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Gilbert @ George

Gilbert AND George
b 1 B D | Oy
Wil F L EN ON

DUNGCAN FALLOWELL

LONDON. The pictures begin in this city.

“London is the only up-to-date place in the world,” says George, lighting a cigarette. He
smokes a great deal. “London is raw, it’s animal. But we don’t go out much. Sometimes 6
months go by and we haven’t been into the West End.”

“When we visit Europe,” says Gilbert (who doesn’t smoke), “or New York, those places
seem so provincial.”

“In London everyone can have an opinion,” says George.

ENGLAND. Gilbert: “England has the most multiracial society in Europe, and the
young people of England are the most visually-orientated people in the world.”

HOME. They sharean early 18th century house in the East End of London. The house is
honey wood inside — floorboards, panelled walls, wooden staircase — and creaks like an
old ship as you move around in it. The rooms are filled with 19th century gothic furni-
ture, and cupboards and horizontal surfaces are crammed with collections of Victorian
pottery of an extreme, almost Martian weirdness.

GILBERT. Bornin the Dolomites of North Italy, 1943. Physically looser than George
and less studied in manner. He speaks with a continental accent which is noticeable but
not intrusive.

GEORGE. Born Devon, England, 1942. Speaks in a voice whose composure and fine-
ness of tone are at first rather startling. “Unfortunately I had elocution lessons when I
was young,” he says. Schoolmasterly.

DUNCAN FALLOWELL isanovelist based in London. This is a non-fiction piece.
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Gilbert & George

THEIR DIFFERENCES. “I'm small, he’s big; he has glasses, I don’t. Inside there are
differences too. But it’s not a good idea to ask us about those,” says Gilbert.

“We don’t think about them,” says George.

“We are 2 complete individuals. That’s part of our strength,” says Gilbert.

“That’s what «we» is,” says George.

“When was your last row?”

“We never stop rowing in a sense,” says George.

LIVING SCULPTURES. They adopt a pose for hours or perform a task repeatedly.
“Do you have to make sure you have a pee beforehand?”

“No,” says Gilbert. “We just get up on the platform and do it. Then after 8 hours we stop
and come down.”

“A policeman is a kind of living sculpture,” says George, “or a guardsman at Bucking-
ham Palace.”

Living sculptures/dead people. They haven’t done these lately.

SELVES. They are shy men. They often include photographs of themselves in their
pictures. Why?

“Because,” says George, “we want the viewers to be always reminded that we are
speaking to them.”

But it is the picture that speaks. Obsession with self hides behind a robotic streamlining
of the personality. The obverse of shyness is exhibitionism.

ART. “We want people to bring their life to our exhibitions, not their knowledge of art,”
says George. “Irue art has to overcome and speak across the barriers of knowledge. We
are opposed to art that isabout art. A load of string stuck on a wallisn’t art —it’s a trick. We
believe that art has a real function to advance civilisation.” Art talk... Meanwhile their
pictures flower forth into fundamental splendour.

THEIR RELATIONSHIP. Georgesays “Itissuchanidioticidea that anartist hasto
be 1. In other aspects of life it is 2 — or more.”

“Have you ever been tempted, since you came together, to work apart?”

“No. We are interested in what we dread, what we think, as opposed to what Gilbert fears
and what I fear. It is like issuing a statement from a Board of Governors.”

“Are you lovers?”

“We don’t want to tell journalists what we do or don’t do with our dicks, gobs, bums
and hands, either with each other or with anybody else.”

SHOPPING. George: “We don’t do shopping. We order things over the phone.”
Gilbert: “In bulk. We don’t need to buy food. We don’t eat here. Ever. We eat in the local
café.2 meals a day. Breakfast and lunch. And we might eat in a restaurant in the evening if
we are still hungry.”

They demonstrate their kitchen, full of wood and outlandish pottery like the other rooms,
except that in the corner, like a naughty boy, are sink and draining board, electric kettle
and carton of longlife milk. That’s it. Nothing else. Not even a fridge. But they are not anti-
modern. Their studio has the latest equipment. And there is a television upstairs. George
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Gilbert @ George

finds the News soothing. Gilbert likes English soap operas, not American ones.
ALCOHOL. George drinks more than Gilbert.

MONEY. Gilbert pours tea and George says “Compared to many of our contempora-
ries, we are quite rich... We've always lived from our work. We’ve had to.”

SUNSHINE. George: “It’s too cheerful for us. We’re very interested in misery.”

SEX. Gilbert: “Yes, we're very interested in sex. And in sexy art.”

Often their pictures confront us with the animal aspect of our nature. The animal in us
must not be rejected. It must be understood. Truth is never sordid. Only lies are sordid.
The visceral hit is something they have in common with Francis Bacon - after seeing
those works one likewise emerges in a state of sexual aliveness. Such artists try to go deep
to where we are uncooked, unprepared, new. Other contemporary artists seem effete.

LOVE. Burning Love. Love. Naked Love. Various Loves, Coloured Loves... Love
Lake... Death on Hope with Love...

GILBERT & GEORGE. They both come from “poor country families” in George’s
words. They both wear the same clothes (but different colours). And wear the same style of
clothes every day. George: “It means we don’t have to think about what to wear. It saves time.”

DEATH. George: “We'’re very conscious of having limited time. There’s urgency.”

How ToO MAKE A PICTURE. Gilbert: “First you do your living. And the suffer-
ing. Amazing feelings of unhappiness inside. Then you search for the pictures to visualise
that.”

George: “We make a lot of notes and sketches round the table in the beginning. By the
time we go into the studio, it’s all set.

The form is cool (technological); the content is warm (human).”

SuUcCCESS. Gilbert & George run forward without permission.

THE ENGLISH COUNTRYSIDE. “We’re never there,” says George.
“If we want landscape, we go to Kew Gardens,” says Gilbert.

“Do you drive?”

“No,” says Gilbert.

“Luckily,” says George.

“Bus. Walk,” says Gilbert.

“Taxi,” says George.

HOME CONTINUED. “We've been here almost 20 years,” says George. “When we
first came it was completely Jewish and very run down. Then it was completely Maltese.

Then it was completely Indian. Now it’s getting a bit trendy, but we don’t mind, we’re not
snobbish.”
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Gilbert & George

The house is in beautiful condition after years of painstaking repair. It is sparklingly clean.
A man comes once a week to clean it.

“If it caught fire, what would you grab on the way out?”

“Nothing,” says Gilbert. “We'd just start again somewhere else.”

M AN. Gilbert: “Some artists use landscape to say what they want. Or fruit. We use men
and boys. There’s a lot of work to be done on men. It’s a Greek idea to concentrate on the
man.”

George: “We find them around here. We've got a young friend who brings his friends. Or
we see someone in the street and say «Have you got an hour to spare?».”

Gilbert: “We pay them all! That’s important. They are just human beings. That’s what we
like. They shouldn’t have an image.”

W OMAN. George: “If you are on a train and talk to the person opposite and say you are
an artist, they always think you paint naked ladies — and shag them afterwards. The
image of the woman is very abused — not only in art but also in advertising —and used-up
in a way.”

Gilbert: “We have a lot of women followers. Women get very sexed-up by ourart. We like
that.”

FEAR AND LONELINESS. “What frightens you?”

“Everything frightens us,” says George, lighting a cigarette.

“Does death frighten you?”

“No,” says George.

“Life frightens us,” says Gilbert. “That’s why we collect things - as a buffer against that.
We think everyone is afraid.”

“Do you experience loneliness?”

“Of course,” says George. “We have many works on that subject.”

“What makes you happy?”

“That’s not one of our interests,” says George. “What makes us scared? Being asked why
we are happy!”

COLOUR. Gilbert: “People are shocked by our colour.” People are frightened of being
drenched.

RELIGION. The artist in his centre is free from all religions, all propaganda, all
upholstery, all bits.

URBAN VIOLENCE (MADRID I). The Spanish Parliament is opening and the
students are rioting: they roar like a football crowd: water cannon, tear gas, mounted
police charge.

MADRID II. The American girl was unhappy inlove and said “I think your pictures
are C for cunt, R for rectum, A for anus, and P for prick.” Then she went to her room and
cried.

Later she said “I don’t think Gilbert liked it. He just sat there rubbing his shoes together.
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Gilbert & George

But you see, he asked me what I thought of them.” The next day she said “I'm sorry about
last night. But their pictures make me panicky.”

MADRID III. Lady Mary Gordon-Lennox, the British Ambassador’s wife, is burning
brightly in a gas blue dress with a black & gold striped tiger at her throat. She says “Do
you know what? I just said to Gilbert «Are you going to the Prado?» and he said «No,
I hate old art.» How can he not be curious? God, its quite a week! We've got Ben
Nicholson on Friday.”

MADRID IV. A fish restaurant. “Do you know that remark of Noél Coward’s?” asks
the Art Critic. “Hed been reading Wilenski’s book on modern French painting and
Coward said «Wilenski talks a lot about emotional force and constant functional forms
etc. Then you turn to the illustration and find a square lay with 3 tits and a guitar up her
crotch!».”

Georges says “It’s much the best thing to be lower class about art.”

MADRID V. Through the Parque del Retiro to the Palacio de Velazquez, an elegant
iron and glass structure from the 19th century.

“It was built at the end of the last century to celebrate Spain’s loss of the Philippines,” says
George, standing very erect in the centre of it, holding a cigarette between his 3rd and 4th
fingers. On distant walls the vivid photopieces soak into the Spanish air. His eyes glint
behind the spectacles and he says “How’ that girl to-day? She deserves a kick up the
bum.”

One of Gilbert & George’s assistants says “Her reaction was a good example of G & G
bringing up what’s inside you.”

W ORDS. Titles are important (poetry, the event). Manifestos are unimportant (justifi-
cation after the event). The pictures are rich in meaning/content; the title is one crucial
trigger for this.

VICES. Gilbert: “We probably have them all.”
George: “We don’t run away from the things inside ourselves.”

CRYING. “Gilbert cries at films and soap operas. I cry at real things. That’s the differ-
ence. I get moved to tears quite regularly.”

“I cry at any film if it’s romantic,” says Gilbert.

“Would you describe yourselves as romantic?”

“Absolutely not,” says Gilbert.

“It’s a derogatory term,” says George.

“Is classical a derogatory term?”

“No. We would use that of ourselves,” says George.

ON THE CREST OF A WAVE. Gilbert: “We accept life asit is, we accept it all. We
never dislike a piece of ours. It just part of life.”

George: “And we never have to decide what piece to do next. However we are, we do that.
There’s no choosing.”
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Gilbert & George

PENIS. George: “The art critic Edward Lucie-Smith was furious that one of our pieces
had a penisinit.Itook him to task on the phone —the only time we’ve ever resonded in this
way —Isaid I was amazed because museums are filled with penises, the National Gallery,
the British Museum, I said you can even find them in trousers. Panic immediately! A few
yearslater heinvited us to take part in a group show in Liverpool and wrote us a letter say-
ing but no cocks please.”

The desire for castration is a strange desire. The male is inescapable.

THE FEMININE. Gilbert & George bring out the feminine in the man, with flowers
and plants, evocations of insecurity, tenderness, coquetry, dreaming...

THE FEMALE. The iris flower. The cleft tongue. Much female imagery. An anusis a
rose is a vagina. Metaphors of parturition. The female is inescapable.

EviL. “Who is the most evil person you've ever met?”

Gilbert tightens his mouth, picks up a teaspoon, and slides his eyes across to George.
“Should I tell him?”

George buys several seconds’ time by having a slow pull on his cigarette and then replies
“Mmm, yes, absolutely,” exhaling a cloud of smoke.

Gilbert turns back and says “The vicar. Our vicar. He did a big piece against us on televi-
sion.”

“He hurt us very much. We haven’t really recovered,” says George quietly. “He’s not
really our vicar. 'm Methodist and Gilbert is Catholic by upbringing. But he’s the local
vicar. Our neighbour for years. Always very polite — and his family even more so.”
“More tea?” interposes Gilbert.

“Then, one day, a television team came here to make a documentary about us... We were
watching the documentary on television,” says George. “Suddenly the fucking vicar
comes on the screen! We knew nothing about it. He said horrible things and ended up by
saying we were sick, sad and serious — as in this is a serious matter.”

“Well, we are serious,” says Gilbert. “We did one piece called Shitted -

“Shithead?”

“Shitted,” repeats Gilbert. “He was devastated that we portrayed human shit.”

“That hypocrisy. The way he pretended to be so neighbourly, but all the time... well, since
then he hasn’t been able to face us in the street,” says George. “He always dodges us. We
don’t want to shock. We want to unshock.”

“Why shouldn’t shit be normal?” asks Gilbert.

DEATH CONTINUED. “Have you made a will?”
“We haven’t thought about that,” says George, lighting another cigarette.

THE CULT OF PERSONALITY. Images of self. Very romantic. The last ghetto to
be escaped.
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Gilbert @ George

Gilbert v George
G T e e gl 0 e b i Diw'h i
BESCHRIEBEN

DUNCAN FALLOWELL

LoNDON. Die Bilder beginnen in dieser Stadt.

«London ist die einzig wirklich moderne Stadt der Welt», meint George, wihrend er sich
eine Zigarette anziindet. Er raucht ziemlich viel. «London ist roh, es ist animalisch.
Aber wir gehen nicht sehr viel aus. Manchmal verstreichen sechs Monate, ohne dass wir
im West End gewesen wdren.»

«Immer wenn wir den Kontinent besuchen», fiahrt Gilbert fort (der nicht raucht), «oder
New York, dann erscheinen uns diese Orte so provinziell. »

«In London kann jeder seine Meinung haben», meint George.

ENGLAND. Gilbert: «England verfigt iiber die rassenmdssig am stirksten durch-
mischte Gesellschaft Europas, und die englischen Jugendlichen sind die am stirksten visuell
orientierten Menschen auf der Welt.»

ZUHAUSE. Gilbert und George teilen ein Haus aus dem frihen 18. Jahrhundert im
Londoner East End. Innen ist das Haus mit honigfarbenem Holz ausgekleidet: Riemenbiden,
getdfelte Winde, Holztreppe. Und es knirscht wie ein altes Boot, wenn man sich darin be-
wegt. Die Zimmer sind voll von neugotischen Mobeln aus dem 19. Jahrhundert. Schrinke und
Ablageflichen sind vollgestellt mit viktorianischer Keramik von bizarrer Fremdheit.

GILBERT. Geboren in den Dolomiten, Norditalien, 1943. Physisch lockerer als George
und weniger einstudierte Manieren. Er spricht mit einem kontinentalen Akzent, der erkennbar,
keineswegs aber aufdringlich ist.

DUNCAN FALLOWELL ist Schriftsteller und lebt in London. Dieser Text ist nicht fiktiv.
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Gilbert & George

CECIL BEATON, PORTRAIT OF GILBERT & GEORGE, 1974





















