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Beach Party in progress, 1981

Sketchbook I

John Yeadon has reinvented himself several times over

his long career. Accordingly, he is difficult to brand, as he
says: “keep them guessing!” It is not surprising then that
this second volume in his Sketchbook series is dramatically
different from the first.

The 1980s was an extremely productive time for the artist,
this publication is selected from 15 sketchbooks produced
from 1981 to 1983 and begins with drawings he did on a
residency in Prague.’ Prior to this Yeadon visited artists
and studios in Cuba? and the Soviet Union 1976, and 1980.
The contemporary art of Prague was particularly influential
as was the DDR exhibition, ‘Tradition and Renewal’, at the
Herbert Art Gallery in Coventry held later in the decade.®

Yeadon has constantly attempted to discover new ways of
introducing figuration in his painting. He was fascinated by
the painting of so-called ‘Eastern Bloc’ countries that have
had a different trajectory in 20th century to the Modernism
prevalent of the West. Though Socialist Realism was
dismissed and caricatured in the West, Yeadon encountered
a refreshing pluralistic variety of the official and non-official
art of these countries. His subsequent painting was dubbed
‘Grotesque Realism’ and he was particularly influenced by
the writings of the Soviet semiologist Mikhail Bahktin on
Grotesque Realism and carnival.

A number of the drawings included here are preparatory
studies for larger works, rehearsing and testing out ideas;
as in ‘Beach Party’ and ‘The Deluge’. Other formulations
did not make it out of the sketchbook. As the site of the
conception of the initial idea some of the drawings have
changed little in the development to the finished painting
as with ‘The Raising of the Exocet’. Sometimes the first
attempt is the best one, but not always. However, it is
possible to get it right the first time!

The observational studies of the first Sketchbook continues
but, by this time, he observes human behaviour in all its
human folly. His theatre is the absurd. Much of the work is
political, full of contradictions and seeks to pose questions.
Central to this is sex, often seen as a preposterous activity,
yet witty and ‘in your face’. At a time of the AIDS paranoia
and ‘gay blame’ Yeadon was defiant and visible as an artist
grappling with the themes of the times. Consequently, his
work represents a resistant account of sexuality.

1 Yeadon was a guest of the Czech Artists Fund 1981 on the
40th anniversary of the destruction of Lidice. Lidice was twinned
with Coventry in 1947.

2 World Youth Festival, 1978.

3 The exhibition was organised by The Museum of Modern Art,
Oxford and the Ministry of Culture for the German Democratic
Republic, 1984.
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Beach Party
Actrylic on canvas
258 x 305 cm, 1981

The Deluge
Acrylic on canvas
213 x 269 cm, 1982
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British Scene
Acrylic on canvas
213 x 300 cm, 1981

The Blind Leading the Blind
Etching 15 x 15 cm, 1982



e

Sketchbook
1982

Sketchbook
1982

Ray Gun Kills
Study 1982
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The Raising of the Exocet

Acrylic on canvas, 140 x 191 cm,

1982, Private Collection
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Modern Art Disco Drawing
Charcoal, acrylic, spray-paint, fluorescent spray, glitter on paper
152 x 122 cm, 1982. Herbert Art Gallery and Museum, Coventry

Portrait of a Dead Witch
213 x 274 cm, 1982-3
Jam Street Cafe Bar, Manchester
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Sketchbook Democratic Circus State Apartments
1982 234 x 152 cm, 1982
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Democratic Circus State Apartments
1982 (detail)
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Sketchbook
1982

ASSE MELY

Assembly Rooms
Acrylic on canvas
234 x 224 cm, 1982

Tea Rooms Etching
Triptych 9 x 7.5 cm, 9x9 cm, 9x7.5 cm, 1982
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Sketchbook Herostratus Beautious Hero Sketchbook The Last Chilean Supper
1983 259 x 183 cm, 1983 i 1982 203 x 127 cm, 1982 (Arts Council Collection)
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Sketchbook Boy Venus Sketchbook Midnight on Freedom
1982 184 x 223 cm, 1982 1982 183 x 223 cm, 1982



Work, Ford Madox Brown, 1863
Oil on canvas, 684 x 999 mm
Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery

Jubilee, Derek Jarman,
film-poster montage and film-still, 1978

The last of England, Derek Jarman,
Soundtrack cover and film-still, 1987

Autre’s Adventures in Sub-Rosal.and

It's no use going back to yesterday,
because | was a different person then.
— Lewis Carroll

‘Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland’

The way in which | create myself is by
means of a quest. | go out into the world
in order to come back with a self.

— Mikhail Bakhtin

A new decade, and a new political temper, and with it;
opportunism. A new era will also invite optimism and
usher in a search for a revised visual style." Just as the
excessive 1980s saw the emergence of conspicuous
consumption and media glitz, accordingly, the astringent
1970s art movements of minimalism and conceptual art
gave way to an irresistible return to narrative, figuration,
and the ‘New Image’ painting. This led to the zealous
consumption of the contemporary art object, art-stars,
and inflated prices at auction.

World-politics summoned up schematic larger-than-life
anti-heroes. Thatcher, the myth-encrusted ‘iron-lady’,
Reagan the cold-war warrior, Chile had the tin-pot
General Pinochet. Keynotes in the UK included rabies,
Green Common’s Cruise missiles, the Falklands conflict,
the beleaguered 1984-5 miners’ strike, Poll-Tax riots,
and mass unemployment.

Out of this ferment our artist commits to producing

a transgressive, relevant art which grapples with this
subject-matter. He hones a taciturn draughtsmanship
in which mark-making — in keeping with the subjects
depicted — becomes cursory, confrontational, violent.

Imagination is the only weapon
in the war against reality.
— Jules de Gaultier

Drawing becomes an abrupt furtive inscription, evoking political
graffiti, or the offensive scrawls encountered on toilet cubicle
walls; an urgent missive, like satirical cartoons questioning the
status-quo (Goya, Gilray, Grosz, Dada, Spitting-Image).

And the 1970s British comedy of puerile seaside-postcard is
replaced with an alternative, caustic fast-paced comedy-club
punk-rant. Some of these sketches appear to suggest one-
liners, put-downs, sight-gags.

The isolated subject of figuration is sometimes naturalistic,
betraying evidence of an actual sitter, but also occurs as a
stylised pastiche from a cartoon-strip, or children’s art. These
pluralist styles often occupy the same picture space. And in a
modern equivalent to the carnival, young men are disinhibited
from the use of poppers in a subculture night-club, they convey
an eroticised loss of self.

On the streets too there were new youth tribes, street parties,

riots, and racism. Curb-crawlers, stray-dogs, bus queues, idle
policemen ‘on the beat’ for a quick arrest after dark and back

to the station for a cuppa...

The private domain of intimate moments is impinged upon by
the state and world events. The TV’s cathode ray illuminates the
corner of the hotel room with random atrocities that permeate

a stolen display of affection. The embrace morphs into a
semaphore of gestures and poses echoing acts of conflict and
torture. The Male nude tradition is updated: Aubrey Beardsley,
Egon Schiele, Francis Bacon, David Hockney, Tom of Finland...
John Yeadon.

The plenum of 1980s society, its popes and prostitutes,
dominatrixes and rent-boys, finds its way in splendid procession
through these pages. These characters and cyphers would
eventually be distilled from the era and its myriad tensions into
the artist’s major history painting series. To this viewer (Yeadon
may well disagree) these busy carnivalesque compositions
evoke Ford Madox Brown’s ‘Work’ (1865), and two films that
bookend the decade by Derek Jarmen, ‘Jubilee’ and ‘The Last
of England’ (the latter title another reference to Madox Brown).

In retrospect, the 1980s were a salient moment in which to
rehabilitate the genre of history painting; just ten years later
Francis Fukuyama would declare the end of history.’

Stephen Pochin

1 The 1970s...lacklustre governments clinging to the remnants of the
Post War Consensus, causing disillusionment of the electorate to the
point of counter-revolution by 1979. (Alice O’Driscoll, newhistories.
sites.sheffield.ac.uk). Other themes of the decade include a stagnating
economy, industrial turmoil, record unemployment, the three-day
working-week, inflation, power-cuts and the ‘Winter of Discontent’.

2 Francis Fukuyama, The End of History & the Last Man, Free Press, 1992.
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