag
him down to hell’

‘He looks like a fucking monkey. That’s what he looks like.’

‘Thank you, Kevin. Anyway, that’s not the point. The point
1s, one day the Pope sent a messenger to Giotto because he was
thinking of commissioning some work from him, some frescos or
whatever. The messenger asked him for a sample of his work. Pre-
sumably he was expecting Giotto to give him a few nice Biblical
scenes to take back, but Giotto just took a piece of paper and

painted a perfect circle in the middle of it, and gave him that.’
[ laughed. ‘Good man. Did he get the job?’
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‘He did. I guess the Pope knew his shit. And so, all I've done
1s copy Giotto. He had to convince God’s representative on earth
he had the shit. I’ve got to convince a bunch of professors and
external examiners. Obviously, I'm not putting myself up there
with Giotto, but I thought, if I can produce a decent circle, then
how can they not pass me?’

‘And? How do you think you’ve done?’

‘Not bad. I guess I've done about four thousand circles. I reckon
there are six or seven really good ones.’

‘How about now?’ I asked. ‘Could you do one now?’

[ think this was the point at which Randall really noticed me.
Perhaps this was even when the possibility of our friendship was
born. For myself, I'd only known him a few hours, but still I knew,
or perhaps I didn’t know, but it was true nonetheless, that I wanted
to know him better. He had something I wanted, though what it
was [ couldn’t have said.

‘I think we could do that. Yes.’

Someone passed him a piece of paper and a pen and he kneeled
on the carpet and cleared a space on the coftee table. He settled
himself — there was a lovely touch of the maestro in the way he
shot his sleeves, rolled his shoulders and coughed — then he tucked
his elbow into his side, gave a couple of quick ghost arcs above
the white and calmly, not fast at all, drew the pen round, barely
touching the paper, it seemed, but leaving a line behind it. One
movement, and it was done.

[t was indeed a very good circle, and I clapped and whooped
along with everyone else, though I couldn’t help looking round
to check for tell-tale smirks or other evidence of conspiracy. I was
enjoying myself tremendously — I’d turned down the offer of half
an E, but was carried along on the general tide of positive vibes, a
high by association — but I wasn’t yet comfortable enough in their
company, let alone in my understanding of art, not to worry that
I was being taken for a ride.
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Randall raised his hand, acknowledging the general applause,
and waved the piece of paper towards me.

“There you go,” he said.

[ grinned, and reached out to take it. It felt, that moment too,
like a connection being made. But, just as [ was about to take hold
of it, he whipped the sheet back out of my grasp.

‘No,” he said. ‘T've got a better idea. Let’s put it with the rest.

His eyes were fixed on me, but I could tell it was the reaction
of the others he was waiting on.

‘Come on. Vincent hasn’t seen the show. What better time?’

In the end it was about eight or nine of us that made the trip out
of the house and up the road to the college. Some of us may have
been apprehensive about the plan, or dubious as to its chances of
success, but we all, drunkenly, or druggedly, but anyway obediently,
trooped along behind him as Randall strode up to the entrance.

He leaned close to the doors to look through them, then rapped
on the glass. After a moment the security guard appeared; of
course, he knew Randall. He opened the door and listened while
Randall sweet-talked him into letting us in. The degree show at
this time was held in the Richard Hoggart building, the Georgian
red brick building that is still the college’s public face. (In 2005
Randall and I, together with Justine and various other luminaries,
attended the opening of the Ben Pimlott building, just around the
corner. Designed by Will Alsop, with its eye-catching ‘squiggle’
sculpture, this is where the degree shows are held these days, along
with — amusingly enough — the old swimming baths on Laurie
Grove. [ remember standing with Randall out on the roof terrace,
underneath the sculpture, on a blustery and rainy January evening,
and marvelling at the view of London — New Cross being, no
less than Primrose Hill, somewhere that gives you a perspective on
the place. Specifically, it shows the way these twin eruptions of
finance, the City and Docklands, old money and new, dominate
the skyline. Goldsmiths seemed like the third point of a triangle,
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part of an exercise designed to chart the invisible low of money
and influence around the capital.)

The guard accepted our promises to behave, and not to take too
long, then Randall stood holding the door and smiling maniac-
ally at us as we filed in. It was my first time inside the building,
obviously, and the long corridors and marble floors looked far more
impressive in that severe, mechanical light, devoid of people, than
they ever did during the daytime. We went through a couple of
sets of double doors to the gallery rooms, and I was given a tour
of the other students’ work. There was some photography and the
odd weird painting (Frank Greene’s early ‘acid cloud’ pieces were
there) but most of it, it seemed to me, was made up of installations
(Gina Holland’s betting shop, complete with shop dummies, Aya
Inouye’s rugs made from unstitched canvas sneakers). I observed
these solemnly enough, but I had no way of getting a handle on
them whatsoever. They looked to me like nothing more than
poorly executed parodies of what sculptures are supposed to be
like, done by someone who’d never actually seen one, and that
had been stood squarely in the middle of the big, white-painted
rooms as if to shame them.

Then we came to Randall’s space.

There was a long table in the middle of it, covered in pieces
of paper, some of them messily collected into piles, some spread
out, as if at random. Pots with pens, brushes and other bits and
pieces, a basic office chair on wheels. There were more sheets on
the floor: a carpet of rejects, scuffed and torn. And on the wall,
pinned or taped, more again: these the chosen, the miraculous few
that approached perfection. Each sheet blank but for its circle: some
thin of line, some thick, some monochrome, some coloured. The
walls made for a gallery of empty targets, a hundred zeros without
a one to put in front of them.

‘They’re all the same,” I remember thinking, as I strolled around
the room, can of beer in hand, looking at them all and trying to
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look like I was thinking the kind of thoughts I guessed the rest of
them would be thinking; trying to think the thoughts. ‘All circles
are the same. There aren’t any other kinds.” That was the limit of
what I my hazed, untutored brain could produce.

Taken as a whole, it was certainly impressive. At that time
of night, with our words and footfalls echoing off the white-
painted plywood flats that divided the room into individual
spaces, but without diminishing the sense of Georgian grandeur,
it was certainly spooky. Drunk, and a bit stoned, and otherwise
intellectually high on my sudden ingress into this strange new
world, I was perfectly willing to accept that it was art.

Randall wanted to decide where ‘my’ circle should go — he
had a scoring system, with different bits of wall given over to the
different grades — so we amused ourselves for a time by debating
its merits and deficiencies, sharing round the beers, smoking more
cigarettes and joints out of a back window.

Then things got a little silly.

Someone made a paper aeroplane from one of the circle
drawings on the floor, and aimed it across the room. Someone else
responded, and soon we were in the midst of a full-on paper ball
fight, that quickly spread out into the other rooms. For five, maybe
ten minutes we charged around the suite of rooms, ducking and
lunging and hiding and hurling our ineftectual missiles, swearing
and joking and reeling off quotes from films. As well as each
other, we used other art works, installations and paintings and
photographs, as targets. The artists made yelping reference to lim-
inal trajectories and the necessity of reconfiguring the canon as
they hurled around their scrunched-up balls of paper.

Interestingly, although we used the sheets on the table and the
floor, no one touched any of the ones on the wall — I say inter-
estingly because, looking back on the show, and with a degree
more knowledge about how to read these things than I had then,
it 1s clear that the quality of the best circles was not what the show
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was about. Randall constantly railed against what he called ‘the
tyranny of technique’. Anyone who thought art had to be skilfully
executed, or look good, was in thrall to outmoded ideas. Randall
must have found it ironical to the point of quaintness that we —
even the most advanced, theoretically-minded of his peers — left
the most ‘perfect’ circles alone.

The game came to a close when someone nearly fell into a tall,
thin sculpture made out of umbrella frames, and it was decided
we’d better stop before something actually got damaged. Randall
went and opened a window to smoke out of, his chest heaving with
laughter and exertion. He put a cigarette in his mouth, picked up
a ditched plane from the floor, twisted it into a spill and put his
lighter to it, then used the burning sheet to light his cigarette. I
stood next to him, took an offered fag and leant in, but it burned
out before I could get the cigarette going. Randall lit another
sheet, and that one did the job. We’d got three or four sheets in
flames, passing from person to person, before the fire alarm went
oft, together with the water sprinklers.

We rushed around under the fine spray, laughing and choking,
trying to gather together as many of the sheets as possible and
shelter them under the table.

‘The guard’s coming,” someone shouted, and, giddy with
delight, we exited, one after the other, though the window and
onto the sloping, moon-green back lawn, which, together with
the distinguished, ivy-covered rear facade of the building, gave
me the impression we had stepped through some kind of magic
portal into the grounds of a country house somewhere far away
from London.

The guard appeared at the window, and told us to clear out,
which we did.

Things wound down pretty quickly after that. Most of us went
back to the house, where I was allocated a sofa and found a sleeping
bag, and I crashed out.
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The next day was a Saturday, and I came round to find a slow,
hung-over routine of sorts taking shape about me. Breakfast was
cooking in the kitchen, and people were drinking tea and coftee
and smoking and reading the papers. They were piled up on the
table, all of them: the ones I read, the ones my parents read, and
the ones my bosses read. How insanely bored, or brainy, you’d have
to be, I remember thinking, to want to read all the newspapers.

The house was a dump. It was, I suppose, just your average
student digs, but this was a corner of the property market I was
hardly familiar with. Part of me thought I'd be best making a move
as soon as possible — get home, get into the shower and into some
clean clothes — but my body, huddled inside its grub-like bag, was
in no hurry, and nor did anyone else seem to be. Someone brought
me tea and a pint glass of orange juice, someone else pushed a
packet of painkillers across the table, and a packet of fags, and a
couple of sections of newspaper. It was a series of gestures that
suggested unquestioned acceptance and I found it, in my vulnerable
state, quite affecting.

‘“Where’s Randall?’ I asked, eventually, immediately feeling silly
for asking.

‘Oh, he’s not here,” I was told. ‘He went back with Evelyn. I'm
sure he’ll put in an appearance at some point, though.” The person
— it could have been Kevin, I'm imagining his rolling, refined
Scottish accent as I type the words — looked up and yelled, into
the air, “What are we doing today? Does anybody know?’

At the time [ would have been trying to work out who Evelyn
was — there had been no sense, the previous evening, of Randall
being part of a couple — but writing those words, I'm remembering
how this became our catchphrase, or rallying cry, over the long
months, and brief years, that followed.

‘“What are we doing?’

Bellowed by Kevin, or Randall, or me, or any one of us, in any
one of a number of houses, or pubs, or clubs, or galleries. It was
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a call-sign, a way of gathering the troops when they had become
too widely dispersed in the crowd.
‘I don’t know, would come the reply, in a ragged chorus.
‘Doesn’t anyone know what the hell we’re doing?’
‘No!”

Kevin was the only person from the circle who could be said to be
Randall’s equal. He was certainly the superior intellect, and no less
forceful a personality. While Randall was well read, he couldn’t
construct an argument like Kevin could, and tended to fall back
on the explosive — even nuclear — maxim or slogan.

Kevin was a leaner-in, a finger-on-the-table jabber, a counter-
oft-of-points on his fingers. Those long, intricate fingers. “You
could’ve been a pianist. Or a painter, was a line of Randall’s.

Randall, by contrast, was a looker-away, a virtuoso of the vague,
condescending smile. Or perhaps that’s not quite true. That makes
him sound aloof. He wasn’t aloof, there was nothing he loved more
than getting right into the nitty-gritty of an issue. It’s just, he
wasn’t ever coming at you from a stable, thought-through position.
He was like a caustic, sardonic Socrates, if that’s not putting it
too strongly, less interested in forming his own argument than in
spotting the weak link at the heart of yours, and then, once he’d
found it, egging you on to lean on it, push it and expand it until
it collapsed under the weight of your logic.

Randall and Kevin resented one another, but, to start with at
least, that resentment took the form of an intimate rivalry. This
worked to both of their advantages, as if they knew that if they
kept pushing each other, goading each other on, they would
eventually reach a level where it could be established, in full
view of everyone, exactly which of them was the winner. (I'd
hate to have seen Randall’s reaction to Kevin getting the Tate
Modern Turbine Hall.) Kevin with his insistent good looks —
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give him a moustache and he’d have passed muster as a Second
World War flying ace, though at six foot four he would have been
rather cramped 1in a Spitfire cockpit — versus Randall, with his
infuriating ability to triumph in any conceivable social situation,
despite his extremes of behaviour. His pissing in pot plants at
social functions, his leading the Groucho Club in a raucous
‘Time Warp’ from atop a table, before windmilling oft the end
of it into a miniature palm tree, his sneezing beer down the
front of a blouse of a journalist from Vanity Fair at an opening at
Victoria Miro Gallery, then taking off his shirt for her to wear,
the journalist obliging his sense of occasion by stripping off and
putting it on, then and there. Kevin hated playing second fiddle
to all of this. And why wouldn’t he? He was, for many people,
the better artist. Snapped up by Maureen Paley more than a year
before anyone else had a gallery, with sell-out shows in Cologne
and Los Angeles while the rest of us were still dancing the night
away 1n Dingwalls, or some Hoxton squat party, and yet all
anyone wanted to know about was Randall, Randall, Randall.

There was no shortage of talent in the circle, but there was a
sense that the potential was pooled. Everyone was good, but not
everyone would make it. Except those two. It was almost as if the
rest of them knew their place, and their job. They were like the
boosters on a space rocket; there to give the velocity needed to
escape the pull of gravity, but destined to fall away once their fuel
was spent. They would disengage and fall back to earth. They
would not see the planet framed in a porthole, would not step
down from the capsule, would not plant the flag.

In a way this makes them more interesting than Randall, or
interesting in a different way. What is it like to be ambitious, and
talented, but to know that you are not touched by genius? And to
know it precisely because you have sat at the feet of genius, sat in
illegal drinking bars with genius, and the bar at St Martin’s Lane,
staggered erratically down the Embankment with genius, arms
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around each others’ shoulders and bellowing filthy songs to the
moon and tramps and lampposts?

From that year at the college, were, as I said, Kevin Nicholson-
Banks, Frank Greene, Aya Inouye and Tanya Spence, all of whom
went on to significant success in the art world. Others from that
year were certainly part of the gang, but never really made it big,
tor perhaps equally pertinent reasons: Gina Holland, Malcolm
Donner, Debbie Reid and Mikhail Krenz. Some weren’t artists
at all, but were just students or ex-students at the college, like
Evelyn Betts or Tara Lewis. And then there were the rest of them,
the random individuals who had found themselves caught in this
strange orbit. The character actors and the bit parts, the one-line
extras sat around the fire at Peploe, or making up the numbers
at an opening, or generating the noise and crush at the party
for ‘Everywhere I Look’. Those on the edge of the circle, that
meshed it to the world at large. The posh girls who liked artists
and private views because they’d maybe had a bad experience
with musicians; the trust fund kids who liked sitting around doing
coke and talking about Situationism and Deleuze; the non-aligned
intellectuals and journalists who moved with ease between artistic
and literary circles, picking up titbits in one and trading them on
in the next. They’re the ones that I want to celebrate, in part, with
this book. Randall was self-created, in many ways, but they created
the conditions for him.

What about me? [ must have seemed an unusual addition to the
group; I seemed it to myself. What did I know about art? Nothing.
What intellectual grounding did I have? None. I’d gone straight
from school to the City, where I worked at LIFFE, first in the back
office of a medium-sized investment bank, then as a floor runner,
then as a trader. I was twenty-two years old, two years younger
than Randall.

Equally, you might ask: what makes me think I can write a
book about this immensely important, and immensely complex,
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cultural figure, about whom everyone from the Prime Minister
to the last London cabbie has an opinion, not to mention every
journalist, every art critic? When there have been hundreds of
thousands of newspaper and magazine column inches pufting him
up, knocking him down and generally picking him apart, both
before and especially after his death, hundreds of hours’ worth
of television, and three biographies, one of them, Randall: Young
British Artist, by Ed Hitchcock, at least credible, if not always
reliable.

Why me? What have I, a former investment banker and ‘wealth
consultant’” with too much time on his hands, got to add?

Well, I could point out that I know more about art — the theory
and practice of making it, the confidence trick of looking at it,
and the strange, holographic game of buying and selling it — than
[ did then.

And for that I have Randall to thank, Randall who once said,
“There’s only two things you can do with art: make it, and buy
it. Everything else — talking about it, thinking about it, selling
it, looking at it — either comes under one of those two, or doesn’t
count.’

But that’s not what leads me to put pen to paper, or rather fingers
to keyboard. I was there, not as a participant, but as a witness. |
am a pair of eyes. Beyond the fact that they were my eyes, nothing
about me — not my job, not my background, not my personal life,
my wishes and desires and achievements and regrets — has any
bearing on what [ am intending to write here.

[ got to see how a group of people manoeuvred themselves to
a position of dominance within the capital’s art world, and how a
nation, charmed and titillated by their antics and self-belief, took
them and placed them at the apex of its culture, of its vision of
itself, and all this at a moment when the world looked to London
and declared that it was, once again, swinging. I saw all this —and
what followed — from the inside, but from the outside edge of the
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inside, if you see what [ mean. I wasn’t an artist, [ wasn’t a critic,
[ had nothing to gain from my proximity. Nothing but Randall’s
friendship.

That 1s why I am sat here, stabbing hesitantly at my laptop in
the shuttered midday shade of the kitchen of a villa in Tuscany,
with its tiles cold to my feet and the slow, Mogadon cooing of the
doves from the trees in the still, bleached-glare garden. Typing and
deleting and retyping and staring blankly at the screen. Randall
was my friend — the best friend I have had in this life, or am likely
to have — and if his work and to a certain extent his life are to
continue to resonate with people after he is dead, then I want to
ensure that the man I knew 1s a part of what people remember
of him.

Or, to be self-obsessed about it for a moment, the debt that this
book is trying to repay is the one I owe Randall for making me the
person I am. Not that [ have him to thank for the villa in Tuscany.
[ earned that. And maybe I would have ended up with the same
or some equally good paintings on the wall without him. But I
wouldn’t be sitting here in the kitchen, trying to write about him,
trying to weigh out a lifetime’s debt in words and sentences — if he
hadn’t shaped my view of the world. He shaped me. There, if you
were looking for one, is my definition of friendship. If knowing
someone doesn’t change you as a person, then they’re not a friend,
they’re an acquaintance.

A small amount of context, then: as short as I can keep it. [ was
born in 1967 in Sleaford in Lincolnshire, and my tamily moved
to Buckhurst Hill in Essex when I was ten. My parents divorced
when I was sixteen and I, like Randall an only child, stayed on
in the house with my mother. With Randall it was the other way
round: it was the mother who left, emigrating to South Africa
with a sports physiotherapist, and it was his father who guided
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him through the rest of his teenage years in a council house in
Moseley.

My own father was a financial analyst, and thanks to his contacts
[ spent a fortnight’s work experience at an investment bank when
[ was fourteen — licking envelopes and running out for coffee
and bacon sarnies — but I was hooked, and went back to work
during the school holidays. I did try staying at school for A levels,
but the thought of actual wages sitting there ready to be earned
while I sat thumbing through text books was too much (and the
thought of going to university and delaying my earning potential
another three years made me positively sick with anxiety) and I
quit halfway through my first year.

In 1989 I was making £40,000 a year, plus bonus. I drove a
Porsche 944, had a rack of designer suits and took two long-
haul holidays a year, plus plenty of weekend breaks to Prague,
Amsterdam and Barcelona. I had two pensions, and played the
market on my own account, though I wasn’t into casinos or the
horses. Like many of my peers I had a retirement target — for me,
of retirement at thirty-five with £10 million — and like most of
them I hit the target, but didn’t stick to the deal. I discovered, like
we all did, that making money is more fun than having money.
Despite all this I still lived at home, sleeping in the same room I
had when I was ten. The situation suited both me and my mother.
The house would have been big for her on her own, and the money
[ handed over every month for living expenses was generous, to
say the least. Me, I got my food cooked and my washing done.
[ fully expected to move out, to buy somewhere, at some point,
but [ would never have guessed, in a million years, where it was
[ would move out to.

The impact on my life of meeting Randall and the others was
immediate and total. I felt like I’d been given a window into a
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life, and I didn’t know if I wanted to join it, or visit it, or watch
it from outside, but I did know that I wanted in. After that first
night at Goldsmiths I left two or three messages on Randall’s home
number before I got a call back, an invitation to head on over to
the Devonshire that evening.

[ was nervous going back. Walking into the pub’s upstairs room,
dressed this time in jeans and Chelsea boots and — a new purchase,
this — a distressed leather jacket, I couldn’t hold back a grin. Randall
waved me over and moved up his chair to make space for me at
the table.

‘Vincent. Good man. How’s tricks?’

‘“Tricks are good, Randall’

“The Footsie holding up? Money still circulating?’

‘Just about, just about.’

This genial piss-taking about my occupation was, I quickly
learned, compulsory: the price of my admission. I was unsure —
and remained unsure for some weeks, or months, or forever, really
— why I had been welcomed into the group, but in retrospect it’s
easy to say that Randall treated me like some kind of manifestation,
or symbol, of financial success. I stood for money. I showed how
money could enter their lives, as it had entered mine. I was a
mascot, perhaps.

I went back that night expecting to talk more about the degree
show — I had a few lines and opinions rehearsed — but that, it
quickly became apparent, was old news. Their talk was of the
next show, the one that they would put on themselves. Something
to take up the gauntlet thrown down by Freeze: who was going
to be in it, and where it would be held. It had to be somewhere
big, somewhere unexpected, somewhere fun. Someone wanted
a disused power station, someone else one of the military-use
tunnels that apparently ran in a clandestine network all around the
underside of the capital, or a squat in Camberwell, or a drained
swimming pool.
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[ sat, drinking, content to listen in as their plans drifted higher
and higher into the realms of fantasy, until Randall turned to me,
brow dipped and showing a sharkish tooth, and said, ‘Come on,
Vincent. Mister City. Your lot must have some nice empty office
somewhere we can have for a few weeks.’

‘God, I don’t know,’ I said, both thrilled and flustered to find
myself put on the spot, not wondering until later if that had been
the only reason I’d been invited back. ‘An investment bank doesn’t
take up much space. We’ve only two locations in London as it 1s.’
Randall narrowed his eyes, an encouragement to do better. ‘But, I
mean, our clients. There’s bound to be someone with something,
especially at the moment. There are a fair few over-extended
portfolios around just now.’

They nodded sagely, as if what I’d said was an important insight,
instead of a wry, self-deprecatory dig.

Randall just said, ‘Excellent work,” and turned back to the
others.

As it happened, I didn’t have long to wait for an opportunity to
play my part. Two or three weeks later I got an invitation to the
bank’s box at Lord’s, for a Test match.

[ pitched it to Randall and Kevin the following evening. We
were at Kevin’s house, getting ready to go out to a club. I warned
them that it was far from being a sure thing, but that there were
bound to be some potentially very useful contacts there.

‘Vincent, I fucking love you,” Randall said, putting his arm
around my shoulder. “You’re absolutely the richest person I know.’

‘For the moment,” said Kevin, stooping to inspect his face and
hair in the mirror. ‘For the moment.’

The match was the next weekend. On the day itself I was a mess
of conflicting anxieties. I wanted the plan to work, of course, but I
was worried, too, that Randall would find the whole affair pathetic,
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and would end up lumping me in with my colleagues, who could
be quite offensively shallow, if you didn’t know how to take them.
[ was aware, too, that Randall had the potential to embarrass me
quite severely, possibly even harm my career.

When I met him, outside the Tube, I was relieved to see that he
had made an effort with his clothes. He was in a cream suit, albeit
one that could have done with a press, a natty blue-and-white
striped shirt and a somewhat battered panama hat. The outfit may
have been an ironic statement on his part, but — to bounce the
irony right back at him — he fitted in perfectly. This was Lord’s,
after all, not Ascot.

There were twenty or so people already in the box, which was
one of an interconnecting pair. It was mostly men — traders, clients
— with the odd wife or girlfriend. Everyone was decked out in the
weekend uniform of light summer suits, or slacks and a blazer. I’d
been to a fair few of these things, but I still took a tie, folded up
in a pocket, just in case.

Barry was there, my boss and mentor at the bank — the man in
fact who had nudged the invite in my direction — together with a
few other board members. They had a group of clients with them,
carefully corralled off from the rest of us behind an invisible velvet
rope. He gave me a wave of acknowledgement, mimed putting a
glass to his lips and pointed at his watch.

We took drinks from one of the staff and went to join some
other junior traders down at the front of the box. I did some quick
introductions, and Randall sat, crossing his legs and hitching his
trousers over his knee. He took oft his hat and fanned himself with
a programme as we gazed out at the men in white on the pitch.

[t was a good hot August day, with one of those curdled-milk
skies, the clouds all shrunken gobbets, as if there’s something toxic
in the sunlight. Waves of applause lifted up to us from the stands.
The commentary fizzing from a transistor radio in the next box.
The thock of another cork exiting the neck of a bottle, sounding
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in fact rather like a stroke being played. Whistles, shouts, the odd
far cry of an appeal, as strange, abstract and archaic as that of a
newspaper seller. I couldn’t tell you what the match was, but I was
surprised at Randall, knowledgably discussing the players’ form
with the people sat around us.

We didn’t see Barry properly until a good few hours later, after
lunch, by which time we had made absolutely no progress with our
mission, other than getting royally sloshed. Champagne tended to
flow like water at these events, as if no one had the imagination
to drink anything else.

We were sat at the back of the box, knocking back coffees to
sober ourselves up, when Barry landed himself with a grunt in
a chair at our table, and clunked down an ice bucket with a new
bottle in it. The man was a hero to all the young traders and
workers in the firm, but to me was something more. We were very
different — he was private school and university-educated — but
still there was something rough around the edges about him, that
gave me something to aspire to.

I made the introductions, calling Randall ‘an up-and-coming
artist’.

Barry clearly found the idea of me hanging out with artists a
funny one. He peered over the top of his sunglasses at me — if
Randall hadn’t been there he would have made some insinuating
and doubtless homophobic remark — and then turned to Randall.

‘Enjoying the game then?’ he said.

‘Absolutely. I mean, what’s not to like?” Randall gestured with
his glass, a brief circling movement that took in the surroundings,
the weather, the cricket, the free booze. This seemed acceptable
to Barry. He took his bottle out of the bucket and untwisted
the foil, waving oftf the offer of help from a hovering waitress.
He popped the cork and refilled our glasses, with that waiter’s
trick of holding the base of the bottle in his palm and tipping
the whole thing.
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‘So, Randall,” he said. “You're, what, a painter? A sculptor? Or
one of these new...” A wave of the bottle stood in for the word.
He was halt watching the game even as he spoke.

“Yes,” said Randall, and he copied the gesture, somewhat more
camply. ‘I'd say that about sums it up.’

‘So,” Barry said, once he’d taken a drink. ‘Painting’s dead, is
that it?’

Randall gave a moue of his lips that was something like a shrug.
‘I think no one should have any more reason to lay paint on a
canvas today than they would to dig up and fuck the corpse of
their favourite dead grand... father’

Barry laughed at this. His eyes were hidden by his sunglasses,
but I could tell from the way he shifted himself in his chair that
he approved. He fished out his cigarettes, plugged one into his
mouth, then offered them around.

‘Go on, then,” Barry said. ‘Let’s have it.’

‘“Well, in a nutshell, what’s done cannot be redone. The history
of art is a history of dead forms. You've got to find some new way
to say the same old things.’

[ sat there, shitting myself, hoping against hope that Randall
wouldn’t be too much a prick, wouldn’t think Barry wanted him
to gas on about art theory as if this was the Devonshire. In fact,
he did know how to keep things brief when necessary. And, also,
this was the first time I’d heard him express his theory of artistic
development, like this, in plain terms. There are plenty of quoted
examples of it, but I can pinpoint one exactly. An interview with

Lynn Barber in The Observer in 1998:

Once something’s been done, you can’t do it again. Painting,
sculpture, drawing, conceptualism, it’s all a search for new
means of expression. An art gallery or museum is nothing
more than a catalogue of interdictions made concrete. For

an artist, the ultimate vanity is to think that you might have
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found the last remaining form, closed off the last avenue of
experimentation. Bang! Art is dead, finally. That’s what we’re
all aiming for, in the end. When we get there — and it might
take an apocalypse to do it — it will be like Year Zero. All bets
oft, all restrictions repealed. We’ll be back at the cave wall,
at Lascaux, scratching away with sticks and charcoal. And
I'll be there, at the front of the queue. Until then, though,
painting’s... not dead, exactly, but cryogenically suspended,
let’s say.

There was a roar from the crowd. Someone’s century. We added
our diffident applause to the rest of the ground’s.

‘So, for instance, you couldn’t do a portrait of me, then?” Barry
said. He blew out smoke, as if to neutralise the question, but there
was an edge to his voice that [ recognised. ‘Just a sketch, nothing
fancy. What’d your rate be for that? Fifty? A ton?’

Randall grinned at me — that same grin he’d given me the night
of the degree show, when I asked him to draw the circle. Don’t
draw a fucking circle now, for Christ’s sake, I thought to myself.

‘A hundred quid,” he said. ‘I think we can do that.’

They shook on it, then Barry signalled to a waitress.

‘Excuse me, love. Do you have some paper and pencils or
something?’ His voice, just that bit louder than was needed, turned
heads momentarily in our direction. There was all at once a subtle
tension in the air, as if someone had tightened a cord around us,
inched us closer in towards each other. In fact, this was just the
sort of thing we loved, that the office thrived on. Contests, bets,
anything that put people on the spot, or in conflict with each
other. It was like an off-duty version of that critical moment on
the floor — watching the numbers climb, totter or drop into a spin,
waiting for the one perfect second to make a move, to sell or buy.
Getting in first, or toughing it out, to see who could make the
best, closest call.
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Barry extracted two fifties from his wallet, holding them slightly
crimped, his thumb running down their middle. The appearance
of cold hard cash hadn’t gone unnoticed, and a few people had
come over to see what was going on. Barry brandished the notes
at them, as if they were witnesses to something, before sliding
them under an ashtray. He had just started arranging himself in
his chair, when he stopped.

‘Now there’s a thought,” he said. ‘Andy, you wouldn’t pop next
door and see if Jan’s still there, would you? Drag him over, if he 1s.’

Jan, I guessed, was Jan de Vries, chief operating officer of a
large institutional investor that put a lot of work our way. I gave
Randall a significant look, as if to say, this could be someone very
interesting.

Andrew came back with de Vries, a tall, extremely well-dressed
man, as slim as his suit. He had one of those severe, northern
European faces, that seem to say: youre enjoying yourselves now,
but soon it will be winter. De Vries, for all his philanthropic
work, and his pre-eminence in his field, was not what you’d call
an approachable man.

‘Tan,” said Barry. ‘Excellent. You’ll like this. I'm about to sit for
my portrait.’

He spread his arms wide, but de Vries hardly seemed impressed.
He stood there, like someone in a receiving line at a funeral, hands
crossed loosely in front of him, and said, ‘Oh?’

“This is my portraitist, Randall. And that’s Vincent Cartwright,
one of our hungry young traders. Randall, this is Jan de Vries.’

I’d pushed back my chair to get up, but Randall was ahead of me.
The bottle and glasses rattled on the table, from the jolt he gave it
as he stood. His voice, when it came, was cracked and breathless.

‘Mr de Vries? Mr Jan de Vries?” De Vries nodded yes. He took
Randall’s oftfered hand.

‘Pleased to meet you. How are the de Koonings, Mr de Vries?’

De Vries put his head on one side, retaining Randall’s hand in
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his grasp. A smile threaded itself along the line of his lips. “They’re
very well, thank you,” he said. “You are a fan?’

‘Oh, absolutely. And it’s so good to have them back in Europe,
don’t you think?’

“Well, I agree, of course. Randall...?’

He left the word hanging, an interrogation.

‘Just Randall, actually. I was at Goldsmiths.’

‘And you’re about to do Barry’s portrait?’

‘Something like that, yes.’

‘“Well, please don’t let me stop you.’

De Vries stepped back from the table, refusing the chair I pulled
out for him, and took up a stance at the rail that marked oft the
hospitality section from the viewing area, allowing him to keep
half an eye on the game.

Randall and Barry went back to their places, Randall shooting
me a loaded glance. What he couldn’t tell me then, but did
later, was that de Vries was a legendary collector of modern and
contemporary art, most noted for his championing of young
European artists, at that stage largely Dutch and German ones.

Barry set about selecting his desired pose. ‘I'm hoping for
something I can hang in the boardroom,’ he said, for the benefit
of his onlookers. People laughed, more came by, heads were poked
over shoulders. We were a focus of attention.

Meanwhile, Randall sifted through the pens and paper that had
been provided for him, then he steepled his fingers and looked
over them at his subject, sizing him up.

After a moment he stood and made his way round the table
— ‘Excuse me, thanks, excuse me’ — to the cloth-covered trestle
tables right at the back of the box. We watched as he collected
an ice bucket, then another, then scooped the ice from these two
into a third. Barry, though, held his pose, gazing doggedly out
over the ground, as if to have turned and looked would have
been a sign of weakness.
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Randall brought his bucket back over and transferred the ice
from it into the bucket already on the table. Then, still standing, he
took up our bottle of champagne and topped up our glasses, mine
and his and Barry’s, before putting it to his mouth and draining
the last of it.

Then he reversed it and pushed it down into the bucket, neck
first.

The table wobbled as he leaned his weight on to the bottle,
forcing it in, the ice cracking and shifting. He packed the ice cubes
around it to keep it in place, then, slowly, took his hands away.

The bottle stood, stable, tipped at a slight angle.

Very carefully Randall moved the bucket to the middle of the
table, then made a little gesture with his hands, like a magician
revealing his trick.

There were a few bewildered laughs, but the general sense was
of terrible anticlimax.

‘Is that 1t?” Barry said. I could tell from his face that he was
angrier than he would allow himself to show. He looked around
the table, working his disbelief to get the response he wanted.

“You asked for a portrait,” said Randall, calm as you like.

‘Fuck sake,” Barry said. I could tell he was struggling to keep on
top of his sarcasm, presumably for the benefit of De Vries. What
had begun as a fun diversion had fallen dramatically flat. I was
appalled. I could see my career imploding in front of me in slow
motion, breaking apart like a crashing Formula One car.

“You going to pay him then, Barry?’ someone said.

‘Of course, of course, why wouldn’t I[?” Barry said. He slipped
the money out from under the ashtray and tossed it on to the
table. ‘Though for a hundred quid a full bottle might have
been nice’

[ watched Randall, willing him not to take the money.

Don’t take the money, I was thinking.

He took the money.
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‘I think you’ve got yourself a bargain, actually,” he said. “Though
obviously it will cost you a certain amount in maintenance. You
don’t want the ice to freeze together completely. There’s got to
be some give in it, as if the bottle might go over at any moment.’

Barry’s laugh would have sounded almost indulgent, if it hadn’t
been dismissive. “You actually expect me to take this home and
keep it in my freezer?’

“Well, it’s yours. Give it ten years. | shouldn’t be surprised if
you’ll be looking at ten, twenty, thirty grand.’

‘Ten years?” Barry leaned forward. “You think I want assets that
take a decade to mature? I don’t think you know very much about
how money works, do you?” He was playing to the room again
now, holding up his glass for someone to refill. ‘Anyone want to
go long on a bottle in a bucket?’

More laughter, but I watched as Randall reached for the bucket
again. He’d torn a shape out of one of the fifty pound notes to
make of'it a strange, oft-kilter oblong, like a thick, curved banana.
He wiped it carefully through the condensation on the outside of
the bucket, to dampen it, then pressed it to the glass of the bottle.
[t lay slanted across like a ragged second label. Like a mouth. A
wide, ugly mouth. It was crude, but it was spot on. He turned the
bucket back.

“There we go,” he said. ‘Barry, by Randall’

Barry sat there, frozen, glass in hand — almost, in fact, like a sculp-
ture of himself. ‘For fuck sake,” he said again, but it went unnoticed
under the general reaction to the new, improved portrait. There
were a few whoops, laughter, some still cagey, some more gleeful.
Someone clapped, a loud empty sound.

‘Nice one.’

‘Got you there, Barry.’

‘Look. It’s Barry — waah!’

There was, indeed, something about the note stuck on the
glass of the bottle, something about its shape, its blocky oval-ness,
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that seemed to conjure Barry. The Barry whose roar you could
always hear above the migraine-inducing cacophony of the pit,
who stalked the office like a slave driver in a Roman galley, who
juggled phones at his desk, barking instructions at people stood
five feet away. The wailing, childish gape of it, with the queen’s
face mooning lugubriously out from the side. Her smile, so wan,
and so sure in its wan-ness; it must be the second most famous
smile in any portrait, after the Mona Lisa.

Compare those two ladies to the mouth on Randall’s Barry —an
angry, complaining mouth, verging on the hateful. In my memory
it takes on something, too, of'a Bacon Screaming Pope — the raw,
skinned pain, the scream beneath the skin.

‘The thing 1s ...

We all looked up. It was Jan de Vries.

He had left his place at the rail and was standing above us. “The
thing is, Barry,” he said, and I see him, hand in trouser pocket,
as he speaks, the other hand hanging limp at his side, ‘art doesn’t
behave like that, not in the long run. It’s not a bond. Bonds don’t
notice who it is that’s bought them.’

Everyone had shushed. De Vries’s expression was open and
relaxed, but there was something about his eyes, something that
reminded me of Randall. That spark of distant veiled intention
that was always burning away at the back of them.

‘T’ll give you a thousand for it,” he said.

Barry looked up at him. ‘Jan, come on. You're not being serious.’
He indicated the bucket. ‘Don’t tell me you actually think this is
worth something?’

De Vries made a moue with his lips. ‘I give you a grand for it
now. It’ll be worth ten in two, three years, I should think.” He
turned, for the first time, towards Randall. ‘Is this your thing,
then?’

‘My thing?’

He gestured. ‘Is it representative?’
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‘No. I mean, yes. [ suppose so. In fact, I've got a show coming
up. A group show, that I'm curating. You're certainly more than
welcome to take a look at that, when it happens.’

“When it happens.’

‘Or before, I mean. In fact, we’re looking for involvement right
now. Sponsorship and so on. There are some very exciting artists
on board. I'd gladly talk you through it.’

De Vries turned back to Barry and spread his hands.

‘There, you see. Art is not the same thing at all. That
conversation, for instance, would be illegal, would it not, if it had
been about stocks?’

Barry looked up, hand shading his eyes against the afternoon
sun. He looked again at the bucket, then back to Jan.

‘Well, Jan. Now I think about it, perhaps I'll hang on to my
portrait after all’

Jan took out a pen and a business card and wrote something on
the back of'it. ‘Don’t be silly, Barry,” he said, ‘It won’t do anything
if you keep it. Only if [ buy it. Surely you see that.” He passed
the card to Randall. ‘There you go. Give Henrik a call. He’s my
buyer. Barry, good to see you. Thanks so much for the invite and
sorry I can’t stay longer. I'm expected elsewhere, alas. You’ll have
the money in the week.” He looked his watch, and sighed. ‘Right,
I’d better get someone to come and pick this thing up before it
goes off.’

And with that, Jan De Vries moved his gaze once around the
table, without it alighting on any one of us, and then made his
way to the exit, leaving what can only be called a stunned silence
in his wake.

[ hustled Randall out of there as soon as was humanly possibly.
We progressed, in triumph, across town to New Cross, first to
Kevin’s house, and then on to the pub. It was a good, drunken,
celebratory evening. I was a marvel, a networking maestro, and
newly crowned Marketing Consultant to the still un-named but
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now actually-likely-to-exist show, and Randall had a work in the
collection of Jan de Vries.

[t’s strange how acceptance into a group works. You might not see
how it happens from the outside. It’s in the way someone slides up
on a bench, or the willingness with which they move their chair
up to give you space at the table. It’s in the offering of a packet of
cigarettes, or in the manner of its offering, the sense of whether it’s
being counted. It’s in whether your name sticks, your jokes carry,
your comments are allowed to matter. It’s in the way that, at closing
time, with jackets being pulled on and pints downed, someone
invites you back to someone’s house, or — more than that — doesn’t
have to, because your inclusion is assumed: “You coming then?’

[’ve been there to see people get squeezed out, allowed along
for a certain time before being dropped. Not “You coming?’ but
‘See you later’’

Yes, I had money. I bought rounds. (The tequila became
something of a signature purchase.) I tried not to flash it around —
though, in later years, when they had more of it themselves, I saw
how they had learned how to do just that from me.

Of course they mocked me for being a City boy, for knowing
sod all about art, and of course I played up to the caricature,
but then everyone was mocked for something: Kevin for his
obsessiveness and his politics, Tanya for her fake dyke-ishness,
Gina for never being able to finish anything. Randall, too, for his
god complex, his tendency to sit on top of things and watch us
all, with an infuriating Zen calmness, when he was the least Zen
person on the planet.

As it was, Randall and Kevin went along to meet Jan’s art buyer,
Henrik Klass, with a portfolio of work from the artists in the circle.
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The upshot was that the property development arm of de Vries’s
company agreed to sponsor the show, which was soon named
‘Everywhere I Look I See Death, Death In Everything I See’
(after a huge black and white painting by Louis Burnham of a
baby crying, an image he’d copied from a poster he’d bought from
the new defunct high street store Athena). The company picked
up the cost of the necessary permits and licences, and printing
the catalogues — which meant they could be done properly, with
full colour images and a catalogue essay by Claude Jacobs, then a
Philosophy of Art PhD student at Goldsmiths.

Henrik and Jan visited Kevin’s studio soon after, while the show
was still in preparation, and bought two of his pieces for £12,000
the pair. This was by far the biggest sale any of us had ever achieved
at that time, and Kevin diverted a fair amount of it to paying for the
show. This is worth remembering when people talk about Randall
as the prime mover of the YBA group; Kevin was the first artist to
achieve real commercial and critical success, if not cultural notoriety,
and indeed it was Jan de Vries’s interest in him, or at least Klass’s
interest, that guaranteed the success of ‘Everywhere [ Look’. Indeed,
Klass hadn’t thought much of Randall’s work, passing over his pages
in the group portfolio almost without comment.

Things moved quickly, then slowly, as print deadlines for the
catalogue came and went, venues became available, then not.
In the end it dragged over to the new year, but in January the
disused Shandy Street pools near Mile End was fixed as the site,
for a two week show in March, and everyone set about trying to
accumulate enough decent work to submit. Kevin, encouraged
by his sales to de Vries, wasted no time in making bigger and
more impressive pieces in what would become his trademark style:
abstract and sometimes semi-figurative sculptures in iron and high-
carbon steel and featuring often dangerously sharp edges — like
‘an Anthony Caro fashioned from lethal Japanese kitchen knives’,
as Jacobs put it. Tanya Spence had her knitted genitalia, which
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tor ‘Everywhere I Look’ she displayed under a set of glass cloches
that had once belonged to her great-great-uncle, who had been a
noted horticulturalist, under the title Schwert and Scheide; Malcolm
Donner had his tediously brilliant hyper-realist paintings of food
(de Vries bought a particularly unsavoury one of fried eggs afloat
in a sea of baked beans); Frank Greene more of his acid clouds.
There were mannequin assemblages from Gina, humorous photos
of dogs from Andrew Selden, Aya Inouye’s road-work installation.

Randall, though, was blocked.

At weekends [ went round to the Deptford studio he shared with
Aya and listened, for what seemed like hours, to him rant, invent
and expostulate. Trashing his old ideas, angrily throwing up new
ones, only to bring them straight back down again. De Vries’s
purchase of the portrait of Barry had thrown him. Like Perfect
Circle, it had been a brilliant improvisation: a marker of talent,
rather than an expression of it. It wasn’t, in the collector’s word,
‘representative’. More pertinently, it wasn’t repeatable and, if there’s
one thing they’d had drummed into them at college, Randall said,
it was that ‘you have to have your thing’.

A Randallism: ‘A monkey who sits down at a typewriter and
comes up with Hamlet 1s a marvel of nature. But the one who comes
up with the Complete Works has a career”

During his years at Goldsmiths, where tutors such as Michael
Craig-Martin very much encouraged students to experiment across
the available forms, Randall had largely worked on installations,
usually involving television sets. These were still the old cathode
ray design, with its weird, curving, staticky screen and huge
bulging back. Though they hadn’t yet been replaced by the
slimmer LCD and plasma versions, they were getting cheaper to
buy, and you could find obsolete sets quite easily, at council tips or
in skips — we used to spend whole nights driving round London,
scavenging. Randall piled them up, left them in corners, facing the
wall, made totem poles out of them. What with Aya working on
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her installations at the other end, their studio would have looked
to most people like a junk yard. It was beyond me to tell what
among the mass of sets and parts was a completed ‘piece’, what a
halt-finished one, what an abandoned one.

Now that the opportunity for genuine exposure loomed,
though, he decided they simply weren’t good enough. They were
derivative, ‘junk’, overly reminiscent of Nam Juine Paik without
properly making that reminiscence do any real work. ‘Nothing
surprising, he’d say, stood in a rage of impotence in the middle of
his clutter. ‘Nothing untoward. Really, television. Who gives a shit?’

The breakthrough came one Sunday afternoon, during the slow
comedown at the end of a long weekend’s clubbing. There weren’t
any true hardcore ravers in the group, but clubbing was one of the
mainstays of our social life, the other, of course, being sitting in
the pub and talking.

During the week, drinking and talking; at the weekend, dancing
and getting oft your tits.

It would be difficult to state exactly how rave inspired the
YBAS’ art, other than the fact that they saw in the whole scene
something absolutely new and distinct from what had come
before, and that they felt something similar was possible in art.
Of course, in retrospect, acid house looks far less unprecedented
than it did at the time — you can trace its musical heritage back
through techno to Kraftwerk, and its social one back through
Northern Soul and, in a way, punk. It was the drug, ecstasy,
that was new. Similarly, the YBAs owed plenty to Warhol,
Koons, Fluxus, Duchamp and Dada: take your pick. The
lines of influence are always easier to draw backwards, either
because posterity offers a more secure perspective, or because
what survives is defined by grand, historical tendencies that
are invisible in the moment of their operation. And, of course,
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as they grew, and grew apart, the artistic links between them
became more tenuous.

So, just as the new drug amplified and facilitated the music of
the late 80s and early 90s, it was the fervid reception, the attendant
pulse-quickening thrill — the hype — that made the art of that time
seem newer, fresher, more exciting than it maybe actually was.

Sundays, then, were traditionally a day of chilling out, and
coming down from whatever we’d taken the night before. I balked
at the more adventurous pharmaceutical intake of the others — not
least because I had to be at work on Monday — so I would have
been struggling against the time-honoured physical symptoms
of a hangover, while they would have been navigating the more
recherché psychological ones of this chemical revolution. There
was lots of smoking, lots of drinking orange juice and coffee, lots
of watching videos — Svankmajer, Tarkovsky, John Hughes. That
Sunday, as on many of them, we were at Gina Holland’s house —
me, Gina, Randall and Kevin.

[t was a big house, in one of the nice streets of Bethnal Green,
and, most importantly, centrally heated. Gina was a generous host,
as she was generous with much else. In fact, this made her position
in the group problematic. Although she did her best to hide it, she
came from money — just as Kevin came from culture, me from
suburbia and Randall from the council estates. The Hollands were
farmers and landowners in Somerset back as far as the druids, and
Gina’s father owned a food processing company that produced,
she said, half the cheddar in the country.

So, while some of the circle were living the traditionally
penurious existence of artists down the ages — Randall and Aya
both slept in their barely heated studio for long stretches of time,
and they weren’t the only ones — Gina had a large studio on the
ground floor of her house, kitted out with all manner of equipment
and materials. Although she was not without talent, she struggled
to settle on a medium, flitting from painting to printing to
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sculpture to photography and so on. Crucially for everyone else,
for whom kit and material represented a significant outlay, she was
always happy to pass along stuff she no longer needed. So there was
some quiet disappointment, if not outright resentment, when Gina
eventually settled on performance art as her chosen medium — an
art form that called for the absolute bare minimum of expensive,
borrowable or inheritable kit.

That Sunday, then, in Bethnal Green, late January, the last
possible deadline for the catalogue just days away.

Randall had sloped off to the toilet. It would be hard to say if
he had been gone a long time, but when he came back it was in
a state of some agitation. He cleared a space on the coftee table —
shifting glasses and plates, spent cans and ashtrays — and started
laying something out on it. Nobody paid much attention, until he
said, ‘There we go. What do you think?’

Laid out in a row on the low table were three pieces of toilet
paper, each smeared with a patch of brown, where it had been
applied to Randall’s arse.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake.’

“That’s gross.’

‘Randall. Get those oftf my table now.’

So, yes, you could say that the original response of Randall’s
peers to this zeitgeist-defining work, as it came to be, was largely
identical to that of the great British public, when they were brought
before one another. Or no, I'm being glib. The great British public
wanted to be appalled, but found it couldn’t be, or not for long,.

‘No, no,” said Randall, waving his hands. ‘Don’t worry.’

‘Don’t worry? You're showing us your shit? It’s disgusting.’

Kevin had returned to his supine position on the sofa.
‘Disgusting?” he said. ‘It’s not even original.’

‘I know, I know,” said Randall. ‘But this 1s different. Bear with
me.” He adjusted the sheets, spacing them to his liking. “Which
do you think is the best one?’

60



“The best one?’ 1 said.

‘Can we ask where you’re going with this?’

He said nothing, but sat back on his haunches. He waited for us
to look at him, then held up his hands in front of him, measuring
an imaginary frame.

‘Screen prints. Big as we can get. Warhol colours. Big. Gina,
you’ve got some ink lying around, haven’t you?’

She nodded.

Kevin swung his long legs down from the sofa and looked again
at the three sheets, touching one at the corner to set it straight on
the table. What a moment ago had been a poor joke was, somehow,
suddenly a serious proposition.

You often get people saying, ‘I don’t understand conceptual
art.” Well, here, 1f you want it, is a perfect working example of
conceptual art.

‘Conceptual art — art you don’t have to see to get.’

Another Randallism, to go alongside the more famous ‘Modern
art — art you don’t have to like to buy.’

Imagine a square of toilet paper with your shit smeared on it.
Now take that shape and imagine it printed up in lurid clashing
colours — pink and turquoise, lime green and purple — and hung
on a wall in a gallery. It’s not difhicult. After all, once you've got
over your natural squeamishness as to what it depicts — or whence
it derives — it’s not an unpleasant shape: random and abstract, but
also earthy, mysterious and suggestive. ‘A Rorschach blot of the
soul,” as Claude Jacobs had it in his catalogue essay. Certainly,
a Sunshines canvas is capable of bringing to mind many things
beyond the bare fact of its origins.

And that’s what they did, Randall, Gina and Kevin, that
day: analyse it, deconstruct it, work it up. Beyond the obvious
references, that it looks like a Warhol screen print — “Warhol
doing Rothko’ — they talked about Piero Manzoni, an Italian
artist who sold tins packed with his own excrement as ‘Merda
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d’Artista’. (This in 1961, incidentally, the year before Warhol
showed his first Marilyn and Campbell’s Soup paintings.) They
also dropped in references to the Hubble Telescope images
of distant nebulae, and at the other end of the scale, electron
microscope images of chromosomes and viruses. They talked
about how these types of advanced scientific imagery used what’s
called false-colour: bright, non-naturalistic tones, intended to
make the image as clear as possible, though it can’t have hurt
the Public Understanding of Science that they also make it look
fucking good. When did that start to happen, Kevin wanted
to know. Could it be that the scientists, in their desire to get
their discoveries across to the wider public, were themselves
influenced by Pop Art?

This, I was coming to understand, was how you made art:
hypothetically, discursively, hungeroverly. You come up with the
idea, then you test it, turn it as you’d turn an object in your hands,
interrogate it until it gives up its underpinnings and allusions, its
theory and significance. And of course its degree of originality.

‘Everything’s derivative,” Randall said to me once. ‘It’s just a
question of whether anyone else has ripped off what you’re ripping
oft”

‘But what if you’re copying their copy? Doesn’t that count?’ I
said, somewhat belligerently.

He clapped a hand on my shoulder.

‘Vincent, my boy, we’ll make an artist of you yet.’

‘So if I just photocopied the Mona Lisa and stuck it in a frame,
that’d do, would 1t?’

‘Ah, that’s been done.’

‘Of course it has’

‘Duchamp’’

‘Okay, so I'm copying Duchamp’’

‘Not if you didn’t know he’d done it.’

‘So how am [ supposed to show who it is I'm ripping oft?’
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His hand, still on my shoulder, contracted, a briet, conciliatory
squeeze.

‘That, Vincent, 1s where the true art lies.

A professional wine taster, he said another time, can tell what
you’ve been drinking by sipping at a glasstul of your piss.

Avya had turned up by now and the four of them took positions
for and against — rather how I imagine lawyers discuss patents —
but it wasn’t long before we moved downstairs to Gina’s studio.

Gina and Randall scurried around getting the kit together:
the polyester mesh, the wooden frames to hold it, drawing fluid
and screen filler to make the stencil, a random collection of
half-full pots of ink. Kevin was bent to the construction of one
of his clever little cigarettes, carrying on the critical discourse
with Aya — dry as it was to me, this abstruse, jargon-heavy idiom
was, for them, a medium perfectly suited to flirtation. I took
photos, excited at the prospect of seeing this art work, which
[ had just had elucidated and explained to me for half an hour,
actually become real.

[t’s worth pointing out that, whereas most of the Sunshines
canvases you see in galleries around the world were produced on
the massive industrial machines at Randall’s Kent studio, the first
few dozen were made by hand. Randall, with Gina’s help, copied
the shape of the chosen shit stain, enlarged ten or so times, on to a
piece of fine-meshed polyester screen, and filled it in with soluble
drawing fluid. Once that was dried they applied a screen filler to
the frame and then sprayed down the whole thing in the sink,
washing away the drawing fluid to leave the solidified filler stuck
to the screen in a negative of the original shape.

We produced ten prints that first day, squeegeeing ink through
the mesh screen on to the canvas, all of us helping out with pouring
and inking, holding and handling sheets of canvas, cleaning frames.
[t was great, messy fun. Randall experimented with different ink
weights, and often took a brush to the ink before it was dry, to
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give it texture, add in the little darker spots made by flecks of
semi-digested food, or a stray hair.

Once the five best prints were taped up side by side on the wall,
we stood and looked at them. Randall’s own faeces, blotted and
smeared onto absorbent paper, were transformed into this bright,
discordant explosion, sliding oft on brusque topographic tangents,
as fleetingly figurative as cloud forms seen in the sky on a summer’s
day. There were bold, knife-edged triangles cutting into the mass,
and cute little rows of wrinkles, where the paper had been folded
and pushed between his arse cheeks.

It was Gina who, as we stood there in her house, on that winter’s
day, pointed out another link to Warhol, how the forms’ more
divergent extremities recalled the way Andy’s fright wig stuck out
in all kinds of mad directions in the famous 1986 self-portrait. She
pulled a monograph oft the shelf and found the image.

“That’s it,” said Kevin, and he clicked his fingers at the prints on
the wall. He looked at Randall. “They’re self-portraits.’

Randall put his head on one side and smiled, nodding with an
air of restrained, or deferred, condescension, as if Kevin had only
just clocked on to what he’d intended all along. ‘Exactly,” he said.

Kevin laughed. That was the thing about Kevin, he never let
himself be taken in by Randall. He saw through him every time
— or until the time that it counted most of all.

Randall asked me what I thought, and I made some anodyne
comment about the colours. He waved me down.

‘The colours don’t matter,” he said. “We muck about with the
colours until we get it right, or just do them at random.’

Gina, becoming more animated now: ‘The more colours, the
better. Ten of them in a row, all different. Different tones, different
combinations, different shapes.’

Randall shook his head, grinning. ‘Even better,” he said, and
again there was that pause, as he waited for the attention to swing
back to him.
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‘Kevin’s right,” he said. ‘It’s a self-portrait. Well, that’s it, 1sn’t it?
Portraits — all of us. Each person’s shit on a sheet of loo roll. Wipe
it, copy it, print it up. An intimate portrait.’

And that was it, the critical moment in which the work acquired a
genuinely transformative concept and, as such, made the leap from
puerile art school prank to the high point of British late Twentieth
Century Pop Art. They were portraits: repellent, but decorative. A
dirty joke, but also a mosquito-sharp satirical jibe at the swaggering
mythology of Abstract Expressionism. Above all, they were also a
stunning reversal of the art-historical idea of portraiture. Yes, they
were deeply intimate — they brought to light an aspect of the subject’s
life that no one, not even their nearest and dearest, had ever seen; but
they were also absolutely universal — everyone wipes their arse, and,
of course, you couldn’t tell one person’s ‘portrait’ from another’s.

Nonetheless Randall insisted that everyone — all the great and
good and rich and famous that queued to up to ‘have a Randall
done’ — produce their own ‘holograph’, as he called it, in situ, in
the studio. You wanted a Randall portrait, you had to sit for it.
And, even today, I —and, I assume, most people — can’t look at
any of those iconic works — his Bowie, his Abramovich, his Moss
— without thinking of the sitter emerging from the loo in Gina’s
house or his later studios, piece of toilet paper held daintily in hand,
by the corner, like a just-exposed Polaroid photograph.

And so the four of us — me, Gina, Kevin and Aya — dutifully
trooped off to the toilet, as the opportunity availed itself, over the
remaining hours of that Sunday, and most of the rest of the circle,
over the following days, to provide Randall with the raw material
he needed for his contribution to the show. Individually, they were
titled according to the sitter’s name, as in a traditional portrait, but
it wasn’t until I saw the dummies of the catalogue that I saw what

Randall had called them as a whole.
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‘Sunshines?’ 1 said, and looked at him.

‘Sunshines,” he replied, and spread his arms wide, in a gesture of
magnificence. ‘Isn’t it obvious?’

Kevin was on hand to deliver the punch line. “Yeah, Vincent.
[t’s because the sun shines out of his fucking arse.’

You could hear in his voice at once the desire to puncture
his friend’s ego, and his resignation to the fact that Randall was
already immune from any such damage, protected both by his
sense of irony, and the strength of that ego. This was, in a way,
his greatest weapon. He was so forthright, so vocal with regards to
his own absurdity that any external criticism came across, even as
it was being said, as limp and facile, and irrelevant. Any attempt
to undermine this — to get him to admit to his strategy — was
doomed to failure, because he unhesitatingly agreed with whatever
you said to or about him; every attack was effortlessly assimilated
into that amorphous, grinning energy field. It drove people mad.
Artists and curators, and critics and journalists — I've seen them go
incandescent with rage in the face of it. For one or two of them
incandescent 1s barely even a figure of speech. They hated him,
some of them, and not just for what he stood for, but for how he
stood for it. In Randall, self-deprecation could become a radical
form of arrogance.

[ can remember — or can convince myself that [ remember —
sitting there in the toilet that day, trousers round my ankles and
hands on knees, waiting to make my holograph. The heat of
embarrassment, of being passive subject to one’s own body, and,
more than that, the feeling of foolishness, of putting my dignity
entirely at the disposal of this man; and, yet again, as so often when
[ analyse my friendship with Randall, I flip one feeling to find its
opposite, equally present: in this case, the desire to make it good,
my holograph, make myself worthy of his approbation.
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The memory — if that’s what it is — is tainted by a sense of
bitterness regarding ‘my’ Sunshines portrait. The fact 1s, [ never
owned a copy of my portrait during Randall’s lifetime, nor do I
now. As the series grew, following that first show, he produced
them as multiple editions, with a fiendish pricing scheme partly
of my devising, but the original thirteen were unique. Some of
the others he remade — in some cases, as in Kevin and Tanya,
very much against the subject’s wishes — but mine he did only
one more of. It was something he used to dangle in front of
me — ‘I'm trying something new with the Sunshines idea, using
yours actually, you’ll be astounded when you see it” — sometimes
refusing outright to countenance any new version. The original,
along with 1its siblings, is there for all to visit in the collection
of the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, as part of the de Vries
bequest, made after his death in 2002. A second is in a private
collection.

At the time, though, I took the work to be a very public
gesture of acceptance into the circle. Mine was the only portrait
of someone who wasn’t an artist showing in the exhibition. Even
this sense of pride, though, was shadowed by a darker emotion,
a background hum of paranoia. I was genuinely afraid, as the
show approached, that word would get back to my friends and
colleagues in the City that you could see a sheet of my used toilet
paper, done up in puce and yellow and stuck on the wall in an
art gallery, plain as day. Would Jan de Vries see it, and tell Barry?
Barry, I was sure, wouldn’t let pass the opportunity to take some
kind of local revenge on me for that day at Lord’s.

And, beyond that, even up to the day of the opening, there was
the great, deep fear, still and silent and never to be broached, that
it was all a trap: that [ would walk into the gallery and see, not
twelve prints in a row, but just mine, side by side, over and over.
Look: Vincent Cartwright’s shit. He thinks it’s art. Everybody
turning towards me, Barry and Randall and everyone else from the
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bank, my mother and father and friends from school, all pointing
at me and laughing.

The show opened on 15 March 1990 and was, if not the overnight
sensation that posterity seems to want to paint it as, then at least
a major and unprecedented explosion of energy, and of attention.

The private view was huge — ‘immense’ was the word that, for a
while, was on everybody’s lips. It was the sort of night that seemed
to tumble straight into a glorious, self-regulating chaos, to have you
permanently in three different places and times: evening, middle-
of-the-night and morning. There was the official viewing, with its
cheap plastic cups of white wine that set your teeth buzzing, and
the bottles of beer — I remember the endless ripping open of new
boxes, my arms glowing cold from dunking bottles in and out of
the huge bin of ice water.

We rigged up a sound system and disco lights in the gallery space
for the evening, and for an hour at the end we set up the strobes
and speakers to blast their noise and colour off and between the
art. People were sort of encouraged to dance — but also not really.
They bopped about like audience members from some pop music
TV show from the 60s, awkwardly self-conscious and careful not
to go too near any of the works. The chaos of the Goldsmiths night
was a salutary memory, and nobody wanted anything to happen
to any of the pieces on show here. There was a sense — entirely
justifiable — that Randall was as ready to bring this thing crashing
down as he had been with that. It’s strange, he was incredibly
serious about the art — both his and his friends’ — but there was
something flagrant about his attitude at the same time, that verged
on the immoral.

He was in his element, though, and even briefly joined in with
the dancing, doing that strange elemental frug he rolled out when
absolutely called on to participate. There was a sort of group hug
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at one point involving all the twelve showing artists; they formed
a circle with their arms around each others’ shoulders and bounced
up and down around the main space, growling and whooping. I
remember seeing Tanya Spence and her boyfriend Grift Dolis,
who was exhibiting some paintings of beer bottle labels, wheeling
away in a spinning, dancing embrace, and Randall actually had
to grab hold of them to stop them careening straight into one
of Gina’s posed dummies, bent seductively over an old twin tub
washing machine.

But — and this is really what gave us the sense, from the start,
that it was going to be big — the art never got left behind. The
thrill of walking around the room, through this throng of half-
known and unknown people, hearing shreds of conversation
after conversation about the art my friends had made. Art, in one
case, that I had helped make. Andrew’s dogs gazing lugubriously
out at the dancers; Frank’s acid clouds pulsing in time with their
movements; the antique glass cloches warping their faces as they
danced up to them, waving their arms in a kind of idolatrous
veneration of the knitted cocks and cunts sat under them; the
reflective strips on Aya’s cones and barriers sliding through the
colour spectrum as the racks of coloured lights looped through
their combinations. I remember seeing, among the crowd packed
into the dark of the main space, individuals stood stock still in front
of the Sunshines. No doubt oft their heads, but gawping nonetheless
like schoolchildren in front of a pornographic window display.
They would be knocked and buffeted as they stood, looking,
watching, taking it in, but still they stood. ‘That’s mine,” I wanted
to say, standing alongside them and nodding at the canvas. In a
world governed by individual success — where our bonuses were
awarded in private, and our rank in the hierarchy adjusted only
ever tacitly and impersonally — this was an unusual feeling for me,
one of communal pride, and belonging.
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They made it, and people came. It wasn’t just dealers and gallery
owners that Randall sent the high-gloss invitations and catalogues
and press releases to, it was magazine and newspaper editors, and
not just the broadsheets. And not just them, but people on the
hipper fringes of the creative-celebrity circuit, actors and musicians
and fashion designers and models. The very first newspaper
clipping in my collection is from the diary column of The Times:
‘Musician couple Siobhan Fahey (ex-Bananarama) and Eurythmic
Dave Stewart were seen grooving at the private viewing of an art
exhibition earlier this week. The show, which would seem to have
been as much about exhibitionism as art, is taking place in a disused
swimming pool in the East End. It goes under the title “Everywhere
[ Look I See Death, Death In Everything I See”, which one could
in fact imagine gracing the tracklisting of the next Shakespears
Sister album. Not so sure about the art, which included some large
colourful prints based on used pieces of one artist’s toilet tissue.’

But it was a news item in the ever-dependable Sun that really did
the trick, under the headline ‘Official: Modern art is total crap!’
and, more importantly, featuring full colour reproductions of both
a Sunshines selt-portrait and a Schwert and Scheide cloche. Once that
was out, the others all trooped along, with their entirely predictable
variations on the original headline: ‘Modern art finally disappears
up its own backside’; ‘Contemporary artists let it all hang out’.

Inevitably somewhere in the copy alongside the pictures would
be a quote from Randall. ‘Naturally it’s art. I've never seen a skid-
mark I didn’t find beautiful.” ‘Painting’s not dead. That’s the glory of
it, it just won’t give up. It’s like the Black Knight in Monty Python.
Chop oft'its arms, chop oft its legs, and still it wants more. “It’s just
a flesh wound!” That’s painting for you. You've got to love it

By the weekend following the Sun’s news piece, the show was
everywhere. All of London was talking about us. (By which I
mean, of course, that it was all that we talked about, and all that
everyone we knew talked about, at least when they were talking
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to us.) I was still in work, and enjoyed the strange echoes between
my two lives. By day, the boisterous, foot-to-the-floor whirl of
LIFFE, with its leaf litter of trading slips, and the furniture of
flickering screens, and our crooked necks from craning at them.
By evening, the under-the-radar hum of the gallery, so different
from the cavernous murmur of the big galleries most people see
art in — the Nationals and Tates, with their toddlers and tourists
and drifting Sargasso seas of Italian schoolkids. A contemporary art
show, Randall always said, is so much more exciting than a block-
buster exhibition, because of the risk that everything in it might
just be the most pointless, vacuous, unforgivable and irredeemable
shite. Not that those places don’t have their fair share of shite, but
here no one else has decided if what you're seeing is any good, so
it’s up to you.

The trading floor began to look to me like a massive art instal-
lation, and one on a far grander scale than anything Randall or the
others had ever even considered. The gallery, with its patches of
whispered conversation and furtive body language, and the grad-
ual presence of more important, better connected people, leading
to the continual second-guessing of every new arrival, felt like a
strange, underwater trading floor.

[t was like being caught under a magnifying glass, in that it
amplified our every word, thought and act to giant size, but also
that it concentrated the incoming rays of the outside world’s atten-
tion exactingly upon us. You’d turn up at six, seven o’clock, and
there’d be a hundred people in the gallery, dozens of them ranged
in front of Randall’s images. They’d look at them, then walk away,
making some asinine comment, but five minutes later they’d be
back, taking a second look.

We decided to hold a second party on the last night of the show.
We had originally intended to go to the pub as usual, and then
dancing, but people were suddenly falling over themselves to
sponsor us, give us money and coverage, and it somehow seemed
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incumbent upon us to entertain all these wonderful new people
who had deigned to drag themselves across town to attend our
show. It seemed like half the people who had come through the
doors during its two-week run came back to honour their good
taste in making it such a hit, not to mention the people who turned
up just because it was the party to be at that night. London’s Poll
Tax Riots had happened during the fortnight the show was on, and
there was growing anger about the speed with which the police were
stamping down on raves and warehouse parties. As such, it seemed
like people wanted to come and take a stand — to ‘fight for their right
to party’ as the Beastie Boys had it. So, things felt celebratory, but
at the same time rather impersonal. It was like we were attending
the party incognito: a good proportion of the attendees had no
idea who we were, let alone vice versa. (People who have claimed
or otherwise told me they were there that night: Graham Coxon,
Justine Frischmann, Ekow Eshun, Tara Palmer-Tomkinson, Sadie
Frost, Adrian Searle, Nicky Haslam.) We stuck together in a happy
cluster, fielding the well-wishers who made it through the crowds,
everyone trying above all to make sure they didn’t miss anyone
they shouldn’t.

As well as more and better drink, and a proper laser light show
borrowed from some club or other, there was a proper sound
system, and it did get quite loud. So when Tanya came cutting
through the scrum looking for Randall and Kevin, with Griff
loping along behind her, we had to press in to hear what she had
to say.

“You’ll never believe it.’

‘No. What?’

She paused and put her hand across her mouth, as if she couldn’t
bring herself to say what she had to say, but more properly to
accentuate her twinkling, resolutely elfin eyes. She took the hand
down, and flapped it.

‘Randall, you’re a fucking genius. I love you.
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‘“Well, I love you too, darling. Tell me what’s occurring.’

‘T've only just had a call from Charles fucking Saatchi. He wants
to buy it. Schwert and Scheide. The whole thing. He wants to buy
the lot of it.’

I looked at Randall. He looked at Kevin. There was a smile on
Randall’s face, but it was cagey, evasive. Kevin put his head back
and emitted an inaudible groan.

“What?’ Tanya’s eyes flicked between them. “What’s going on?
You could at least pretend to be happy for me.’

‘“Well, Tanya,” Randall began, and he put an arm around her
shoulder and turned her into our corner, away from the noise.
“You can’t just sell them to Saatchi. Not just like that. Or anyone.
Jan’s got first dibs.’

‘First dibs. What are you talking about?’

Randall shrugged. ‘It’s in the contract. He put the money up
for the show, he gets first choice of what he wants to buy. He
was supposed to be here yesterday, but he’s stuck in Tokyo. Ask
Vincent.” And he nodded towards me — as if the whole thing was
my idea.

‘I suppose that’s right,” I said. ‘It’s like a call option in the futures
market.’

‘What?” She leaned in towards me, narrowing her eyes to
concentrate, but signifying, too, I suppose, her complete lack of
any respect for me or what I might have to say. She was petite,
Tanya, but a forceful personality, then as now, if you ever come
across her in her guise as elegant, ageless principal boy of many an
arts committee, prize jury and gallery board. That self-delightedly
mischievous face, framed by the oversized necklaces below and the
neat, tucked grey hair above. Then, she signified her bolshiness
through her hokey, farmhand clothes — corduroy trousers, thickly
woven men’s shirts and Arran sweaters. She didn’t have much time
for me, I suppose, and the feeling was reciprocated.

[ repeated myself: ‘A call option. The initial payment, for the
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catalogue and fliers and so on, is called a premium...’

But she had already turned back from me to Randall and Kevin.

“That is so much bollocks. You can’t stop me selling my own
work to who I want to.’

This time Randall made a face and spread his hands, hitching
up his shoulders —an apology that was at the same time an apology
for that apology. A gag, and entirely the wrong move to have made
with Tanya.

‘It’s right there in the contract,” he said.

‘Fuck the contract. I didn’t sign any contract. Anyway, he’s had
two fucking weeks to say if he wants to buy anything. Time’s up.’

‘But he has the option.’

‘No he fucking well doesn’t.’

Randall laughed. ‘I'm sorry, Tanya. But he fucking well does.’

She turned to Kevin.

‘Did you know about this?’

Kevin didn’t reply.

‘But, for fuck sake, he’s bought your stuft?’ she said, putting a
finger on Kevin’s shirt front. Looming over her shoulder was the
tuzzy-haired figure of Grift, her boyfriend. He was always so gaunt
and dour, Grift, but somehow soft, too, like a puppy dog version
of the heroin-chic look that was such a feature of the decade.
[ may not ever have seen eye to eye with Tanya, but I came to
become quite fond of Griff, despite his profound, almost congenital
class hatred of me. He was true, old Left, Griff. The beer labels
he painted were intended as a celebration of traditional English
working man’s culture, though I very much doubt the people who
bought them saw them that way.

‘“Well,” said Tanya, to Kevin. ‘Come on, has he bought your
new things?’

‘One of them, yes.’

‘And what about you?” Turning to Randall. ‘He’s bought yours?’

‘“Well, actually, yes.
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She laughed at him, stood there with her hands on her hips,
and gave a sort of derisive whooping jeer. She must have been a
foot shorter than him, or more, but she made him, for a moment,
look cowed.

‘Fuck you, Randall. You really are just out for yourself, aren’t
you? But you,” jabbing her finger once more at Kevin, “You should
be ashamed of yourself.’

With that, she turned and started to make her way away from us
into the busily dancing crowd, all those bare arms lifting, shoulders
twirling.

Randall called after them, ‘“Tanya, don’t worry. We’ll sort it out.’
Getting, for his trouble, a raised finger.

[ didn’t actually ever see a copy of the contract, if there even was
one, so I don’t entirely know who was in the right. Nevertheless
it’s true that the money for the show and the catalogue and the
glossy fliers and invitations wasn’t coming from de Vries’s own
pocket, it was coming from the marketing and promotion budget
of Vries Heffer Holdings — and it wasn’t Vries Heffer that was in
the market for buying Tanya’s knitted lingams and vaginas (as he
predictably said he wanted to, once he heard that Saatchi wanted
them), it was de Vries. Compound this legal murkiness with the
sense of incipient rivalry between the two collectors — de Vries
had largely stuck to continental artists before this, and Saatchi felt
he was trespassing on his patch — and you had the beginnings of
quite a spat on your hands. Saatchi, of course, held a grudge against
Randall for years, although he and Kevin eventually patched things
up, once Kevin had put some clear blue water between himself
and Randall.

With Tanya, though, things came to a head almost right away.

It was at about one o’clock, just when the party was finally
untethering itself from any remaining sense of occasion, and really
starting to take off, that we saw, rather than heard, a commotion
at the far end of the main room. Or saw the turning of heads that
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gave notice of it. Coming through the room, towards the exit,
with people stopping dancing to watch, pressing backwards to let
it pass, was a procession. Tanya at its front. A line of people, eight
of so of them, each carefully carrying before him or herself a glass
cloche on its sturdy wooden base and, caught under it, one of
Tanya’s knitted genitalia. It was like a Saint’s Day parade from some
remote Umbrian village, those faces heavy with concentration
stepping solemnly through the massed ranks. There was laughing,
and cheering. Someone kneeled, as if in reverence. Tanya had to
stop and sidestep as someone stumbled, or was pushed, and nearly
knocked into her, then she moved on again.

Randall started elbowing his way through the crowd at an angle
to them, aiming to cut them off before the main door. I followed,
picking my way by the patches of coloured light among the dark,
finding the gaps in people’s movements.

When I caught up with him they were facing each other, a few
feet apart, a space cleared in the crowd, like something in a school
playground. I took up a position next to Randall, Grift was opposite
me, hugging carefully to him an erect blue penis caught in its glass
dome. Randall was talking to her, but I couldn’t hear what he was
saying. She was shaking her head and shouting at him, still holding
her own precious load, flinging her chin up with every word.

[ looked up as I saw more movement further back in the crowd,
where they’d come from. It was a more powerful wave, and a more
random one, that seemed to grip and shake the whole room until
eventually it reached Tanya and nudged her a step further into our
makeshift arena. I could see panicked little currents and whips of
movement, heads turning, words passing, someone pressing down
on the DJ behind his tables.

[ don’t know whether I saw them, or heard someone say they
were here, but somehow it became clear that the police were on
the premises. I grabbed at Randall’s elbow, but he and Tanya were
caught up in their tussle, shouting at each other more angrily now,
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so you'd catch the occasional outline or underbelly of a word, he
making angry, dismissive gestures, she tightening up her face,
her jaw locking, twisting her cloche in her arms as she spat out
her words.

Then the music stopped.

“You ridiculous cock-hungry peasant!’

The words jumped into the sudden vacuum of the room and
hung there, glowing amid the incipient tinnitus thrum. And then
there was a policeman, and a second, coming through the room
towards us. They knew, I suppose, like people always knew, that
Randall was the person to go to. The lead policeman gave a glance
down at Tanya’s cloche. If it awoke any thoughts, aesthetic or
otherwise, he kept them to himself. He looked at Randall.

‘Right, this shindig got a license?’

‘Absolutely. Yes.

‘No matter. It’s too loud. I'm closing you down.’

Randall patted down the air between them. ‘I'm sure that won’t
be necessary. Officer.” (Did he really say ‘Officer’? I wouldn’t put
it past him.) ‘Bit loud. No problem. No harm done.’

‘No harm done? Don’t think so, pal. I could hear you from
halfway to the station. It’s going off and it’s staying off.’

The policeman’s shoulder radio crackled, and he turned from
us, scanning the crowd as he brought it up and listened, then
spoke into it. The crowd stood its ground, not ready to retreat or
remonstrate, but on edge. Voices and shoving from the back told
us there were more police present. There were a few shouts of ‘Pig’
and the like — some of them even sounding genuinely heartfelt
— but there was also a trickle of people edging towards the door.
The policeman nodded at them.

“That’s right, run along. Let’s get this place cleared.” Then, as
they began to move more quickly, ‘Don’t worry. No one needs
to turn out their pockets. We just want to let your neighbours get
some kip.” He turned back to Randall. ‘Right, do I have to take
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any details, or can we wrap this up nice and quick?’

Tanya and Griff took the opportunity of Randall’s indisposition
to move past us, and they lost themselves in the exodus. I half
followed them, half hanging back for Randall. Once the policeman
was done he pitched in past me, elbowing his way through the
guests. We followed them along a corridor that ended in an exit
onto a side street. Once out on the pavement, we broke into a run
and caught up with the two of them in no time, burdened as they
were by their cargo.

Griff turned and tried to block our way, launching into some
righteous outburst, but Randall shoved him aside — ‘Excuse me’ —
and went after Tanya.

‘Tanya, wait up, he called. ‘Don’t let’s be silly about this.” But as
he reached her she turned, spitting further invective, then tripped,
took a couple of steps backwards, her face caught in the delicious
drift of uncertainty, then she went over, twisting back the way she
was heading, so that she landed with the cloche part beneath her.

The glass of the thing was so delicate that we didn’t even hear it
break, but when she sat up, her hand held in front of her face, the
other hand gripping it by the wrist, it was clear that it had. And
not like modern, shatterproof glass, as you’d get in a car window
or phone booth, but like the old, dangerous Victorian kind it was.

‘Fuck’

‘Are you alright?’

‘Does she look like she’s alright?’ said Grift, who’d caught up
with us. “You arsehole.” He gave Randall a shove that had him
staggering.

You could see the blood coming from the cut, which was deep
and circular, curling under Tanya’s thumb from the heel of her
hand to the below her index finger. An inch lower and it would
have hit the vein of her wrist, and things would have taken a very
different turn. The blood was coming out in a thin sheet, viscous,
like paint poured from a tin.
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She held her hand up at him.

“You stupid fucker,” she said, leaning into the word.

‘Hey,” Randall replied. ‘How 1s it my fault?’

‘It might as well be,” she said, brushing off Grift’s assistance
with little flaps of her other hand. And she glared up at Randall,
putting her hurt hand to her mouth and sucking at the cut. Then
she looked down at the shards of glass — just two shards really, it
had split itself apart cleanly, decisively, like some terrible Asian
martial arts weapon, as if to cut the most vicious line possible
through the volume of air it had previously enclosed. She put back
her head and moaned.

It might as well be his fault, she’d said, and I think that’s how
Randall saw it. She was angry at him for the way he’d organised
the show, and the price he had to pay for that was acceptance of
responsibility for her hurt. It was bad enough that she had to have
stitches, and it did leave a scar once it had healed, a scimitar smile
under her thumb that she liked to display to Randall, incorporating
it into the simple gesture of waving hello or goodbye. It was
her way of marking the event, alluding to it, fixing and refixing
Randall’s guilt.

For, despite the anger of that night, and despite the lurid
symbolism of Tanya’s cut hand, the circle around Randall, or of
which Randall was the apex, and of which I was now an orbiting
piece of space debris, was not broken. No longer perfect, perhaps
— even [ could see that — but not yet dissolved or dispersed. The
two of them patched up their difterences. They had known each
other, after all, as long as anyone in the circle. They went way,
way back. Tanya found a replacement cloche from somewhere and
sold the whole of Schwert and Scheide to Saatchi. De Vries seethed,
but Randall won him over with the Sunshines, which he loved. He
bought them all and put them up straight away in his company’s
headquarters in Bonn, though there were new ones to be seen in
London not long after. And he bought one more of Kevin’s pieces,
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and pieces by Andrew Selden, Don Fievre and Aya, even one by
Gina. The catalogues were soon changing hands for thirty pounds
each, then a hundred. Today it would be ten times that.

London had taken notice. That we knew, for sure. But it was
the fact that, quietly, or unbeknownst to any of us, or perhaps just
to Randall and Kevin, or perhaps to all of them, the European art
world was taking notice, too. Jan de Vries had anointed our little
circle, our little scene, and people outside our ken would look to
us, from now on, for what we would do next.

I think what Tanya knew, as much as anyone, sat there on the
pavement with her hand weeping red, was that they had to stick
together, for the moment, or stick to Randall, just as Randall, for
the moment, had to stick with them.

But every time that Tanya waved goodbye to Randall — just to
Randall: I never saw her use the gesture to anyone else — she did
so by folding her fingers down to her palm and up again, so that
her middle finger just touched the scar. It was a childish, overtly
little-girlish way of doing it, like a kind of secret handshake. And
every time I saw her do it, with the sense that she was teasing
Randall with the power she had over him, that bond formed of
blood and art and commerce, I thought: this will end.

80



UNTITLED (NEW YORK CITY)






The next morning Vincent was awake early, dry-lipped and
scratch-eyed and alert to his own precocity. It was just the time
zones, he knew, and he’d known it before, but it felt special,
nonetheless: something gifted him, a head start on New York
City. He stood at the windows with