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What is a home? A home is where we dwell but it is more than a mere shelter, more than a covering from the elements. We furnish our homes with objects, keepsakes, photographs, and other physical memories. We deliberate over colour schemes and furnishings, over the grammar of style, over the fundamentals of aesthetics and the mystery of taste. Our homes are expressive of ourselves, they are a physical manifestation of self; we could even say that they contribute to our definition of ourselves. 
Why do we have this desire to nest, to gather, to adorn? After all, for the greater part of its stay upon the earth the human race has been nomadic. Our Palaeolithic ancestors followed the migratory movements of animals across continents only occasionally making a fragile mark or incision upon a cave wall. Our idea of home may usually be connected to our nest of brick, wood and plaster but that is not the thing that defines it. The place in which we live may not be a home, for ‘home’ may be elsewhere: where we were born; where we grew up; a place we visited once if at all; even a whole landscape. It is always the place where we felt we belonged. Our ‘spiritual home’ is so called because it is not physical but a thing of the mind, a mingling of memory and desire; the place we remember and the place we wish to be. 
What of the state of homelessness then? Is it a little like losing oneself, or of losing one’s anchor or perhaps compass in the world?  Homelessness and ‘houselessness’ (what we usually mean when we speak of the homeless) are connected, but not exactly the same thing. A house is a shelter; a home is a sense of belonging, an emotional connection to a place or an idea of a place.

With all this in mind it is interesting to find an artist whose work is about the way we define home and homelessness. Andy Baldwin seeks out alternative dwellings as subjects but also lives in a freight container in a boat yard near my own fairly conventional terraced house in the ancient Cinque Port of Sandwich. 
Many dwellings in Sandwich are now second homes but the place has a feeling of permanence about it. Most of the town centre is medieval, though many buildings have later facades. There is a tangible sense of the history of place, of dwellings growing, shrinking, some leaning as the timber and plaster inhales and exhales, yawning and creaking on their foundations. Over time, these buildings alter their skin and function, dwellings become commercial shop fronts, or as is the more recent trend, shops become dwellings displaying their former purpose in enlarged street-facing windows now curtained and private.  Street signs populate the walls and pavements, cars line the labyrinthine medieval streets as if in mockery of the idea of a ‘conservation area’. A web of electric cables hangs above the streets bringing a spark of life to each part of this living organism. Though it has been besieged and sacked, and though altered and expanded with each century, the town remains a living thing, if on the surface a little inert; it is the dwellers who are transient.
Near the quayside, a hidden footpath runs alongside the river Stour, once the main artery of the town.  As the path winds its way further from the town and closer to the boat yard it feels as if one is stumbling on the ruins of a lost industrial civilisation, which is perhaps exactly right. Upturned and weathered fibreglass moulds of boats litter the verges like monuments; some of these have padlocked doors, treasure trove barrows of equipment. In the boat yard itself moulds and containers and silent vans serve as workshops and dwellings between the elevated landlocked vessels. Andy’s own dwelling and place of work is nestled amongst these encampments. His territory is marked out by a forklift, a vessel being prepared for the ocean, an enclosure of containers and a great steel hulk with a chalked circle labelled “HOLE THAT CAUSED THE SINKING” - a work in progress with a secret and subversive purpose, it is more like a post-apocalyptic vision than anything sea-worthy. In fact there are chalk sketches and notes on metal surfaces and contraptions all around the yard. The act of drawing fixes the thought in his memory, and it matters little that these will disappear as surfaces are rubbed down or the rain washes them away. This is drawing in its most direct and urgent form as a medium for thought.
Andy has been here a year. The container in which he lives has a comfortable roughness. This is the fulfilment of the almost mythical desire of all ‘real men’ to live in a shed at the bottom of the garden. Andy admitted he was still making camps as he had done as a child. This one is lined with plywood it has a wood burning stove, welded by Andy himself, an electric supply and internet connection, but is actually smaller than my own ‘shed’. On a shelf are a handful of photographs of a few family members but also of former beloved mechanisms, such as one for the Margate ‘Exodus’ project and film – though this commission was not seen in the final cut. Before this modest abode, Andy lived in a “shed in the woods” near the village of Barham, and previously lived in a tent for year. He has in the past lived in more ‘conventional’ accommodation but chooses to live on site, as he says, it “makes the work possible”. This is an artist not only living for his work but living his work, in that there seems to be no separation at all between work and life. 
As subject matter he has visited a number of people living in similarly alternative homes in defiance of “working up the [property] ladder” – sheds, tree houses, trucks, buses welded to boats – often constructing their own dwellings, sometimes sited illegally. They each have a fascinating story, but as a home is also a private thing they are documented anonymously in photographs, and will be exhibited without comment on a great mechanised wheel. The wheel may have a number of associations, such as the Ferris wheel of the fairground, or the wheel of a watermill (with its implications of sustainability). I can’t help but think of the mechanical Wheels of Fortune of the Middle Ages, theatrical devices to demonstrate the folly of ambition; fickle Fortune raises you up to the top of the wheel then casts you down again.  The idea of the precariousness of dwelling was shown in a kinetic sculpture in progress in the yard – the steel facade of a wealthy house splits with a mechanical motion revealing a more modest house, which itself reveals a tin caravan, beneath which is a figure sheltering under a blanket. The blanket is the most basic form of shelter, the town house a vast elaboration on the same notion –  to keep out the cold. Each of these things may be a ‘home’, or none of them. Andy bemoans the temporality of modern building – shed-like constructions with only the appearance of solid brick walls – but his work leads me to think of the fragility of all dwellings, whether in a constructed or economic sense.   The fragility of dwelling is the precariousness of existence.
Andy is refreshingly straightforward when discussing his work. It is work born from the materials themselves, particularly the use of metal. His closeness to metal makes the freight container so attractive; if he had been a carpenter he would have built from wood. Instead of a background at art school Andy’s knowledge has come from blacksmithing and working on steam engines and motorbikes. He makes as much as he can himself including machines to make machines. It is important for the mechanism to remain visible (after all is part of the artistry of the work) and this may lead us to think about human ingenuity – the fact that we are technological beings. 
The art historian Roger Cardinal might have categorised Andy as the classic ‘Outsider Artist’, but that doesn’t really disclose anything about either work or artist; as a category it only seems useful in relation to the art market and the career path associated with it. Andy may well be outside the mainstream, but he is very much inside his work and his materials. When Joseph Beuys optimistically and democratically declared that “Everyone is an Artist” he was sweeping away the elitism connected to one’s qualifications and one’s rank in the art world. Beuys imagined an artist whose primary concern was to address social, political and ecological issues such as homelessness or sustainability rather than on financial gain and prestige. He may well have imagined people like Andy, intuitively transforming their world into art, and so helping to transform our world into art too.
