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EARLY  GRAVES
“It seems to me that to consider ones’ own  
memorial might offer an opportunity to take  
some control of how we are remembered.  
It might even influence how we live out our lives”.

ARTIST ALAN KANE has been making drawings for 
his own tombstone for some time. He describes his 
‘early graves’ as attempts to create something playful 
from a difficult subject. The use of humour and levity 
to ponder his own mortality acts to detract from the 
sombre nature and inevitability of death. It brings 
light relief to a conversation that might otherwise 
dwell upon sorrow and the end of a life, and  
enables instead an optimistic reflection on a life yet  
to be lived. Free from the social conventions and  
etiquette attached to the circumstances of a real 
death, Kane asks “could thinking about your  
gravestone change how you live your life?”.

For Early Graves, Kane invited ten young people to 
consider this question – to think about how they  
wanted to be remembered, and to develop  
proposals for their own headstones. The process was 
both poignant and surprising. This group of young 
adults, aged between 15 and 18, remarked upon the 
experience as affecting, empowering and rewarding. 



Without exception, Kane’s decidedly morbid activity 
was approached thoughtfully and playfully.  
The results could be seen as prospective self-portraits, 
with each headstone offering an abstract  
representation of the individual who authored it.  
They might also be likened to social media posts,  
featuring short texts with images and emojis to  
convey personal characteristics, interests or qualities.

Kane is well known for artworks and exhibitions that 
challenge hierarchies in the realm of the visual arts. 
He suggests the commonplace gravestone might be 
thought of as a piece of permanent public sculpture. 
The ten memorials featured in the exhibition have 
been crafted by local, highly skilled monumental  
masons. Removed from their familiar surroundings of 
the churchyard or cemetery, the stones stand out of 
context in the PACCAR Room exhibition space, with 
inscriptions that blur the line between artwork and 
functional, commemorative object.        

  

For more information about the project visit  
www.rsc.org.uk/early-graves



Gravestone at Clifford and Sons’ Sanctus Street  
workshop, Stratford-upon-Avon.

Photograph by Gina Print.



Hand painting an 
etched headstone by  
Clifford and Sons. 

Stone carving by Clifford 
and Sons.

Granite memorial with inscription, Clifford and Sons.

Photograph by Gina Print.



About the artist
Born in Nottingham in 1961, Alan Kane lives and 
works in London and Somerset. His practice is  
concerned with blurring the boundary between the 
artist and the viewer. His work challenges the system 
of hierarchies that privileges certain artistic forms 
over others, notably the distinction between high art 
and more common cultural activity. 

While producing a singular body of work that  
includes photography and installation, his practice  
is also involved in framing instances of everyday  
creativity. Kane is well known for his collaboration 
with Jeremy Deller which has yielded a number of 
works including the Folk Archive: Contemporary  
Popular Art from the UK (2000). Gathering an array 
of objects alongside documentation of performances 
and idiosyncratic events associated with Britain’s  
local folk culture, The Folk Archive was acquired by 
the British Council Collection in its entirety and has 
toured to Serbia, Paris and Shanghai. 

Kane’s numerous solo exhibitions include  
The Stratford Hoard at Stratford Station as part of  
Transport for London’s Art on the Underground series 
(2008), Punk Shop at Ancient and Modern, London 
(2013) and Home for Orphaned Dishes,  
Whitechapel Gallery, London (2011).  In 2016 his 
work was included in the eighth edition of the British 
Art Show, a major survey exhibition organised every 
five years to showcase the best of contemporary  
British art.



Cover image: Alan Kane, Punk Shop ‘Uh-Huh’ (2013)
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