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Turner prize winner Charlotte
Prodger on gender confusion, ‘filthy’
iPhones and solitude 4

Charlotte Higgins -' t

Prodger’s film Bridgit takes the viewer inside her head as she
searches for identity both at home and in the Scottish landscape.
She talks about her early working life, encounters in public toilets
and fighting the label ‘iPhone artist’

fthe annual Turner prize may be seen as a rough-and-ready barometer

of British art and British preoccupations, this year’s exhibition gives a

fairly unambiguous reading of the cultural weather. Consisting entirely

of work in film, video and moving image, it is devoid of those Turner
prize staples of high jinks, daft humour and goofy provocation. Instead, its
subjects include state-sponsored violence, fake news and the shattering
limbo of being a refugee. One of the shortlisted artists, the multi disciplinary
collective Forensic Architecture, uses techniques including investigative
journalism to question the accuracy of an account by the Israeli police of a
confrontation that led to two deaths in a Bedouin village in the Negev Desert.
Another, Naeem Mohaiemen, has offered an oddly compelling film, lasting
an hour and a half, centred on the 1973 Non-Aligned Countries conference,
complete with archive footage of Madame Binh and Yasser Arafat. It is
serious art for serious times, and feels completely right just now.
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The winner, announced on Tuesday night, was the 44-year-old Glasgow-
based Charlotte Prodger, for a delicate, multilayered, poetic film, shot
entirely on her iPhone. Compared with other shortlisted artists, it might
seem domestic, interior - but it is no less political and no less of the moment.
Filmed around her flat as she recovered from surgery, and in Scotland’s
forests and on its simmering grey seas, it explores her own queer identity in a
way that touches on deep history, wide-open landscapes and the politics of
isolation and connection, separation and union, quoting from her own
diaries as well as drawing on other texts such as Julian Cope’s The Modern
Antiquarian. When the prize was announced at Tate Britain in London, she
sat completely still for a moment, stunned, while her proud dad leaped to his
feet and cheered.

Delighted and shocked, she is still trying to take in the win when we meet
the next morning. The £25,000 prize money will come in handy. “I’ll be
living off it - my rent, my studio rent, my living costs, my materials,” she
says. Like the others who were shortlisted this year, her kind of work is not
easily commodifiable. She is certainly not one of the handful of artists
making a mint from the globalised art market.
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In her acceptance speech, Prodger made pointed reference to Scotland’s
continued commitment to a free university education. Born in
Bournemouth, she grew up mostly in Aberdeenshire after her father moved
there to work as an engineer; her mother was a secretary and researcher. She
left school with two highers - not enough to get her a place at university. She
took a couple of vocational courses (including one in photography) and did a
variety of jobs: “I worked in a sandwich shop, a jumper shop, in the Kodak
lab in a branch of Boots in Edinburgh, in call centres, doing data input,
cleaning” It was working as a life model at the Edinburgh College of Art that
introduced her to artists and contemporary art. At 23, she got a portfolio
together and applied to do art as a mature student. She studied at
Goldsmiths in London and later, the Glasgow School of Art.
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Her film, Bridgit, takes its title from an ancient goddess of that name. At one
point a voiceover talks of the alternative names for the deity, which, it says,
have shifted over time and place. Bridgit’s is an unstable, contingent identity
that nonetheless offers some hope of a matrilineal, non-patriarchal
prehistory; later, the film refers to the theorist, artist and writer Sandy Stone,
who, via working as a sound engineer, built her own computer and worked
with the lesbian separatist label Olivia Records. At another point, Prodger
describes being a teenager in Aberdeenshire, working in a care home in the
early 1990s, taking acid and ecstasy in her downtime, while, unknown to her,
the musician and antiquary Cope was ranging over the neolithic sites of her
home county, thick with standing stones and stone circles, which he
described as “bang in the middle of the Great Mother’s heart”. Prodger was
trying to work out how to be a young gay woman; here were signs in the
landscape that she had yet to read.
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