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That Tracey Emin Thing
 
Steven Lowe interviews Billy Childish about his novel Sex Crimes of the Futcher (2004)

The book is available from the Aquarium Gallery London.
http://www.aquariumgallery.co.uk/shop.html
Whether we like it or not Billy Childish’s name is synonymous with that of Tracy Emin’s, and his relationship with her is often the focus of unwanted media attention. With the publication of his new novel, and pre-empting the fact that like his two other novels it will be mistaken for a work of biography rather than fiction, I sat down with Billy to ask him a few questions about her in an attempt to clarify a few historical points.

SL: So, your new novel. Sex Crimes of the Futcher, what is Tracy Emin going to say about it?

BC: Nothing, the book is fiction, it has nothing to do with Tracy 

SL: Well, we’ll come back to that, but whether you like it or not the names of Billy Childish and Tracy Emin are linked in people’s consciousness. It was your name after all that featured prominently in her tent, and she has been quoted earlier in her career as saying that you were one of the biggest influences of her life.

BC: Well, she only used to let that slip when she was drunk. I’d still be happy to be friends with Tracy but she rang and left a message to say that I am no longer her friend.

SL: When was that?

BC: 1999.

SL: I understand you met at Maidstone art college.

BC: No, I met Tracy after I was expelled from the painting department at St Martins School of art in 1981. After that it was impossible for me to get into any other college. Tracy was studying fashion at Medway when we met. She’d seen my paintings in the flat

I lived and painted in and she wanted to become an artist. She got into Maidstone a couple of years or so  later. 

SL: And you were boyfriend and girlfriend until when?

BC: About 1985

SL: So you managed to remain friends after that for the next fourteen or fifteen years?

BC: Yes

SL: So what went wrong?

BC: At the end of the 90’s I spoke out of turn in a newspaper when Tracy had told me I wasn’t to speak to the press. 

SL: What did you say to the newspaper?

BC: The same as I always say; What to my mind is the truth.

SL: In what way?

BC: With humour and that she’s a bit of a copycat

SL: So she she didn’t like that?

BC: No. Tracy used to have to put up with me, but she no longer needs to tolerate friends who disagree with her revisionist view of history or her views on popularist art.

SL: That’s it?

BC: Yes. because I refused to endorse her product or style.

SL: So you became the enemy? 

BC: Yes.

SL: But some say that there are many similarities in your work?

BC: My work and Tracey’s do have points in common, essentially because she based the new ‘confessional’ Tracy on my lifestyle and the poems I wrote back in the early 80’s. But then there’s a divergence, Tracy hasn’t got much of a sense of humour, least of all concerning herself. You see, Tracey’s work is primarily concerned with what people

think of her; how she is viewed by the media and public, where as I’m more concerned how I feel about myself. Tracy pretends to show the world everything, hoping to dazzle them into not seeing what she wants to keep hidden. She’s a Scorpio moon, that’s their whole racket, and that’s why I must be shut up. In the long run Tracy just wants to be loved and accepted and to feel happy about herself. For that to be at all possible much has to remain locked down and hidden from view, which is fine if you dont call yourself a confessional artist.

Whereas I really do show the world everything, also hoping to be loved and accepted, but knowing that it will more likely have the opposite effect and that I will instead be derided and hated.

SL: So you think your smarter than Tracy?

BC: Apparently not. Yes, I’m smarter than Tracy but you could be quite dumb and be smarter than Tracy. I’m just not as rich or famous.

SL: Is that a concern?

BC: I’ve made it very difficult for myself, which I prefer. I prefer to be awake

SL: But despite your criticisms you say you still love Tracy?

BC: I have no problem with her essence. I just don’t condone the work and refuse to be bullied by her. As to her media success, I hope it brings her happiness.

SL: It’s not common knowledge that Tracy actually started out as fashion student or emulated your painting style in the early 80’s. What were your feelings about her borrowings back then?

BC: Once she got going I think she was a strong painter. Apart from getting a bit too close to my work sometimes it was fine. It was my fault really, I was the only person locally (Medway) who liked her work. I encouraged her, but did have to tell her to back off on occasions.

SL: But it doesn’t stop there, does it? As Graham Bendal pointed out in The Spectator; after giving up painting in the 80’s she then reinvented herself as a conceptual artist in the 90’s and your influence, if anything, become stronger. Bendal surgests that her titles, subject matter, and whole persona have been borrowed from Billy Childish and his confessional writing.

BC: Yes

SL: You say that she even refused to use swear words when you first met her?

BC: Yes.

SL: And in the early 80’s she worked for your small press printing your confessional poetry?

BC: Yes

SL: And many of her titles and ideas are just regurgitated paraphrases of your poetry titles and ideas?

BC: Yes, some.

SL: And you published her first collection of writing?

BC: Yes.

SL: Was it confessional?

BC: No, not really.

SL: And her first appearance on national television was with you?

BC: I just let her sit with me whilst I was being interviewed on The Tube, because I knew it would mean a lot to her.

SL: And her first appearance on record was on your independent label, Hangman?

BC: That’s right.

SL: And none of this appears in Tracy Emin’s biography?

BC: No.

SL: This is Tracy Emin, the ‘professor’ of confessional art we are talking about here?

BC: That’s right.

SL: And none of this is acknowledged.

BC: No.

SL:  So why has she, as you put, it airbrushed you out of ther picture?

BC: Firstly becouse she needs to pretend that she invented herself and secondly , and more importanltly, she cant controll me. the rediclious thing is if id of said to her at the time that she couldnt be included in all of these projects, and not hellped her with her drawing or published her little booklet she’d of been very hurt and angry, but now if it is even mentioned that all this rerally happened she is very very hurt and very very angry.

SL: Well doesn’t it bother you that Tracy now denies any debt to you? It would make me furious.

BC: Well there’s not a lot I can do about it, is there. Tracy knows the truth of it, I know the truth of it and God knows the truth of it. It will all come out in the end. luckly this is all published matirial, dated and stamped, even if ignored by her and her biographers.

SL: So,  back to Sex Crimes of the Futcher, are you sure that this is a work of fiction.

BC: All biographys are works of fiction and all good novels have eliments of biography.Which means Sex Crimes of the futcher is a bad Novel. 

BL: I understand that Tracy has already threatened to sew you over its content?

BC: That’s not strictly true. The last time we spoke Trace told me that all my work has to be vetted by her lawyers and that she will be the one who decides what and what not I am allowed to publish.

SL: That’s outrageous. What did you say?

BC: Fine.

SL: So she’s got you then?

BC: No, I haven’t shown Tracy or her lawyers the new novel. Sex Crimes of the Futcher is a book of fiction from cover to cover.

SL: But what if Tracy reads it and recognises herself there on the page?

BC: I cant stop people fantasising themselves into my novels. Just because I identify with Ben Herr doesn’t mean I am Ben Herr. If Tracey imagines she’s Napoleon or Margaret Thatcher, that’s her business.

SL: Well she likened you to Charles Manson in the Evening Standard a couple of years back.

BC: Yes, and I replied in a published letter that “I have never induced any of my followers , male or female, to commit mass murder, and if Tracey chooses to do so it will be entirely of her own free will.” 

SL: Thank you.

____________________________________________________________

A Billy Childish poem:

the professor of

confessional art

sensitive people

notice that my werk is

about the love of nature

only

the

vulger 

belive it to be foul mouthed

an ex girlfriend simmply

wants it banned

and

demands that all of my 

futcher rittings 

be submitted to her loyers 

for vetting

“i will decide if you are allowed to publish or not

nothing of what happened will be known 

whilest i am still alive”

she promises

“fine”

i answer

and i mean it

and 

sinserely wish her victory
