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1973

A child may come home from school at 4 pm and 

immediately switches on the television. By 6 pm he 

or she has watched the Wild West, underneath the 

sea, and outer space, all without leaving an arm-

chair: the incentive to become a personal witness 

is weakened. It is the difference between seeing 

and watching. Television is watched; it erodes real 

visual awareness and speciically dulls the imag-

ination. And the visual images are not allowed to 

stand on their own, but are explained by com-

mentaries which tell the viewer what he or she is 

watching, usually without him or her being aware 

of what is being done.

But there is the possibility of building up an alter-

native view of society and of history to that which 

the newspapers, television and radio present: by 

being a personal witness; in my own case as a 

Diarist.

1975

The Diary shuttles backwards and forwards in 

time up to the present moment. Memory images 

abound. I may see or hear something today which 

brings back a memory from years ago, or which 

relates back to a previous episode recorded in the 

Diary (thus the Diary feeds and grows on itself). 

This is not clock time, it is “personal time”. But this 

personal time does not move forward beyond the 

present day. This relects the attitude of the Diarist: 
living from day to day, thinking only with dificulty 
past the end of the week. My conception of the 

future is hazy, to say the least. This may be why 

l have never been able to get anything much out 

of Science Fiction. When the Diary moves from 

observation to speculation, the speculation is on 

what might be now, not in the future.

The 1974 Diary uses the repeated image of my 

wristwatch on my wrist. The spectator sees through 

the Diaris’t eyes as he look at his watch : an action 

which is repeated every day in reality. The wrist-

watch image appears on each of the 365 pages of 

the 1974 Diary, but in the face of the watch appear 

different images each day, like relections seen in 
the watch-glass ; mostly memory images. At the 

precise moment (say 3.53 and 42 sec pm) when I 

glance at my watch the image in my “mind’s eye“
at that split seconde may be from the previous day, 

or week, or two, three, or ifteen years ago.

1976

My work over the last ten years has been in varous 

media simultaneously: collages, visual texts, draw-

ings, photo-collage, events, theatre  performances, 

ilm, ilm performances, tapes, installations, envi-
ronements, video,   objects, photo-text sequences, 

ilm/slide projection sequences with sound, pho-

to-assamblage, writing and reading of prose texts. 

I have used whatever  medium or media seemed 

necessary for each statement I wished to make, 

and certain themes consistently recur.

The investigation of the relationship between word 

and image runs like a thread through all this work, 

as does the concept of  personal time, the surreal-

ity of mundane « reality » and the  use of humour 

in various shades through to back.

Since 1965 much of my work as an artist has been 

in the form  of Diaries which relect my preoccupa-

tion with the relationship of word and image. The 

Diaries juxtapose handwritten and typed text with 

drawing, college and photography. The Diaries 

record the side-events of daily life by turns mun-

dane, curious, bleak, erotic, tender, vicious, cun-

ning, stupid, ambiguous, absurd, as observed by a

personal witness.

Some years l work on a page a day (eg.1971, 1973, 

1974, 1975 Diaries), some years it is spasmodic 

(eg. 1964, 1966, 1967, 1968, 1969, 1970, 1972, 

1976 Diaries). The 1965 Diary was a minutely de-

tailed drawing diary on which I worked each day. 

Sometimes I work in retrospect eg. I may make 

notes, sketches, negatives, in February which are 

worked on and inally realised in July.

1977

Q: “Can you say more about your persistent meth-

od of observing what you call the side events on 

the fringes of the main action?”

l.B.: ”Often when I talk to people about some inci-

dent I have observed, they will say ‘Yes, I saw that 
too, and what I remember about it was...’ and those 
different individual viewpoints of the same thing in-

terest me. For instance, when the Old Bailey car 



a mental visual image of a trafic jam, south of the 
Elephant & Castle,  in the middle of which was the 

red bus. I thought : “Will I get to the library before 

closing time ?” and in my mind’s eye I could see 
the library assistants glancing at the clock on the 

wall, wainting to press the ifteen minutes to clos-

ing time bell. The traic crawled across the bridge, 
one person in each car, encapsulated, tight-lipped, 

hands clenching I thought and in my the steering 

weels, knuckles white. A boat hooted on the river

Behind the was a cinema, what was on the screen 

a jungle scene, a murder, a passionate embrasse ? 

On the other side of the road was a theatre, what 

was on stage a domestic drawing room, a battle, a 

grief-stricken man on his knees ? I could snatches 

of the conversation of the other people in the bus 

queue : “SO, I said to him, don’t touch it!... “It’s al-
ways the same...the very idea... all over the loor.”

I remembered another bus queue, twenty ive 
years ago, on the opposite side of the road, Canal 

Street to be exact, as the small boy (me) wearing 

his Road Safety Poster Competition winner’s med-

al, ran out from behind the parked lorry straight  into 

the path of the oncoming cyclist, and the women in 

the bus queue screamed in unison. As I looked at 

my wristwatch I could see my own face relected 
in the watch glass and also the tower block behind 

me with its hundreds of windows, behind which. 

. . ? It was 7.38 p.m and 43 seconds. sign of the 

bus. “I’m going to be late.”

bomb went off in March 1973 the newspapers next 

day did not relect the varying individual viewpoints 
of those people who were not badly hurt. Every-

one I talked to had their own individual memory of 

the instant when the bomb went off, and it is that 

image, however trivial, which they will retain, after 

the memories of the newspaper reports and pho-

tographs have been forgotten. For instance, I was 

tape recording at the time ; the phone rang, I an-

swered the phone, forgot to turn the tape-recorder 

off and three minutes later the bomb went off. So 

by chance I recorded the explosion and my reac-

tion to it, and that is what I will remember. Now, 

the man on the second loor below me was sitting 
on the lavatory at the time and it made him jump 

off the seat, so that is the image he will remember. 

Out in the streets people began spontaneously to 

talk to each other as they do on such occasions, 

and an ofice girl might say: ‘I was just  carrying 
in the tea with Mavis, when BANG!...’, so that is 
what she will remember. My angle of observation 

through the Diary is only unique in that it is one 

person’s point of view. The Diary rarely speaks in 
the irst person, but you can get a mirror image 
of the person behind the Diary based on what he 

chooses to comment on.”

Q : “How important is it that these things actually 

happen? You must be tempted to invent.”

I.B : “Not within the Diary—observed events, but 

certain themes begin to recur in the Diary and I 

may feel the need to develop these beyond the Di-

ary page, and they may develop into a long text, or 

a drawing, or a ilm, or a tape-slide sequence, and 
that is where invention, iction, is developed. The 
more I stare at objective reality the more I wonder 

what is on the other side of the coin, what is behind 

that door or those closed curtains; what is behind 

surface appearances. But the actual Diary obser-

vations themselves are not straight reporting; for 

example one image observed will often trigger off 

a memory image. I never go out ‘looking for mate-

rial’ like reporters do; I prefer chance encounters.
And even within those descriptions of observed 

events there is a form of iction by default, because 
although I don’t invent or add episodes which 
might improve the effect, I do remove extraneous 

detail as I edit down to the essence of the event as 

experienced by me ; so it’s subjective in that way.” 

1978

24.9.l 978.  3.45 pm. As I glance at my wristwatch 

I remember that day in the irst week of January 1 
974. I was standing at a bus stop, waiting for a bus 

of which the was no sign. I glanced at my wrist-

watch and thought : “ I’m going to be late going to 
be late.” I wondered where the bus was and had 













a bacon factory. So, he was only a 

stone’s throw away when the Old Bailey 
bomb went off last March. He recorded 

the immediate after—events using pho-

tographs and words in a way which is 

revealingly distinct from newspapers 

accounts. The resulting image are scat-

tered throughout the year.

 

  Even in his treatment of happenings of  

this kind, or the equally traumatic visual 

and verbal reminiscences of childhood, 

and his  father’s death, Breakwell re-

mains constantly aware of the close as-

sociation between horror and absurdity, 

the calamitous and the mundane. These 

preoccupation permeate his work like 

binding threads. In fact, he often uses 

humour as a vehicle which both provides 

formal terseness and re-inforces acces-

sibility. For Sigmund Freud, the begin-

ning of the study of the “aesthetics” of 

form was the study of the pleasure de-

rived from psychological economies as 

expressed socially in jokes. Setting out 

from very  different premises, Breakwell 

arrives at a similar conclusion. Humour 

and jokes - often with very serious inten-

tions - gives the diary shape and form, 

and shoot its insights out at the viewer. 

But at times, the humour is of a different 

kind : Breakwell is also a satirist. Despite 

all his innovations in a variety of media, 

he readily acknowledges a debt to the 

past, not least to Jonathan Swift, Ben 
Jonson and Voltaire. This is combined 
with contemp for the obsessional insis-

tence on “originality” which infects so 

many of his contemporaries who use the 

concept as an excuse for trivial novelties 

in fancy dress.

   The raw material of the diary provides 

the starting point for a series of exhibits 

in a variety of media - photomontage, 

photo-texts, ilm and slide sequences, 
tape-recordings and printed editions 

presented at the 1974 exhibitions “At 

each venue”, writes Breakwell, “The Di-

ary exhibition will be added to and will 

breed new aspects, so that by the end of 

1974 the Diary will be a comprehensive 

mixed-media work.”

   If we look back over what Breakwell 

has previously produced, we discover 

that despite the multiplicity of media, 

there is a striking continuity, underlined 

by recurring elements which are at least 

as conspicuous in his work as a whole 

as in the diary itself. In 1968, before he 

came into contact with DIAS (Destruc-

tion in Art Symposium) and its protag-

onists, he presented an event - “Buffet 

Car News” - based on the context of the 

buffet car of a moving train.

It involved performers using both words 

and mime in a technique which Break-

well caled “ixed improvisation” - a 
mixture of current newspapers. Food, 

violence and absurdity featured promi-

nently.

   The treatment of food here was a direct 

precursor of Breakwell’s subsequent 
preoccupation with words. Food is a sb-

stance which goes into and comes out 

of the body. Its provision and progress 

along the elementary canal (a theme 

which crops up in Breakwell’s writing via 
imagery derived from the dissection of 

bodies and catering) constitute one of 

the means by which, in infancy, we be-

gin to learn the distinction between self 

and not-self. This notion of individual au-

tonomy is only painfully achieved and it 

is closely linked to experience of variety


































