Transcript of interview with Joni Grace Indolent, 2021, by Mish Green and Emil Green

Mish Green reads intro: Just a quick heads up at the top of this episode to let you know that it contains brief and passing mention of suicide, of domestic abuse and the use of a transphobic slur (in context). None of these are dwelt on, but if that feels like something that you are not up for today, please do feel free to slide on by and we will catch you another time or at the next episode. I will also leave some resources to trans-specific domestic violence services in the show notes simply because that is something that is so desperately needed and not always accessible to everyone that needs it. So check the show notes for those links.
<twinkly piano scale marks the intro>
Welcome to the TransBareAll podcast, a limited series where you get to know trans and non-binary artists, writers and creators, and if after listening you find yourself wanting some more you can grab the TBA anthology of new writing and art at our online shop at https://transbareall.bigcartel.com. And: ‘till the end of August there is 20% off which will cover postage within the UK. 
TBA has been creating residential events for trans people in the UK since 2009 and the retreats take place in a beautiful rural location in the north of England. If you want to know more about the retreats, please visit the TBA website at https://transbareall.co.uk that's TRANS BARE ALL dot co dot uk, and of course I’m going to put links to all of this in the show notes so you can point and click. 
<twinkly music ends> 
Before I introduce you to our guest, the trans artist I want you to know about this week is a poet, a ‘zine-maker, a video maker and *absolutely* lovely. He read at the open mic for one of the online launches of the TBA anthology and was so warm and heartfelt and charming and smart. This artist is The Mollusc Dimension. He has a very punk sensibility and like the guest that we’re going to talk to today, Joni, he works across a lot of different art forms and creative intersections, and most recently he has been using his art to talk about corona-racism against East and Southeast Asians. 
The Mollusc Dimension is an escaped classical pianist, a prolific songwriter and composer. He's transqueerian. He is British-born Chinese and he is middle-aged; a set of identities that’s led him to decades of guilt for merely existing and a sense of shame in daring to take up space. Oh my gosh, I hear that one <sigh>. His portfolio spans comics and ‘zines and improv comedy and poetry, and DIY video making and community public initiatives and over 1.5 decades of teaching experience. That is one of the reasons why I wanted to introduce you to his work today before we speak to Joni Grace Indolent. I think that they have some interesting crossovers in what they do, especially in their multiform approaches. 
So, since 2007, The Mollusc Dimension’s creative work has been toured around the UK and has been screened and performed in Europe, in the US, in Asia and in Australia. He believes that decolonizing education, intersectional feminism and trans rights have crucial benefits for people of all backgrounds and ages. Indeed <sigh>. I will leave links to his work in the show notes and you may also wish to just search Instagram for themolluscdimension - you will find him and his work there. 
I want to introduce you to another multiform artist, as someone who also has built a really interesting and multidimensional home inside DIY and integrity:
Joni Grace Indolent is an artist from Manchester, best known for her monochromatic, punk DIY aesthetic. She combines photography, inks, paints and digital manipulation to create striking and thought-provoking imagery. Her work can be found in the form of posters, clothing and accessories for her own brand, Indolent Clothing, as well as for a variety of independent musicians. A prolific graffiti artist and live art competition winner, she specialises in philosophical, cultural and political statement pieces where she draws influence from classic movie posters, from late 19th / 20th century propaganda, from mediaeval woodcut prints and from documentary photography. 
I *loved* speaking with Joni. She’s the kind of artist I would describe as a force of nature because who she is and what she stands for comes through in her work and in her voice, and in her incredible energy, and she's constantly in motion. So while we spoke, alongside my co-conspirator Emil Green, she was bouncing on the yoga ball that serves as her desk chair, and this motion really shows itself in the things that she makes, in the places that she takes them. 
Yesterday I was reading a post by the indigenous nature activist Pinar Ateş Sinopoulos-Lloyd, who you might also have come across as Queer Quechua, where they talked about how art school had taught them a colonial approach to art making. So: art made by yourself, separate from the community, art as an extraction, art as a product. And that years later they rediscovered their joy in connection when they began making *in* community, *in* the traditions of their ancestors as a parallel and shared experience, and I thought of Joni. I thought of our conversation, the way that Joni makes and shares her art is so tied to connection and community, and a really generous collaborative spirit. 
Maybe you long for this in your life today. Or maybe you remember it, or miss it. The creative DIY energy of your own past, whether that's part of music, or activist circles, or the community potlucks that your aunties made with love and very little fanfare, either and all of these ways. I think this episode is especially for you.
<twinkly piano interlude sound>
Emil: I was amazed with what we sort of got sent through to us because everyone was just so authentic and doing something they wanted to do… didn’t really…
Joni: Mmm, the book’s *amazing*. It’s introduced me to some incredible artists. What you managed to pull together was amazing.
Emil: Yeah, absolutely blown away. And yeah, absolutely loved your piece in there as well so… you’ve definitely affected a lot of people.
Mish: ‘Lost Souls’ is the name of your piece. You painted this in a live art session.
Joni: Yeah, it was… when was it? It was 2018, it was an Art Battle up at Hatch, which I won and loads of people were coming up afterwards. It was basically a competition, you know, it was… it was about taking part, it wasn’t about being anything. (Mish: Yeah) It was attended by the mayor of Manchester and it was to raise funds for homeless charities in the area. Ahh so with that in mind, basically the floating bodies idea is: when my head gets a bit chaotic and a bit busy and my anxiety a bit gets through the roof, I sometimes kinda think I can see figures that I used to think were kinda ghostly, but they’re not, it’s just my overactive imagination. But then sometimes I would dream also about… I’ve always had dreams of flying but I remember having a dream while I was up in Robin Hood’s Bay on the North-East coast. And in this dream there were people just standing on the rooftops and some of them were just gently rising, and I didn’t find it scary at all, I found it really quite soporific. I scribbled that down donkeys years ago, so when I knew that this Art Battle was gonna be raising funds for homelessness that got me to thinking: OK, well the mayor’s gonna be there, so let’s integrate the town hall and a lot of people don’t see homeless people. There’s a lot of invisibility, it’s like an invisible part of the population (Mish: Yeah) pretty much people used to not see. 
People might say I’m being unkind, but 90% of the population don’t see what’s right there, regardless. So I got the idea thinking about the floating bodies: of like what would happen if that 90% don’t see all these people, what if all the homeless people suddenly flew… and populated the sky. And then I thought people would possibly notice then. So that’s where the original idea came from.  And I did it, I did a test piece, I had… umm what did I have to do, to? 30 minutes, so I ran some media tests in the back garden, chose the paints that were gonna dry quickly, chose the paint pens, did a mockup of it, which I ended up selling actually. And then created the final piece, which also sold, to a private collector. 
But the message has gone on to just be… it’s not just about homelessness, it’s about anybody who’s invisible in the community. Because it’s about the LGBT community as well. How many people live a not integrous life, to just fit in and get on, in thousands of different ways. We’re very fortunate, I’m very fortunate to live in central Manchester, but I’ve spent time in smaller villages. I spent a lot of time in my youth in a small village, and it’s not as easy in those places, in a lot of places, you know, in a lot of towns. So a lot of people are invisible, or forcing themselves into boxes or being square pegs in round holes, but what if all of them rose up? That became what the picture kinda means now.
Mish: That’s stunning.
Emil: So powerful.
Mish: It really is, ‘cause you, you’re right. There’s so many people who are in multiple parts of the population who *are* completely invisible, or who are, are being made invisible, you know. (Joni: Yes) that it’s not just a neutral thing, it is an *act* (Joni: It is) It is a violence, it is all of that. All of that.
Joni: It is one of the most violent acts - to be made to be invisible and/or disposable.
Mich: And I think it’s especially pertinent like, now. I mean, I moved to Manchester in ‘99 (Joni: Yeah) and since then I've seen that there's just more and more of an explosion in people who are street homeless in the centre and the city responding by essentially criminalising homelessness. The people who are noticing what’s right in front of them. There's a lot to say. There's a lot to do. There's a lot to make and using your art as a form of activism I think is really necessary. 
Joni: I went through… post divorce I went through a period of homelessness myself as well.  And I’ve lost and rebuilt, quite a number of times actually. So there is a very, very tenuous and trivial, almost disposable link to what I do that I literally… I don’t want to spend more than maybe £10 on some paints or something like that. I don’t need to have an iMac or anything like that. I’ve got a three year old phone that’s absolutely smashed to shit on the back and held together with sellotape, but it still works fine and its camera is great so I don’t need a really expensive camera. I think from being what I’ve been through and having gone through a period of homeslessness as well I don’t want to own or possess anything, to create what I need to create, that can’t be very, very quickly and easily replaced or put in a bag so that I can run.
Mish: Yeah, and that it’s in you. You’re taking that (Joni: mmm) with you inside you. There’s something that’s really healing and like self affirming about that. A huge amount of your art is something that you’re bringing with you. Wherever you go, wherever you’re you know… Whatever situations you’re being thrown into. Yeah. I had a period of homelessness myself that has just… I don’t think that ever leaves you, once you’ve (Joni: no) experienced that, you’re always going to be bringing that with you. Yeah.
Joni: These things stick with you, they mould you, they’re part of your history. They’re your story. They can be inspiration as well as misery at times.
Mish: Yeah, inspiration and also just knowledge. There’s a deep knowledge. There’s things that we learn from going through the hard shit and like OK, I’m actually I’m going to use this you know. I’m not going to just carry this with me as this is one of my bowling balls that I have to carry around like. You know (Joni: Exactly, just go *whistles*) this is material. Yeah, what can I make out of this thing?
Joni: Yeah. Exactly.
Mish: What can I smash with this thing?
Joni: Yeah, absolutely. It’s like I used to… uh, a particularly bad period of my mental health, I used to try to envisage that it would feel like ghosts were following me and sometimes getting a bit too close or trying to tread on my coat tails. All those ghosts are still there, but I feel they’re like just hovering on my shoulders now. Like this presence and they’re all there just waiting, ready to go <laughs> in a kinda weird spookyass kind of way. But they’re with me now, they’re not against me. It’s a constant evolution and it depends on … especially in the case of like the piece that I’m talking about, the piece that I created. It had the nucleus of an idea. A long, long, long, long time ago I got invited to take part in an art battle, which is where I created that piece. I implemented the original idea into a concept which supported the charitable side of the art battle, but since it’s been created it’s ended up being used by a lot of other people. By a friend of mine who’s a professional musician, for an ad campaign a couple of years ago, and it’s ended up evolving because other people read their own stories into it and their own meanings. 
Mish: It feels like chaos is running things right now, as it always has been, but it feels really palpable at the moment, doesn’t it? It certainly does to me.
Joni: I can cope with chaos. If things just go a bit too normal… if I’m not doing 500 things at once or there’s something chaotic happening (Mish: yeah), I feel very very uneasy.
Mish: And I can see that in your art. It’s really visible (Joni: mm) that you're actively working with that, that’s not something that you're trying to push away. I think I must’ve come across photos from you doing this on one of your socials about the live art stuff that you do (Joni: yeah) which sounds terrifying, amazing, exciting…
Joni: It’s such a rush.
Mish: And so different from the kind of ‘the artist retreats into a secret little cave, they make a thing, perfect it, they polish it and then out it goes.’ I’d love to hear more about that. How did you start doing that? Why did you start doing that?
Joni: I could ramble about this for hours and hours and hours. I suppose I’ve always been active with arts in one way, shape or form, for decades. I’ve trained. I’ve got a degree in medical illustration, so I spent a bunch of years drawing dead bodies, that was nice.
Mish: Amazing.
Joni: But there’s no money in it, you know, there’s absolutely no money in it at all. While I was studying that, I was already a musician from age 16, I was in the punk scene and skate scene, so there’s a lot of that influence that was going along. And as I was younger, it was just chaos for the sake of chaos, you know? And then started to build a career out of it and became a pro musician and design all our own merch and all our own material. This was back in the late 90s, early 2000s. But there was a lack of integrity to all my work at the time, because I always felt like my gender identity at the time was… it was the world’s worst kept secret, but it was still a secret. And I always had to rein myself in a little bit, because I was actually fearful of my own work outing me. So it was even more vague, ambiguous and subliminal. And then I went through a horrible period of depression, where I didn't do anything for a long time. And then kickstarted it back up again about 10 years ago. Still wasn’t publicly out, but when I did finally come out officially, it’s like, “Noo, this has gone on too long. This is me. Guess what?” And everyone’s like, “We know!” <laughs>. And it’s like, “’Course you do.” But as soon as I was honest with myself and the people around me, that integrity came back into my artwork.
Mish: Yes.
Joni: So I didn’t have to hide anything, I could just go… I could be profane, I could be grotesque, I could be subliminal and be obvious about it. I found myself again. After being truly truthful to myself, I found myself again with honesty and integrity. And it reminded me of what it was like 30 years ago, where I’d just go, “Fuck yeah, let’s do it!” and just throw yourself into it, and the joy of it. And it’s terrifying. It’s absolutely terrifying. But it’s such a rush. So when it all kicked off, I really started stepping out of my comfort zone. But in turn – I’ve actually said this before to a few people I’ve worked with – I actually found myself stepping IN to my comfort zone (Mish: Yes!) ironically. Because it is just a rush. And I don’t care! It doesn’t matter. I don’t care if I make a fool of myself or if it all fucks up. I’ll throw a rock star strop and kick shit all over the place, or I’ll just walk away and go and get a drink. It doesn’t matter (Mish: Yeah). It’s all part of the theatre. It’s not just about, “Oh, I’m just gonna sit here and do this. Shhhh! <whispers> I’m working.” (Mish: yeah). It’s more about “Rahhhh!” <Mish chuckles>. “Put that there! Do that! Bandages! Rah!”
Mish: And that really full-bodied visceral embracing the moment (Joni: mm). I need to back up and ask you a question just for anyone who’s not familiar with live art and with what you’ve just been describing in a very practical sense. This is what I saw (Joni: yeah) - tell me if this is correct - is a bunch of easels set up, a bunch of materials, a bunch of artists, making things in real time.
Joni: That’s it (Mish: yeah?). Yeah. That’s exactly it. The first one I did was in... 2018. I won that one and that was the picture that you got in the book, that primarily we’re talking about. And I did another one in 2019, which was part of Art Battle which has been on TV and all kinds of stuff. I didn’t win that one, but I sold the piece. You know. That was great. That had a massive crowd, it was in Manchester Art Gallery, there were people above us and on walkways, it was… <gasps> such a rush. I got so drunk afterwards <laughs>.
Mish: That is so beautiful. There is a really direct line between your past work as a musician and coming up through the punk scene, which… I think we might be around the same age, the late 90s, I was like “I… need to make some things!” (Joni: Yeah!) “I need to just do stuff with what’s around me.” And that energy was very much part of that time. It’s exciting to hear you… I don’t wanna say ‘reclaim’ because that sounds like a moving backwards (Joni: mm) and it doesn’t sound like… You’ve very much moved forwards, bringing all of that with you as well as all the new stuff. The old-new stuff (Joni: Yeah!). The stuff that was there that you’ve just opened up a suitcase and gone “boosh”, here we are - that’s incredibly powerful.
Joni: It’s like rebooting.
Mish: Yeah!
Joni: It’s control alt delete (Mish: yeah). It was all starting to gather a load of speed, a load of speed, and then at the start of 2020, I’d done a load more modelling, I’d done a load more live art stuff. Some of my artwork had been picked up by major bands and t-shirt designers and blah blah blah. And then 2 years ago I did an Alt Pride DJing gig at Big Hands on Oxford Road. That went down a storm, it was absolutely fantastic. So those were wound into autumn when everyone was coming into the downtime I started banging heads with a few people that I’d been working with. And we started 2020 with a real, “Hey, here’s some things we could do, we want to do this, we want to do this.” I was gonna put together a new band with some people I’d been working with, a complete trans line-up, just “it doesn’t matter if you can’t play, just come and hit it” (Mish: yeah!). Doing cover versions. And we were gonna be called Old Sirens <both laugh>.
Mish: Nice.
Joni: It was gonna be a racket. But then <strikes something> lockdown happened and nothing *could* happen.
Mish: So how was that for you as an artist, your practice, your day to day, what you’re making?
Joni: <deep sigh> Shite <rueful laugh> to be honest. Absolutely bloody awful. Suddenly there was nobody there. I mean, I went out early on for my own sanity and just started… because of what we were going through in the… one of my taglines is ‘Save the Humans’. And I just started printing those out and scribbling them up - large letters on individual A4 paper stickers - and just skated into the city and was “Oh, I’ll put one on there, I’ll put one there.” Because there were one or two, a few people were out, but then at least I could photograph it and I could share it on social media and a few other people could as well.
Mish: You’ve mentioned the word integrity a couple of times now, and it’s clearly something that is super-central to everything that you do.
Joni: You don’t go through the last 20 years that I’ve been through – and not just the last 20 years, a whole lifetime, you know, I’ve suffered a lot of abuse and misfortune at the hands of family and extended family. And chosen family, because I got married to one of ‘em (Mish: mm). Insert expletives! <laughs> (Mish: yeah). Yeah. Edit, edit, edit. 
And that’s just been chaos. And some of that is only just coming to an end. I’ve been portrayed as everything that I’m not by these people. I have been vilified, and vindicated in the courts, and by legal professionals, and by police enforcement specifics, and CAMHS, and all sorts of people. Social services. Anybody. I have a complete crystal clear conscience. But I’ve had to face accusations of some hideous, hideous things. And I’ve had to stand in a court and be called a ‘dirty tranny’. A comment which actually got shot down by the sitting judge, the presiding judge. And for that purpose, I had to literally man up, because I knew how much it would be getting used against me, that anything would get used against me. So I suited and booted, yadah yadah yadah. When this happened, I literally sat next to my lawyer, and I just kept looking down and thought, “I can’t believe they did it. I can’t believe they did that.” You know. I was expecting the whole “alcoholism, drug abuse, physical abuse, violence”, blah blah blah. None of which are true. My daughter said recently, well, a few people have said, that I fight with words not swords. And I was like “yeah”. And that’s out the mouth of a 6 year old. I fight with imagery. Everybody else can fight with whatever they want, fight amongst themselves. My fight’s inside. Trying to fight to be myself and just be true (Mish: yeah) and a bit more honest. And I’m not at the other side yet. I’m nearly there. But you don’t get to the other side of going through all that hell and horror without going... yeah. I tried to be a square peg in a round hole for so many people for so long, to try and accommodate other people and their perception of who I am. And I’m in the second half of my life now. I thought I was gonna be dead by the time I was 40 anyway. So everything’s a winner right now. So let’s just get on with it! Let’s just move the fuck on and get on with it <laughs>.
Mish: Yeah. I tell you what, getting old does not get the beautiful credit it deserves.
Joni: It’s ace!
Mish: Right? <both laugh> Yes! Like, see this one? See this one? See this wrinkle, this grey hair? (Joni: Yes!) I earned this. I earned it.
Joni: Beyond that, I’ve got… see this one? (Mish: Yes!) Dislocated wrist from skateboarding too many times. I’ve had surgery on both my knees. Being a skateboarder as well. And having a very unsympathetic, unsupportive upbringing. If you break yourself, you just stick yourself back together, you know?
Mish: It sets my heart on fire to see an artist who brings all of that into their work, because there’s something so… I don’t know, just cuts through a lot of the bullshit, in terms of the ways that trans and non-binary people get talked about, the ways in which there can be a real sort of… “I’m just trying to have a debate. I’m just trying to make an argument.” (Joni: mm!) “Just, just, just…” And it took me a long time to learn that when I’d try and engage with those arguments and those people, there is no winning. Those intellectual, detached… I mean, I say ‘intellectual’ with quotation marks around it, 'cause there’s nothing intellectual about it. 
Joni: Yah. 
Mish: But that getting sucked into the word games, it’s actually a waste of our time and our energy, right? (Joni: yes.) And pouring everything that you need to say into images (Joni: mm). And into coming up with a very short sentence that just hits right in the heart, that to me, there’s something about that that is just such a balm, and it’s such a comfort. And a comfort in that way fire can be a comfort (Joni: yeah). Not a soft duvet, which, duvets are great <chuckles> but (Joni: fires are better) we’re not gonna change the world with duvets alone, right? 
Joni: No.
Mish: There’s something about the way that you transform things. It just hits me in the middle of the chest.
Joni: If I can get something out of my head and just go, “I’ll put that there,” and someone else goes, “Whoah”, when they see it, then that’s a win. I only need one person to react like that, and that’s EVERYTHING. I don’t need hundreds of thousands of fans. I don’t need to make a fortune from this. I just need it to have affected… want someone to have felt something. Largely the motivation with that is I’m a very, very emotional and excitable person myself. So with live music or recorded music or… or art, just some pictures in art galleries, it can give me goosebumps and reduce me to tears. So if I can just enhance a slight little bit of that. If I could just get some of that and go there, and if it’s something that I could do, if I could have that effect on someone, then that’s like “Wow.” That’s like black magic or some kind of smoke and mirrors shit.
Going back a bit to when I was a musician, one of the worst things I ever did in my career in music was sign with a major label. It was hell. It was absolute garbage. They just went, “OK, we’ve got you. We like you. Now we want to change you. We want you to do this, we want you to do that, we want you to wear blue.” And just everything, everything completely got changed and remodelled, and all the joy got sucked out of it. Because it is capitalist, it is competitive. And you literally get thrown out at the other side of it when you're in your late 20s because they only want to market something that’s young and pretty, you know? And that doesn’t do the emotional or mental well-being very much good at all. It stifles creativity. 
I was talking to some BMXers down at Platt Fields Park recently, 'cause I’ve started teaching my kids how to skate and ride BMX on the ramps and whatnot. And with the impending Olympics, we were just talking to them about the fact that I lost interest in most of these alternative sports, because if you're a certain age… it’s anything really, if you're a certain age, you get to a point of professionalism in anything. It can be a sport, it can be music, it can be art, it can be creativity or anything like that. You get to a certain point of professionalism, where you kind of get sucked into a system, because it wants to push you on to something else. And it’s that competition under capitalism that tries to push you further. And one of my recent things to say is that competition is the thief of joy. ‘Cause as soon as you start doing something like that, all you get to do, essentially, is sit around. And I’ve got friends who are still professional musicians in very very successful bands, but they never get to see the places that they go to. They literally sit on a bus. “There’s your city, and here’s your venue.” And they just go: bus, changing room… you might get an hour off to go and get some lunch somewhere. But they don’t see anything. So yeah, I disengaged from, essentially, organised competition and the capitalist system, from it all. And that’s where I’ve taken what I do now.
So it’s solace, because I still need to do it, but I don’t feel I *must*. I can, or cannot, but with struggling with mental health as well, it gives me a lot of solace in the hard times. I tend to make hay while the sun shines, you know. If I’m going through a good phase and I feel good about myself and things are going alright, it’s like, “Right, all these ideas that I’ve got written down” <writing quickly>, let’s get going.” Because it’s not gonna last long <laughs>. “Hold on tight, 'cause things are gonna get shit soon.” So I tend to make the most of the time available. So it’s very very chaotic, active, activist, anarchic, iconoclastic... I consider myself as a… if you hold yourself up as an icon, I want to knock that down, I don’t care who you are or what you do. Kill your idols, basically <chuckles>.
Mish: Hear, hear.
Emil: Yeah, I definitely think that comes through. You're saying you hope that if it just reaches one person -
Joni: I’ve got a list of more ideas than will ever come to fruition, ever. You gotta go through all that sedimentary bullshit to find the actual nuggets of wonder, you know <chuckles>.
Mish: You do. And the idea that you get straight to the nuggets without sifting, without dealing with the silt (Joni: yeah!) is I think something that can stop a lot of people from making things, from doing things, from painting, from writing, from all of that. And it’s just very reassuring to know that is part of it.
Joni: Yeah.
Mish: “Look, I made this thing. I hate it, I’m never showing it to anyone.” <laughs> (Joni: Yeah!). That’s great, you're doing the thing!
Joni: It’s very difficult to get out of the mindset that as soon as you have an idea you have to develop that idea and complete it to fruition. Well, that idea might be garbage in the first place, but just write it down, forget about it and think about something else. And if you come back to it, then great, it was meant to be, but if you don’t come back to it, then it was just junk. And sometimes I’ve found… I was clearing out my old pen drive not so long ago and found an unfinished sketch from about 15 years ago. It was like, “Oh yeah. I thought that was shit. It’s quite good actually.” <chuckles> 
Mish: Yeah!
Joni: And I just churn it out. And this is the beauty of getting old as well. It’s like, I’ve got more crap than I know what to do with <laughs>. 
Mish: Yes!
Joni: And it doesn’t have to be about, “Oh, you have to have done all this before you're 30, you have to have done all this before you're 40” or any of that junk. Do it whenever. There’s no time limit. (Mish: Yeah). You just… we have this allotted amount of time that is unknown. But just have fun with it. You know? And keep doing it for as long as you can keep doing it. I know that some people… I’m envious of some people that can get up, go to work, finish work, have their dinner, go to the pub. Rinse and repeat, rinse and repeat, rinse and repeat. Go to church on Sunday. Go to the football on Saturday. And that’s their life. And they don’t require anything more. And I’ve always been very very envious of that, especially in dark times. 
Basically, I spent a long time unlearning everything. I went through Catholic high school, very, very formal upbringing. Very right wing, very religious. Not a very nice situation. And arts not valued at all.
<tranquil piano scale>
Emil: One thing I wanted to ask you about is what kind of media do you use in your work and sort of what’s your starting point?
Joni: Sharpie, pencil, pen, <rummaging stationery noises> scalpel, notebook, camera. That’s it. I always carry those things with me. I also always carry a nice big fat black marker, in case I see any public information posters that need to be corrected. (Mish: Yes! <chuckles>) Not just from a… grammar point of view but also... in doctors’ surgeries you get a lot of posters that go on about domestic abuse centres and it’s all very, very, very female-centric. Again, the hidden community as well. There are a lot of male survivors of domestic abuse. <whispers> Nobody ever talks about it. (Mish: oh yes). And then they just go ahead and kill themselves. So…
Mish: The idea that we should be spoken to in public spaces but not speak back (Joni: exactly) is really messed up actually.
Joni: And we’re supposed to be able to interact with these things. As long as we’re not permanently defacing a public building or – which isn’t always a bad thing, you know, 'cause some art can be absolutely incredible. But at the end of the day, all art is property and all property is theft. So just make a mess with it, say what you gotta say, get on with it. You know? 
Mish: Yes.
Joni: People that want to say horrific things have no problem saying their horrific things. They don’t have that filter or conscience. They just get on with it anyway – be it swastikas, or right wing hate, or… LGB groups shooting down, and all the rest. It’s like, yeah, there has to be some kind of counterbalance to that. That’s me. That’s me, and everybody with me.
Mish: I think that there’s something to take from that too, what you're saying about the confidence with which so many bigots express their opinions (Joni: yes!). It’s just like, OK, everyone who’s listening to this: you deserve to say the thing that you need to say. I have no idea who first came up with this, but the line, you know, “I wish I had the confidence of a mediocre posh white man” (Joni: yep). May we all have that kind of confidence, right? <chuckles>
Joni: That’s brilliant, yeah. Similarly, it’s a very common thing to say now, especially in the “Ooh, free speech, free speech, free speech” thing. But Nick Cave was the first person who I’d heard say, everybody has got free speech. Nobody’s told you to shut up. But what you have to be aware of is, you can say whatever you like, but you cannot remove rebuttal from what you're saying. You know? There might be a contra point of view. So freedom of speech does allow you wide open to freedom of criticism. 
Mish: That’s it, right?
Joni: Yeah. So nobody’s stifling anybody’s free speech. Everybody has it. People are getting less tolerant of dickish behaviour.
Mish: I’m very curious to know who your creative influences, teachers, guides, the people that have drawn you into that confidence in your own work.
Joni: Oh, that’s an easy one to answer. It all comes down to one particular person. I mean, I’m influenced by scenes. I wanted to learn to play guitar because of Eddie Van Halen. Then I wanted to switch to bass guitar because I was listening to punk and Dee Dee Ramone. And it’s all been an evolution of people or things that have inspired me, in one way, shape or form. 
But then I first became aware of the band Against Me! in… 2012. Because that was the year that Laura Jane Grace formally came out and had the cover on Rolling Stone magazine. And one of my youngest children – they’re all grown up now – but they spotted this picture, it was supplemented into the Guardian, and we were on a big holiday at the time, when they said “Daddy that looks… like you”. I was like “Oh!”. I read it and it was absolutely incredible. 
But then I was fearful of listening to Against Me!, because… I’m not a snob in any way, but I don’t just like everything. So I was fearful that I would listen to them and it wouldn’t be up my street, you know, it would be so far from my strasse that we’d be in different countries, literally. So I purposely didn’t listen. And then some more shit entered my life that didn’t give me the opportunity to relax enough around it. It was about a year later I picked it up and thought, “I think now’s the time.” And they’d just released Transgender Dysphoria Blues. So I just found some quiet time, sat down, put my headphones in, and cried my face off, basically. And just fell in absolute love and awe with the noise, and the sound, and the integrity, and the talent as well. It just absolutely blew me away. 
And Against Me! and Laura Jane Grace’s solo stuff has been a beacon to me ever since, an absolute beacon. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve seen them play live. And I think I’d be an absolute wibbly mess if I actually got to meet them <laughs>. One of the last times I went to see them was at the Slam Dunk, it was a couple of years ago. Great line-up, Frank Iero was on just before them as well, you know the guy from My Chemical Romance? They were absolutely blasting. They as a person, Laura, their style, their ethos, their philosophy, it’s very, very motivational and very inspiring. And I’ve often found myself latching onto quotes that have come directly from her. I remember the time that I saw her on the outdoor stage in Leeds, saying about being from the punk scene and being trans, that the whole scene is very DIY, you know, do what we can with what we’ve got, and just do it yourself. But what’s really really important to remember is that do it yourself doesn’t mean you have to do it alone. So yeah, it’s Laura Jane Grace, basically. (Mish: yeah). She can do no wrong in my eyes. An absolute goddess of inspiration and pioneering.
Mish: Put your headphones on. Cry your face off. Feel it.
Joni: Turn it up! Turn it up loud. (Mish: yeah). Some of the songs you can’t hear what she’s saying but that’s not the point. I’m not a big lyric person anyway. I wanna hear someone screaming, I wanna hear the raw emotion coming out of your voice. Sometimes lyrics are clever and this and that. One of her solo things that came out last year, this is the kinda lyric I love: “I am a haunted swimming pool / I’m empty and I’m drained / But my capacity remains unchanged”. Amazing! Absolutely incredible! <chuckles>
Emil: I’ve got Transgender Dysphoria Blues, Mish, if you ever wanna have a listen and a cry. But amazing. I listened to it not long after I’d come out and it was… it’s hard to explain, but it’s weird going to a lot of support groups, and transition and medical transition being at the front of my mind. And then just hearing this really raw account. Yeah. I dunno. It just made things a lot more real for me, I think.
Joni: I completely hear what you're saying, Emil. I had my initial consultation with the Leeds Gender Identity Clinic back in… years ago. And it went really, really well. And I came out of it feeling so much more real and visible. And I literally just put Transgender Dysphoria Blues on in the car and came down the M62 with it bursting out of the speakers, screaming my lungs off singing along to it. It was just exhilarating. Absolutely exhilarating. But they as a person, as a style as well. They’ve basically taken the whole transgender identity and flipped it all on its head. Because it’s not about passing. It’s not about being überfeminine or übermasculine or any of those. It’s just about being yourself (Mish: yes). Like Oscar Wilde said: ‘Be yourself. Everyone else is taken.’
Emil: It definitely showed me that transition is what I make it (Joni: yeah). And there’s this idea of what everyone should be. But actually, yeah, just be yourself.
Joni: To anybody that’s listening to this, if you haven’t already heard Against Me! or anything by Laura Jane Grace, then please please, from the bottom of my heart, do. If you don’t like it, that’s cool, I don’t expect everybody to like it, it might not be everybody’s cup of tea. But I’d be surprised if you're even part of this community that you wouldn’t listen to it and just go “Oh my days!”
Mish: Thank you. That is a good tip. And I could see, as you started talking about Against Me, Emil’s face just went ding! <laughs> Like YEAH! (Joni: <laughs>) 
Emil: Yeah. We may remember that being at the same gig. Because I did see them (Joni: probably) I can’t remember what year it was though. It is probably 2016, 2017 in Manchester.
Joni: Yeah, I was, I was definitely there, basically if they played, if they played Manchester at any time since 2012 I’ve been there.
Mish: So it was kind of inevitable that your paths were gonna cross then you two.
Joni: Pretty much, you can’t be in this community without going “ooh! Look! Venn diagram.”
Mish: Yes, the many many overlaps.
Emil: Kind of along similar lines, but different, erm, whose work, whether it’s a writer, an artist, erm musician, educator, do you want everyone to experience?
Joni: Phoebe Bridgers, definitely, get on to her, she’s amazing from a musical point of view. Oh, Daniel Danger. Daniel Danger is someone who is an absolutely *incredible* illustrative artist. I fell in love with his work when I first saw it in a gallery in Manchester. It was up for sale, and the reason I fell in love with it was because he had this floating character that had been in my ideas and dreams and sketches for years, and I’d never done anything with it. But the way that he’d done it was *absolutely*, *beautifully* haunting. Utterly beautiful. I’ve got one of his original prints up on the wall there: so you’ve got this farmhouse (Mish: Wowww!) in this snowy scene, and then there’s just one, floaty little figure (Mish and Emil: Ohh!) and the tagline underneath it just says “Where do you go, when you go? Are you on your way back home?”
Mish: The last thing I want to ask you today is whether the messages or the meanings behind your work have changed or evolved?
Joni: It’s become more blunt. It’s become more direct. Ahh it used to be hidden in more vague ambiguity, and now it’s just a lot more blunt and direct. I think that’s come with age really. In youth, I certainly felt like there was a duty to have this sort of otherworldliness and this profundity, which still is there, but at the same time that vague ambiguity can sometimes be *too* vague and ambiguous and you can just get lost. So at some point you just got to go “No! It means *this*!” <laughs>
Mish: Yes <laughs> Yeah, yeah. Yeah, vague to the point where there is, there is nothing, it's a dispersal that's… a gas. (Joni: Exactly. Exactly) I totally hear you.  
Joni: As vague as the colour blue in clothing.
Mish: Well I think you do it beautifully and I'm just, yeah, I'm so, so, *so* happy that you, you sent in ‘Lost Souls’ and also in, in this current container in the book it does something different to the other pieces that are around it and that was, you know, something that we really were striving for when we were curating is really, really looking for that and erm…
Joni:  I love seeing it in the book, it’s, it’s just joyful to me to see it in different contexts where it becomes something else all of its own (Mish: yeah), you know. I’ve got a picture… bear with me a second, while I get a picture down (Mish: yeah) from the hallway. Jumping back to the previous question of who do you find influencing, a friend of mine who is a very, very ridiculously talented guitarist called Mike Vennart, he’s a solo musician. He was in the band Oceansize up until about 12 years ago when they split up? He’s now the session touring guitarist with Biffy Clyro. Churns out the most *incredible* noise and racket. So that’s another one, if anyone hasn’t heard of Vennart, get on that. (Mish: OK) But yeah after I’d done the original art battle with this piece in it, he got guest passes so we could go and see… I think it was The Breeders. And we were going for some drinks beforehand, and he’s like “That piece, that piece that you did, I want it” and I was like “you can’t have it, I’ve sold it” <laughs> (Mish: <laughs>) I’ve actually sold it, it’s hanging up somewhere now, and he’s like, “I want it” and like “Lucky for you, I’ve got a digital copy” <laughs> (Mish: Yeah, okay!) And he was like, ‘cos he’d done a new album at that time, erm, and he’s like “So I’ve got this tour coming up, I want it” and I was like “for what?” he was like “Posters. T-shirts. Everything” and I was like “O-kay, you can have it!” I was like as long as I get to sell the original pieces on your merch stands as well, and I’ll send you a load and you can take them out wherever, erm, and I ended up doing a massive paste-up, you know like a proper old-school poster sized one. (Mish: Yeah) And I put it up and the gig was at Deaf Institute, and I put this out opposite, and I also stuck up a few A4s in plastic wrap with BluTac with, like post-it notes saying “steal me” on as well <chuckles>. So there were some freebies outside, but you could buy them inside, so it actually became, this, as well. <chuckles and holds up a poster of another iteration of her Lost Souls painting>
Mish: That's BEAUTIFUL! So I’m, so I’m going to describe for people listening: I’m looking at umm Lost Souls, Joni's work that’s in the TBA book and it is, it's living another life umm on a poster that says “Vennart” at the bottom. Last name Vennart, first name Mike. (Joni: That’s him, yeah) That’s gorgeous, I... (Joni: Goes by the name Vennart) I love that this piece has had so many different lives, like it, it has been brought into the world in front of an audience of people. It has been attached to an album, and to live music events. It is inside a book like it's, it's in someone's house somewhere, someone’s got the original <laughs>
Joni: That’s it, someone’s got the original, but also umm Mike has such a cult following that people travel globally to come and see him. Especially to come and see him in Manchester, in his home town, you know. So this gig it is totally sold out, it is absolutely packed to the rafters and there was loads of people there from all over the world. From places in Scandinavia, North America, Canada, I think a couple of people had flown over from Australia. And every single one of them bought one of these, and someone made them aware, that yeah, Indolent, that’s them over there. And I was just like,“great gig, but yeah yeah yeah, whatever” and there’s all these people come up and “Would you sign this please?”, (Mish: Yes) and I’m like “What? No, I’m not Vennart!” and it’s like “No! You’re Indolent!”, and I was like “Err, OK!” <laughs> Sharpie. <laughs>
Mish: Get your sharpie out! Yeah <laughs> This is why you carry a sharpie <laughs> You need to <laughs> Ahh.
Joni: Yeah, so it is actually, it’s hanging in homes. I’ve had pictures of these, tagged in pictures erm from Canada and North America and all over, basically globally. People having this, this dumb, 30 minute, meaningful scribble, with spray painting and pens and ink and pencils, and all it’s little sneaky subliminal messages (Mish: Yeah), umm iconoclastic, hidden ghosts. And it’s even still on some lampposts around, so if you ever manage to spot one - because I, I sticker bombed them on everywhere before the gigs, so some of those are still around too <laughs>
Mish: I tell you what, I cannot wait to get out and start looking at lampposts again <chuckles> 
Joni: Definitely. It’s ahh, I can’t wait to get back out there and start sticking things on lampposts again. I’m taking part in Chorlton Arts Fest again this year. Which, last year it went complete, it was completely digital, and I wasn’t interested in that. I did it the year before and had my work shown in the tattoo studio in Chorlton, umm but this time it’s gonna be an interactive (sounds really wanky) “art trail” <laughs>
Mish: <laughs> Those were air-quotes, for people who can’t see. Yeah.
Joni: And that’s me pretending to be sick at my own annoyance <laughs> (Mish and Emil: <laughs>) And pretension <laughs> Basically what I’m gonna do is erm I’m gonna, I need to get out to a DIY store. I’m gonna get some big sheets of wood and cut out decent-sized ahh speech bubbles, and thought bubbles. Have them all completely painted white with black outline, and put them up on trees and lampposts, with, like, I’ve used it one in particular in a piece of work which ended up in a video for another artist called She Makes War, who… that’s another one to check out, She Makes War (Mish: She Makes War), absolutely amazing. Now performing under the name of Penfriend. (Mish: OK) She’s another one called Laura, she’s Bristol-based, phenomenal musician, songwriter. But she did a video not so long ago where she just got people to submit video clips, so the whole video would be just made up of people’s video clips. So I did one, and I wasn’t even moving in it, I just stood on my stairs and put a speech bubble behind me. But in it, it just said “My love is stronger than your hate”. So, that’s what, what I’m gonna embellish on that (Mish: yes) for this thing that’s gonna be starting in September. Ahh another one that I’m putting in it with a speech bubble is “Tired of it. Of shit just making me stronger and not killing me”  <laughs>
Mish: I did a bit of a dive into your Instagram and yeah, that one just speaks volumes. I think that the things that we need to be able to see in public, and by we I first of all mean like all the people who are being made hidden or being coerced into being hidden erm and then beyond that, secondary to that, all of the folk who are not seeing! Yeah who are not seeing.
Joni: Absolutely. I mean I could wax lyrical about all the motivation behind that, and personal reasons for doing it, but that’s another two hour conversation lost, you know <laughs> (Mish: Yeah yeah yeah <laughs>) I’m just gonna put it, I’m just gonna stick it on a lamppost (Mish: hey), and the idea being as well that every single one will show #indolent. I’m gonna do some cute little disposable things at kid height, so anybody can get involved and take a picture of themselves with a thought-bubble or a speech-bubble. Upload it to social media. (Mish: Yes) Let’s make it interactive, and shareable.
Mish: Where do you want people to go?
Jodi: So generally the tag on everything is weareindolent. It started out as Indolent Clothing ‘cos it was just churning out T-shirts, which was popular, but too time-consuming. Bit limiting at the end of it all, you know? (Mish: yes) So much more fun to put things on other things, too. (Mish: <laughs>) And the whole thing evolved, from just being Indolent Clothing, it’s not just *I* am indolent, it’s *we* are indolent. And then I liked the way that that sounded because it’s got the subversiveness to it as well, it’s like it’s faceless, subversive, iconoclastic situation, yeah. So yeah, weareindolent, the hashtag is #indolent, all social medias, Facebook, umm, Twitter. I’m currently getting bullied into going onto TikTok, but not so keen about that. But I have got some… shit that’s ready to go on there <laughs> All of those, Twitter, Instagram, Instaface, blah blah blah. Everything is weareindolent, basically.
Mish: Amazing and like, listen, there's a lot of beauty waiting for you there… this, this, yeah I need everyone after they listen to this to down tools, go, soak it up, soak up the goodness.
Joni: That’s ace <laughs>
Mish: It's been so lovely to talk and to hear more about your work, just thank you. Yeah, for everything today.
Joni: Ace <laughs>
<twinkly piano scale music starts>
Mish: You can find Joni online @weareindolent and indolentclothing. 
You can buy our beautiful anthology of trans voices at https://transbareall.bigcartel.com for 20% off until the end of August, and you can find out more about our upcoming events at https://transbareall.co.uk. Thank you to all of the TBA team, past and present, and especially to Emil Green, my co-conspirator on this podcast. And for being our fourth emergency service, our sister in sound, Caro C: thank you, thank you for decoding the mysteries of entry-level engineering for me, and for helping our voices to be heard more clearly. None of this would've been possible without the support of Arts Council England. 
I wanna leave you this episode with some words from the book as before, and this time from Annabelle May Hampton: 
“The structure of the end is complicated, he said. 
The problem is in the process of transition, he said. 
The end is near, she said.”
<twinkly piano music ends>
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