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Three years ago Mark Dixon became interested in a giant building in his home town of Ipswich. Cransfield Mill, a nineteenth century docklands construction erected in the 1840s, was until recently sixteen stories high. But as part of a £70m redevelopment as a ‘mini-Barbican’ and the massive regeneration programme that is currently underway on Ipswich’s waterfront, it has been rebuilt and now measures twenty-three stories in total. Originally, the mill provided employment for generations of local families, and the demolition of the structure became interesting to Dixon; the artist could see the building from his house, and wanted to research and record the disappearing asbestos-ridden factory, along with the traces or histories of the people that worked there.

As part of Dixon’s project, he decided to try and film the building’s interior as it was being irrevocably altered. To do this, the artist had to gain the trust of its team of demolition men, who were at first reluctant to be involved. Yet after only a short while Dixon gained their respect and became an integral part of the daily life within the mill as it was being systematically destroyed.

As part of the ritual of each day in the building, workers would turn up at six o’clock, and there would immediately be a massive sense of anxiety and unbridled energy on site. Some employees were hired by the firm directly from serving periods of time in prison. Because of this fact and the nature of the work, the environment proved to be a tough one psychologically; while anger and frustration naturally came out in each member’s work during the course of the day, one could sense the use of a destructive energy as a way out, or as a way to temporarily ease personal problems. However, although bravado and determination existed on the face of the social relationships within the building, a certain vulnerability was also visible; for example, one of the toughest characters in the team was found by Dixon in a fit of tears after he had opened a cabinet with a set of photos and ephemera of someone else’s family from years gone by. To everyone’s surprise, some parts of the building revealed historical material that had been uncovered for the first time in over a hundred years.

To capture certain events, cameras were mounted in the building. The resulting footage was often very raw, and during the process of recording, fifteen wireless cameras (small spy cameras), which were wired up inside the destruction scene – together with seven VHS cameras and one DVD camera – were completely wrecked by falling masonry, joists, rivets, cables and water used to damp down dust. These excerpts present a reflective process, where each camera or machine systematically documents its own destruction.

The tightly edited film that Dixon has produced for Focal Point Gallery is designed to be shown on a single screen and takes the communication between brutalised individuals within a raw setting as a tool to ruminate on the historical, political and economic history of our urban environment within the context of the rampant government led regeneration programme that is currently sweeping the UK.

The Spartan, bare, minimal visual aspect of disorientation in Dixon’s presentation is also taken to a new level. The resulting film shows the violent stages of redevelopment, a process started when boards are put up around a site, and the identity of a place is immediately lost through its concealment.

Dixon also conducted audio interviews as research material about memories of the building. These have been used within the work’s soundtrack, and pitted with the sound of the building’s destruction to form a visual palimpsest of graffiti that had built up over years. The process of montage adds additional layers of interpretation and moments of anticipation. With walls and floors unexpectedly disappearing – one scene depicts a spider’s web that suddenly disintegrates when the wall it’s attached to falls away revealing a large open seascape beyond – the film literally pulls the carpet from under the viewers’ feet by removing the comfort zone and changing a ‘standard’ perception of reality.

The title of this project, ‘Breaking Up’, is also intended to jar slightly with the fact that it takes place around the Christmas period, when relationships can sometimes become slightly strained. However eloquent or by turns insensitive this title appears, it essentially relates to the humour and tension that existed between the members of the working community who performed throughout the building as it was being demolished. Dixon remembers one of the team whistling the song Breaking Up Is Hard To Do, while other builders screamed ‘you’re breaking up’ repeatedly into their radios during frantic conversations across the site. The film’s installation within the gallery aims to capture this sense of conflict, apprehension and absurdity, and take the visitor into an uncertain or unstable psychological backdrop within which to consider history and memory and the changing urban environment.

Mark Dixon was born in Hull in 1957, lives in Ipswich, and is currently an artist in residence at Wysing Arts Centre. 

Mark Dixon’s ‘Breaking Up’ is generously supported by Southend Borough Council and Arts Council England, East

EXHIBITION OPENING AND PERFORMANCE
FRIDAY 14 NOVEMBER 7.30 TO 9.30PM 

Please join us in the gallery to celebrate the opening of the exhibition ‘Breaking Up’. Mark Dixon will 
also be giving a performance (8pm to 8.30pm) Everyone is welcome, no invitation necessary.

Gallery open: Monday to Friday 9am to 7pm, Saturday 9am to 5pm. Closed Sunday & Bank 

Holidays
Ends

Focal Point Gallery, Southend Central Library, Victoria Avenue, Southend-on-Sea, Essex SS2 6E                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
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