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Alison Jackson uses
lookalikes to explore
the sins of celebrity.
Now shes puttin';z
herself in the frame.
But how far can she
oo hefore her art
passes its sell-by date?
Kathy Brewis reports.
Main photograph by
Julia Fullerton-Batten
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Left: Alison Jackson enjoys the attentions of ‘David
Beckham'. Top: a lookalike Princess Diana and
Dodi with the child they might have had. Above: the
Queen's double gets to work at the kitchen sink
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Rights doad ringers for Tom Cruise and Hatie
Holmes introduce their baby to religion. Below:
2o impersonator gets her hottom toned. Below
right: Eton John's doubie has his derriére waxed

“Iean be a tyrant,” Jackson confesses larer.
“Sometimes vou have t be, with 40 people an
set. | ery not to bose my temper but [ can b
scarches for the right cuphemism.“Firm ™

Today she's polite, amenable, professional. But
theres a touch of St Trintan's about her, as she
reclines sensually and smirks naugheily in a black
Dlazer and knee-length skire that rides up slender
legs ending in spiky Dolce & Gabbana heels As
she orders carl grey tea with honey ir's casy 1o see.
how she gets her own way with a lethal
combination of charm and sutheority.

She went t are school as 2 marure student, in

ehe

her Lite twentics, and at times her cameit
explanations ofher work are reminiscent of
those long student discussions that stretch into
the eardy houss of the night. It really mavers w
her that people understand whae she is orving 1o
when

doy and you carit blame her for hanging
she has been so reviled,

“Sometimes people are confused because
they're expecting to meet someone rude and
arsey;” she says.“T'm trying to raisc questions
about photography and celebrity; 'm less
interested in being a girl with acticude. I'm
not interested in being gratitous 1 like 1o be
thoughe-provoking, but Fim not interested in

wshock valu cally?

"My wark is incredibly improper because we
are improper, a8 3 public, We are insatiably
voyeuristic, in the style of pornography: That's
what 'm investigaring, And as the public gets
ruder. | have to be more improper than them.
We can't get enough of the private lves of the
celebritics who we feel we own. Celebrity is
wanted. Gordon Brown is so disappointing
hecanse he's ebrity. Everyone's relieved
o have someone normal after Blair, but we're
still waiting for his character 1o be revealed”

She claims she isnt really iny

ading Elton John's privac

Shes just portraying what we think we already know

IfT were the real Elvon John, ['d probably notbe
delighted at secing her photo of someone

who looked very much like me having his
backside waxed. But she claimis she isnit really
invading his privacy. She's just portraying what
we think we know already: “People want o
believe their imagination rather than dealing
with gritey reality,” she says. “Because realiy
isincredibly dissppointing”

Ironically, Jackson is guarded abouc her own
personal life. She owns an impressive collection
of sunglasses to hide behind.

m always trying to conceal what I'm really
like.” she langhs. Wha is she really like? “Oh,

God... Very focused. Loval. Fairly real, acrually..”

She sighs, and presses an determinedly with her
main theme: “T'm only controversial if its worth
it. I'rm not just going to cause a noise for the sike
of being noisy. Celebriry has become our folk
religion, celebrities have become saints More
people are interested in celebrity than in Jesus™
She denics thar she's awacking the celebs

themselves, But one wonders if she's on

the same page as the rest of us. Ofthe images.

of Disna, Dodi and baby; she says, 1 was
sensanve to the fact that William and Harry

had just lost a mother [ didn'c want to

hurt their feelings” Some would say that hurt
feetimpswere ineviable

Jackson left school at 18 and worked in
relevision production for several year “luw <2
wounderful tiniogin how to sell something
instantly. My photographs now are designed asa
fast read, based on what I learnt back then” Why
did she quit? “1 was very young, | didn't do my
job well and | wanted to be more creative. Fd
never been to university. So | decaded to stuff it
alland go to college. So 1 did my BA. and my
MA, Irwas a big shock, acrually”

Suddenly, she had no salary and ne surucoare,
Justa bunch of 1B=year=old fellow students and
tutors who gave her a completcly free rein.
“That blew my mind. [twas freaky. frightening.
Exhausting Bur it torally changed my Life”

Hex house is a converted artst’s srudio in
Chelsea, which she renovated from a derelict
state and has adomed with a selection of her own
photographs, blows up tolife-size o larger,
The living area is wonderfully airy, bright and
extremely tasteful (cream walls, pale wooden
floor). Although _. there is 2 huge photograph
ofa masturbating Marilyn Monroe sbove the
grand piana. The only other adormment of note:
isher Bafta statue, which takes pride of place
above her fireplace. As a whole, the place isan
clegant temple to herself

She had a rarefied upbringing her time split
berween her parents’ stately home and boarding
schools. The subject makes her prickly.

“Ifs 50 irrelevant to my life.” she protests.

“Its so far removed from ‘Come and look at my
pile!, Fm just not part of that ac all, Pve always
been uncomforable because some people B




might say that I've had advantages - that I've
had 2 privileged education. Well [ have not

1 had a paid-for education that was appalling.
1leamt to cook, dam socks and get out of
Ferraris elegantly: I was trained 1o be a wife. I
was 100% useless And later | thought, my life is
headed towards being 100% useless So thacs
when [ ook myselfoff to art college. I needed
to carve out something different for myself 1
hope 1 use my brain a bic”

She learme self=reliance the hard way, packed
offto boarding school ar the age of seven
scruel disciplined. cold, claustrophobic.
Absolutely ghastly. It'sa bit like putting a dog in
kennels, isn't it? 1 just remember erving and
crying” She does her best, though, to pura
positive spin on her childhood. “It was very
beautiful. My father was a very eccentric man,
very amusing and my mother had this extreme
interest, this focus on breeding horses, We
children were left very much to dowhat we
wanted to do. We got up to all worts of mischief”

Did her mother love the horses more than
her? “No... well there's always thac very English
thing you're second to the animals. . " She's
laughing gaily as she says this, her best defence.
“She made sure we had everything we wanted, in
the best way she could.” But she wastt
affectionate? Jackson sets her jaw firmly and
speaks slowly. “She wasa very quiet woman
Very quict” Her pacents are both dead now,

She says she expressed hier unhappiness to them, -

But what follows suggests she was unable to. "W
had letter-wnting classes.."Dear Mummy and
Daddy, | played tennis taday, that sort of thing,
Twouldn't dream of blaming my parents for
anything It just is my life. I'm chankful for the
way [was brought up, however difficult it was 1
got through it It must have its advantages [c
st make you able o focus, to concentrate an
‘work because there's nothing else to da”

She wasashy child, and hast't shaken it off iv
«can come across as diffidence. “Terribly,
incredibly shy. Shyness really isut helpful if
you're a doerand you're trying to get stuff done.
Itsa very difficult thing to break out of. A real
handicap” It hasn't held her back

We flick through the boak. There's [Lo
having her famous bottom toncd. There's
Brangelina, with their baby. And Paris Hilton.
“Iove that Paris-in-the-prison-shower
phatograph.” she says, barely repressing her
mirth. “Tt must have been termble for her..”

But s she a one-trick pony nearing her sell-by
date? The faces may change, but how many more
celebrity lookalikes reconstructing what we
imagine we know about the intimate lives of the
rich and famous can we enjoy. before familiarity
with the idea leads to contemp?

“Iwill be doing lots of other things, bur 1 dont
chink Ive finished with this yee. 1 hope | can
change enough for it not to be boring.” she says.

hopefully. It's not that ic's the only thing that [
want to da ic's just right for now.”
Forthcaning projects include 3 hush-hush
television series, which sounds fun. and a new
body of piesures, to do with fantasies of fear.
Interesting She admirs that she can be temifiec
of exposure.“I'm anxious when | know people

are going to disapprove. The anxicty is usually
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redicror of whether a picee of work is worth
doing [ don't geta lot of approval ™
Dogcs that bother her? “Yah, Of course it does.

But there's nothing [ can do about it” Isit painful
when people say that an image just docsrt
look like the person? *] have to just say, 'Shit,
| didke't e ic right thae time | hope it docsn't
happen too ofien. You have to take eriticism.”

ALISON JACKSON: continued

“As soon as you rely on someone else's maney,
you lose yaur freedom. ™ She's not just talking
about her work She cansciously chose

not to be asociety wife. Her description of the
relatonship she's in is evasive, “He's reasonably
long-term... he's just another element.

Even her pioncering grandmother gave up her
carcer and property once she married Jackson
would never follow suit “T want to do things that
Twant o dorather than be dependent on
someone and do what they wane [ wank to carn
my own maney; spend it on what | want, and buy
the house |want to live in”

Many women veamn o be tken care of
muterially. “1 don's” she staves emphatically.
“[ove male company and 1 love being looked
after, but there’s alimit Once you are living.
under somebody else’s roof, with somebody
ghse’s finances looking after you, it's quite
Uifficult to get our of that. Particularly if you
Bave children. Soifyou area frec spinit, you're
stuck. Some marriages are fintastic, aren they,
whre one person helps the other, bue they're
few and far berween.”

Besides, she's having enormous fun sincg she
went blonde. “It's unbelicvable: you get yous
own wary more, everyone smiles. people are so
much nicer, They nush up and give me their
umbrella. I'm blonde and vulnerable. Ifsa
fntastic diversion from serious life* She says she
eries easily, is “extremely sensitive” to how

Left: the spitting Image of Jack Nicholson has fun
in the sun. Below: a Paris Hilton lookalike (left]

“Albmy mother's side of my family are pawesful
women. My grandmother was one of the very
first female doctors, an incredible woman.

She also spent ume in Africa inv uugmng

Ch lavery..

‘mother was also an cxtremely strong woman.
She hada hugely privileged life, and yer

she had to fight health difficultics because

she was operating out of a wheelchair”

She was? Suddenly | have a little more
sympathy for chis chilly womar. “She was out
riding, her horse fell down a rabbit hole and she
broke her neck. Tused to nide but [ diditwant ta
after that A C1-C2 break isa Christopher
Reeeve situation, and she was anc of the firt C1-
€25 1o survive. She was a success story. But really
wough —you have w have an sbsolute will to live.

She admits that she can be terrified of exposure. Tm
anxious when I know people are going to disapprove

Fora lot of people, her work is just amusing or
clse not very; they never go that seep further that
she wamts them to ke, That bothers her. “T wane
people to see the other Layers = how you want w
believe a phictograph, bow you get seduced byt
imto believing it's something that could be real”
Nest time we meet, she has given some
thought te the question of'what makes her rick.

people treat her, but she's also able to summan
up & thick skin if necessary: “I'm a worrier but |
channel it into doing something™

In her house there is a very funmy head shot of
Jackson herself as a grumpy Diana, whom she
actually met socially in her late teens when she
was just Dtana Speneer. Now; thongh, Jacksen is
only interested in the persona, the myth, Gening
in characver was a challenge, she savs = not least
Keeping her cyes open as wide 23 Diana did o
maintam that surcly rehearsed poor-nie
expression. “I's very hard work to get the white
under theirises, | don't know how she did ivall
the time. The Diana lookalike had to give itup,
she found it too much.”

The lookalikes suffer the same unmm\\.‘l

Secing that makes me probably able ro deal with
things. And [ think my grandmother was
mativated 1o become one of the first women
doctors because she saw her brather die of
preumonia. She eoubdnt save his life. So [ thank 2
near-death situation can be a motivator”

Waow! When she opens up she is likable and
unusual Her sutonomy is important w her. %>

affectionate. 1 love doing the Queen. She's got
e top job, she does it very well. She's 3 woman,
and she's fabulows - focused, disciplined. In my
mind she lives quite a normal life, probably feeds
her dogs. It dido't surprise me at all when all
those Tupperware stories came out. love the
idea thar she might fill her own hot-water bortde,
T think they're such a woniderful family”

Can Jackson really claim ta bean Artist? She
was aceepted onto the MA sculpture course at
the Royal Academy; which is an accolade; only
three people a vear are invited. She tumed it
down, opting instead for the Royal College of
Are, where, she says there was more disloguc,
mare criticism. She's nothing if not brave.

I lere'sa clue to her mlent—one giant

highsand fows as the
apparently, “Celebrity propels you ontoan
adrenaline level which remaoves you —it's almost
an out-af-bady expericnce. Peaple rush up to
you kiss vou, curtsey, tell you all sore of things™
Then filming comes to an end and the Jookalikes
don't know what to do with themselves —
Jackson likens itto rock stars coming off stage.
Members of the public donlt seem to care
if they're gerting the real thing or not. Her
Richard Gere was mobbed by young women
who sat on his lap and got their wops off. Even
though they knew it wasn't really Gere acall.
Often overlooked is the fact that many of her
portraits, especially of the rovals, are very

debr h

h in her house thar stands oue from
[hl others It has never heen published or
shewn publicly. The lighting might have been
dome by El Greeo— you can just make out the
head and hand of s figure emerging from the
darkness around him. I¢'s subsle, painterly
extraordinary. She shows me another, a naked
female Christ on the cross. As she says herself it
sounds crass, but it’s a curiously quict. saill,
beautiful image. And these early works suggest
thac Jackson will surprisc us vee @

Confidentiel by Alison Jackson,is published by
Taschen on September 28, a1 £24.99. I is
available at the BaoksFirst price of £22.50, including
postage and packing, Tel: 0870 165 83835




