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IAN BREAKWELL: SURREALISM AND DOCUMENTARY IN THE 
CONTINUOUS DIARY 

Ian Walker  

Revised text of paper delivered at the Second Conference of the International 
Society for the Study of Surrealism, University of Exeter, 2019  

In April 1967, there occurred a revival of English surrealism in a perhaps 

surprising setting: the cathedral city of Exeter. Anyone coming across a 

Surrealist exhibition with the title The Enchanted Domain, staged at the start 

of the Summer of Love in the West Country, halfway between the birthplace of 

King Arthur and the site of his burial, might well connect it with that English 

Surrealism which has explored and celebrated the natural, the rural, the 

prehistoric and the mythic. (The work of Paul Nash, for example, though he 

wasn’t in fact represented in the Exeter exhibition.)  

But there has been another and opposite side to English surrealism, 

which featured the urban, the modern, even the industrial landscapes of the 

north. The contrast between the two but also the connectedness was well 

expressed in a juxtaposition of ‘English Landscapes’ in the London Bulletin in 

1938: a painting by Nash above a photo by Humphrey Jennings. 

!  
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During the 1960s and 70s, that second side of English Surrealism was, 

I think, best represented by Ian Breakwell. He had been born in Derby in 1943 

and grew up in nearby Long Ashton, the son of a lace machinist. (It’s very 

interesting how many in that generation who engaged with surrealism came 

from industrial cities in the North and Midlands.)  

At the time of The Enchanted Domain, Breakwell was living in Bristol, 

and he made contact with John Lyle, the main organizer of the Exeter show, 

via a mutual friend, the novelist Alan Burns. Breakwell’s work was not 

included in the main exhibition, but he presented a performance alongside it, 

entitled ‘Restaurant Operations’, of which all that seems to remain is a one-

page typescript now in Tate Archives. But, in a later review of the festival in 

Lyle’s magazine Transformaction, there was this comment: ‘Ian Breakwell’’s 

performance had a notable effect not only on the large audience, but also on 

the owners of the theatre, who were aggrieved to find quantities of jelly 

adhering to the walls afterwards. They were even more aggrieved at our 

refusal to explain why the reading of poetry should make the walls exude 

jelly’. 

!  

The British Surrealist group that subsequently developed was a loose 

formation – this photo shows Tony Earnshaw on the left, Breakwell in the 

centre and Philip West on the right. The group did put their names to a 
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number of manifestoes and statements, but, through the 1970s, Breakwell’s 

engagement waned and, by 1986, when I included his work in the exhibition 

Contrariwise, he was happy to be situated on the periphery of surrealism, still 

with connections but by no means a ‘surrealist’.  

!  

However, his friendship with John Lyle remained constant and was 

manifested in the little magazine Transformaction, which Lyle published 

between 1967 and 1979, twelve issues in all, about one a year. Breakwell 

made a contribution to every issue, sometimes visual, sometimes verbal, 

often both. Several of his texts were entitled ‘Observed Events’ and they were 

early extracts from the Continuous Diary which was to develop into 

Breakwell’s major work. This had been started in 1964 while he was still in 

Derby and it would stretch across the rest of his career, taking many different 

forms. It could be either visual or verbal, often a combination of both, at 

different times involving hand-written text, printed books, collages, drawings, 

photographs, videos and performances. 

The Diary reached a peak of popularity and accessibility in the 1980s. 

It made an appearance on mainstream television, as a series of programmes 

on the then new Channel 4. Below is Breakwell in striped apron, explaining 

how to cook your Christmas dinner. His voice, with its rasping accent giving 

an edge of sarcasm, was an important part of these performances and can 

now be somewhat recaptured on a BFI DVD of his film and video work.  
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In 1985, Pluto Press published a mass-market paperback version of 

the written diaries, which I am using for the extracts from the Diary below. This 

remains the most accessible version of the purely textual diary which he 

produced through the late sixties and seventies.  

!  

Since space is limited here, I want to concentrate on this aspect of the 

Continuous Diary – the simplest but also perhaps the most enduring. There 

are a few general comments to make. This is not a diary in the conventional 

sense for the diarist himself is rarely a participant. Rather these are 

apparently objective documents of events he has witnessed. (Indeed Witness 

was the title of one volume of extracts from the Diary, published by John Lyle 

in 1982.)  
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The other thing to say is that any extracts are inevitably going to 

misrepresent the Diary as a whole. A typical page spread from the book would 

have entries of different lengths; some were a couple of pages long. Here, I 

am going to concentrate on shorter entries, only two or three lines.  

Many of these find Breakwell on home ground. During the 1970s, he 

lived in the middle of London, near the busy and messy meat market at 

Smithfield, and many entries reflect this:  

!  

This may be explained (if that is the right word) by the context of the 

market. In others, though, explanation is altogether removed.  

!  

The precise dating and placement of each entry are important here in 

pinning down the events recorded. Breakwell always insisted on the 

truthfulness of his diaries – what he recorded had really happened. But he did 

admit that they were selective and edited, with contextual or explanatory 

information removed.  

!  
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That one is more disturbing. We have crossed over the border between 

eccentricity and real mental disturbance. But Breakwell keeps his cool, flat, 

objective tone whatever he is describing.  

Some entries are just one line: 

!  

Funny, yes, but also uncomfortable. 

!  

Ian Breakwell was constantly travelling around the country by train (he 

didn’t drive) and this inevitably became an important aspect of the Diary. 

(Above is a still from one of his TV programmes, where he reads diary 

extracts about travelling on a train while travelling on a train.) 

One repeated journey was particularly fruitful. Between 1969 and 1973, 

Breakwell was a visiting lecturer at Taunton Art College in Somerset, so he 

was often travelling between London and the West Country. He would most 

likely have sometimes combined that with a visit to his friend John Lyle in 

Exeter. (It was appropriate that, when I delivered this paper in Exeter, some of 

the audience would have made that same journey to get there.)  

Breakwell records some of the things he sees on his journeys:   
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Notice the structure of this one. The three sections, divided by semi-colons, 

move in from hillside to ploughed patch to boat. Another: 

!  

Here, the normal action has been rendered abnormal by the change of 

context, almost as if the two men have been collaged into the scene.  

Finally, a favourite:  

!  

Yet another tactic, with a causal connection created between two events 

happening ‘simultaneously’. Moreover, one event is inside the train – in 

Breakwell’s own space - and the other outside. There are other diary entries 

which play with that relationship, most notably a beautiful text too long to 

include here, where, in the course of a train journey, day turns to night and the 

relationship between inside and outside, reality and its reflection in the train 

window, slowly shifts.  
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I would not be the first to notice how Breakwell’s tactics with the 

Continuous Diary resemble those of a photographer. In particular, I would 

draw a parallel with the genre of ‘street photography’ which was reaching its 

zenith during the years that Breakwell was developing his Diary. Below is a 

well-known example by Joel Meyerowitz, entitled simply ‘Paris, 1967’.  

!  

As often in Breakwell’s diary, we are presented with an event which is 

inexplicable because we have no context, no before or after. Why is the suited 

man on the ground? Has he been hit by the hammer being wielded by the 

workman standing over him? We create a relationship between hammer and 

fallen man but we have no way of knowing if it has any basis in fact. (Actually, 

Meyerowitz did later explain what he knew of the original situation, which I am 

afraid takes away something of the image’s strangeness. Explanation is not a 

mistake that Breakwell ever made with his Diary.)  

In fact, Breakwell’’s framing was usually even tighter that that in 

Meyerowitz’s picture. He would, I think, have focused just on the two central 

figures, whereas the photograph is as much about the reactions of the crowd 

of passers-by. Breakwell’s framing excludes as much as it includes. 

There are many examples within Surrealist-related photography where 

we could imagine the scene as a Breakwell diary entry. A gondola on a street 

in Prague photographed by Vilém Reichmann, a juxtaposition in a London 

market by Nigel Henderson, Eli Lotar at the Paris abattoir, an anonymous 

picture of two workmen from La Révolution surréaliste.  
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When Breakwell’s Diary has been connected with surrealism, it has 

been within the tradition of flânerie – the artist as wanderer, seeking out 

cracks in the surface of reality. It is a tradition that stretches back at least to 

Baudelaire, through Aragon’s Paysan de Paris and Breton’s Nadja and on to 

Guy Debord and psychogeography. (That is just to give some Parisian 

examples.)  

This is fair enough, and indeed Breakwell himself often connected with 

the idea of the flâneur. But we need to make a distinction between the active 

flâneur and the passive witness. The flâneur is out and about, walking around, 

searching for the strange to erupt. (That is also how a street photographer 

operates.) Breakwell is more often stationary, the strange comes to him and 

his reaction is not ecstatic immersion but ironic detachment. Of course, we 

know and he knows that he is implicated, but still he retains a distance.  

We might remember here one of the great foundational stories of 

flânerie: ‘The Man of the Crowd’, published by Edgar Allan Poe in 1840. 

There, before the Narrator rushes off to immerse himself in the life of the 

street, he has been silently observing the flow of the city from behind a café 

window. The window again, like Breakwell on the train, creates a sense of 

separation and distance.  

Breakwell’s Diary may adopt a pose of observational detachment, but 

the more we read it, the more we are aware of the observer and his inner 

reaction. And that attitude also relates to surrealism in a different way. André 

Breton first published his anthology of ‘Black Humour’ in 1945, and it is a term 
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that has come to define an attitude that is mordant, satirical, and utterly 

unsentimental, a humour that makes us squirm as it makes us laugh. 

Breakwell’s humour could also be described as ‘black’ but in a very particular 

fashion. As he himself put it, ‘The humour that I love is the morose, the 

deadpan, the seemingly unfunny stuff that is close to misery, but not quite’.  

!  

Note that very English euphemism ‘not too well’.  

So Ian Breakwell’s surrealism is not the surrealism of The Enchanted 

Domain, of the inner imagination, the fantastic, the mythic. Rather it is a 

‘surrealist realism’ (the term was originally Louis Aragon’s). It is a surrealism 

of the everyday, a surrealism from below. 

I mentioned Humphrey Jennings at the start of this paper and I am 

reminded that he once described his own project as ‘the whole question of 

imagination in an industrial society’. This is not something to be found very 

much in French surrealism, nor indeed in the sort of British surrealism that 

was shown in The Enchanted Domain. Rather, it has been explored by British 

artists, writers and thinkers operating on the periphery of surrealism. 

In this, we might place Ian Breakwell’s diary midway between the 

Mass-Observation movement in the late 1930s (of which Jennings was, of 

course one of the founders) and the concept of ‘Social Surrealism’, formulated 

by Jeremy Deller in 2011. Breakwell himself pointed to the diaries of the 

Mass-Observers as a way into the underbelly of history – to see what is 

happening beneath the surface of official histories, how life is lived at ground 

level. Deller coined the term ‘Social Surrealism’ in contrast to Social Realism 

as a way of ‘inverting reality and changing how you look at the world’. 



!  11

!               !  

But there are important differences. Mass-Observation wanted to give 

a voice to the ordinary man or woman in the street – the observing diarist 

remaining anonymous and (supposedly) objective. Deller is mainly interested 

in bringing out larger social and political forces, in which the individual is 

subsumed. Ian Breakwell, though, remained ferociously individualistic, his 

voice was his own and he identified with the role of the artist as both 

embedded within yet also apart from (and sometimes antagonistic to) the 

larger society.  

So, when I read through the diaries from the 1970s, it brings back 

indelibly what it was like to live through that era of post-hippie, pre-Thatcher 

Britain, an era still in black and white, which I have described elsewhere as 

‘full of winters of discontent, three-day weeks and financial crises’. But also, 

as Breakwell records, moments of epiphany, as likely to come from the 

rubbish on the streets as from a sunset landscape. 

  

So I think it’s about time we had a major retrospective exhibition of Ian 

Breakwell’s work – preferably at Tate Britain. And it would also be great to 

have a definitive publication of the full Continuous Diary. But in the meantime, 

all I can suggest is, if you haven’t already got a copy, get hold of Ian 

Breakwell’s Diary to savour its full richness. And also: whenever you are on a 

train, keep looking out the window.  


