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Bowing to convention

John Yeadon reluctantly continues to use the term ‘sketchbook’, but he doesn’t like 
the words ‘sketch’ or ‘sketchbook’. He prefers ‘drawing book’. ‘Sketch’ implies –  
a draft, a rough, something insubstantial, superficial; sketchy: vague, inadequate, 
scrappy, cursory, slight. However, ‘rudimentary’ doesn’t necessarily have to mean 
‘limited’. Many of the drawings here are indeed crude and ‘something unfinished’ 
because these drawing books are a place to enquire, to experiment, to prepare, the 
testing out of ideas, often the initial site of the idea and maybe to see what an idea 
might look like. A safe place to go over the top, to discover where the ‘top’ might 
be and even a license just to be silly. It is also the site of information collecting, 
and for drawings that record this process. Yeadon even drew backs of heads in 
preparation before his series of photographs of backs of heads.

For many years one of Yeadon’s favourite books has been Freud’s Jokes and their 
Relation to the Unconscious. The German ‘Der Witz’ – wit, also implies ingenuity.
This third Sketchbook compilation shares not only Yeadon’s eclectic journey but his 
wit, playfulness and inventiveness through an obsession with drawing. It has been 
stated by Roger Malbert (head curator of the Hayward Gallery, Southbank until 
2018) that Yeadon draws “with a pornographer’s zeal” (Art Monthly, October 1991).

This publication, like volumes 1 and 2, is a view behind 
the scenes. We observe his thinking, as he generates 
ideas through drawing. The ‘beginnings’ and of how new 
ideas evolve from earlier ones, how one drawing can lead 
to another. These sketchbooks record the genesis and 
development of his character, the hapless Blind Biff Jelly. 
In the early 1980s, surprisingly, Biff first appearing as a 
computer with legs. These humble drawings can be seen 
as an antidote to his more extravagant gestures present in 
the larger works. 

Sketchbooks are essentially private, sometimes secret.1 
These are Yeadon’s private thoughts which cannot 
be transgressive, as they were for his eyes only, the 
sketchbook is where the artist has a dialogue with himself. 
We see his questioning, though not much caring about 
the answers. His ‘metaphors of futility’. However, with this 
publication, the private is made public, and one could say 
that this is what art does anyway. It is certainly what jokes 
do. Humour makes public the private. Yeadon says:

We share in laughter the paradoxes and contradictions 
of our existence. Laughter, which does justice to life’s 
injustices. This is the world turned upside-down where 
insult is praise and embarrassment becomes benediction.

With pages culled from 25 sketchbooks, 1984–2022, this 
selection was a difficult task, like pulling teeth. Others 
might have made different choices. 

Like Rabelais, Yeadon likes lists and he collects words. 
There is considerable writing in his sketchbooks – he also 
keeps copious notebooks – and just a few examples of  
text are shown here. 

Yeadon has always preferred ‘toilet graffiti’ to ‘street 
graffiti’, there is always something private and earnest 
about the graffiti in a public toilet, the secret shared 
anonymously.

The phallus self portrait of 1969, shown in Sketchbook 1, 
was kept secret for most of his life. As a student at the  
time he did not dare show this drawing to his lecturers.  
The drawing was not exhibited until his Showcase at  
the Ikon Gallery in 2022 as part of the Shout Festival, 
Birmingham’s Festival of Queer Art and Culture. At the age 
of 74 such exposure no longer bothered him.

The artist in his studio with ‘Harwell/Dekatron WITCH’, 2017

Sketchbook III

1 �Yeadon recalls a student, who, after persistent requests, refusing 
to show him his very private sketchbook. The sketchbook was 
either rubbish or fantastic, he never found out. In the Renaissance, 
the Master’s sketchbook was highly valued, his apprentices only 
gaining access with permission from the Master. Sketchbooks 
were often kept secret, locked away in a safe to prevent industrial 
espionage from other artists’ studios who would attempt to steal 
the book to gain access to the Masters unique observations.



Sketchbook 
1984

Sketchbook 
1987

Sketchbook 
1989

Sketchbook 
1987

Giro City Mural (detail)  
1984

Introducing Blind Biff Jelly  
Etching, 24.5x17.5 cm, 1989

Cliché or Archetype, from The Blind Biff Effect
Acrylic on paper, 64x46 cm, 1989

Blind Biff Fucks a Pig
Etching, 24.5x17.5 cm, 1989



Sketchbook 
1987

Sketchbook 
1989

Sketchbook 
1990

Sketchbook 
1992

Biff Visits Blackpool
Lithograph, 65x51 cm, 1987

 
Backs of Heads  
50x35 cm, 1990

How Blind Biff Sneezed and Escaped Execution 
Etching 24.5x17.5 cm, 1991

Zanni   
Photograph with screen printing, 70x50 cm, 1992



Sketchbook 
1991

Sketchbook 
2005

Portrait of the Artists as a Clown  
Acrylic and crayon on paper, 152x122 cm, 1992    

Sketchbook 
1990

The Battle with Apollyon,  
The Pilgrim’s Progress. 1990

Mappa, Full English 
Acrylic, fluorescent acrylic, glitter on board, 50x50 cm, 2006

Sketchbook 
1990

Giant Despair,  
The Pilgrim’s Progress. 1990



Sketchbook 
2005

Sketchbook 
2009

Sketchbook 
2005

Sketchbook 
2009

Menu  
Digital print, 22x10 cm, 2006

Red Curtain  
Acrylic on canvas, 41x30.5 cm, 2012

Full English
Digital print 260x366 cm, 2006

In Comes I
Acrylic on canvas 41x30.5 cm, 2013



Sketchbook 
2012

Drawing 
37.5x55 cm, 2022

Sketchbook 
2013

Drawing 
Colour pencils. 42x32 cm, 2022

Duckhouse, Englandia  
Acrylic on canvas, 41x30.5 cm, 2013

Dignity and Impudence 
Acrylic on canvas. 80x105 cm, 2023

 
The Gate, Englandia 
Acrylic on canvas, 41x30.5 cm, 2013

 
Self Portrait 

Acrylic on canvas. 50x50 cm, 2022



In Yeadon’s work the modesty veil of the academic 
life-study if cast off as the phallus stands proud in 
confrontational arousal. Figures bask, cavort, grapple 
and interlock in orgasmic embrace. In stylised ‘head 
studies’ the neck and head might be a metaphor for the 
innate eroticism of the models. This allusion is made 
overt in the ‘backside’ portrait series; turning a formal 
tradition on its head (literally). The perverse dorsal view 
denies recognition (this author is there somewhere) but 
nevertheless throws up a new taxonomy of types and 
hairstyles for the viewer to access, while questioning 
their expectations regarding portraiture. 
The artist is particularly strong on taxonomies. This is 
the collector’s impulse; to collect the world in a book, 
whether it be the array of musical instrument shapes, 
words, food photography, figure poses, chimneys, roofs.
Biff, the miscreant ancéphale, appears to be a surrogate 
id for Yeadon, with a licence to thrill and pillage in 
a Rabelaisian world (‘Do What Thou Wilt’), or the 
performative Commedia dell arte fantasy of liberation 
and anarchy. He evolves on these pages as a hybrid  
of male nude and mechanical automaton, prefiguring  
the series of portraits of the ventriloquist dummies, 
heirloom sibling of the artist’s family. 
Each of these series conjurers up notions of the picture 
as a performance space, the studio and the gallery 
as stages, where societal norms are discarded at the 
threshold so that the comedy may once again begin...
				    Stephen Pochin 

Thus modern art shows even more explicitly than the  
art of the past that the nude does not simply represent 
the body, but relates it by analogy, to all structures that 
have become part of our imaginative experience.2

1 �Kenneth Clark, The Nude (1956, Folio, p.21).
2 �Ibid. (p.272). 

Naked and Nude (Men in Pants)
 
Art can never exist without naked beauty displayed.
William Blake 

Beauty will be convulsive or will not be at all.
André Breton 

Just as ‘Actor’ used to denote the masculine only, so 
the ‘Nude’ in art is usually assumed to be female. But 
the wealth of cultural material since antiquity would 
belie this prejudice. Alongside Aphrodite, Venus, and 
Eve there is Apollo, Zeus, and the Vitruvian man. The 
Christian era presented the symbols of suffering and 
martydom; Adam, St Sebastian, Jesus crucified;  
“the supreme symbol of European belief”.1 
Aside from the agonised and tortured figure bearing 
a crown of thorns, with nails driven through his limbs, 
it is perhaps only since the last century or more that 
Western art – and the wider culture – has deemed the 
male nude to be a transgressive challenge to the ‘norm’ 
of the venerated and over-exposed female equivalent. 
The basis of such proscriptions are a book’s worth of 
socio-political, ‘male gaze’, and gender issues which 
have be addressed elsewhere. Suffice that Yeadon, 
through his sketchbooks, prints, and large-scale 
paintings, has sought to explore and engage with such 
assumptions and taboos; wrapped up as they are with 
concepts of repression, personal freedom, eroticism. 
The artist reminds us that the male nude, as well as 
being the ideal of classical beauty, is also a real body, 
capable of urges and impulses not usually depicted in 
art. As well as asceticism, the history of the nude is also 
one of sensuality and eroticism. Leonardo’s Vitruvian 
man, a graph evoking geometric and mathematical 
proportion, is also a full-frontal male squaring the circle, 
at dead-centre: flame-like pubic hair and fig-like tackle.

Glyn Philpot
Penelope
Oil on canvas, 1923

Leonardo da Vinci
Vitrivian Man (detail)
c.1490

André Masson
First issue of Acéphale 
1936

Edward Burra, Soldiers at Rye, 1941, watercolour and gouache, © Tate

Robert Mapplethorpe  
Arnold Schwarzenegger, photograph,  
1976, © Robert Mapplethorpe Foundation

George Dyer, photographed by John Deakin  
c.1965 in Francis Bacon’s Reece Mews, London.  
Deakin Collection: Dublin City Gallery, Hugh Lane  
© estate of Francis Bacon. DACS 2019

Simeon Solomon, Dreaming by the Sea,  
1871, Watercolour. Aberystwyth Uni. 
School of Art, Museum and Galleries

Keith Vaughan 
Study of a Figure Relaxing, c.1940s 
© Estate of Keith Vaughan, DACS 2022

Austin Osman Spare 
Ex-Boxer 
Pastel on paper, 1950

William Blake 
The Dance of Albion 
c.1796
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1990

Costume and set designs 
for community production 
of Pilgrim’s Progress. 



















































































































































1965–2022

Roofs

















































































































 

John Yeadon

Born 3 February 1948 in Burnley, Lancs. UK.
Studied – Hornsey College of Art, 1966-69. 
Royal College of Art, 1969-72. 

Retired from full-time teaching in 2002 as Course 
Leader MA Fine Art after 30 years at Coventry University 
(Lanchester/Coventry Polytechnic as was).

Visiting lecturer at post-graduates centres throughout 
Britain including Slade, the Royal College of Art, 
Goldsmiths, Chelsea, and Glasgow School of Art.

Residencies in Cite des Arts Paris 1970 and in Prague
in 1981, as guest of the Czech Artists’ Fund, on the 
40th Anniversary of the destruction of Lidice.

A practicing artist for over 50 years, exploring issues of 
politics, sexuality, food, national identity, the grotesque 
and carnival. Essentially a painter and printmaker,  
he has worked on banner-making, and with text and  
digital photographic techniques.  

For much of Yeadon’s career his work has been 
pornographic, humorous, oppositional, disquieting, 
difficult, obsessive, unfashionable and mostly goes 
against the grain.

He has exhibited throughout Britain and abroad, with 
over 40 one person shows including the Transmission 
Gallery, Glasgow, the Centre for Contemporary Art, 
Glasgow, the Royal Festival Hall, London, Ikon Gallery, 
Birmingham, Vilma Gold, London, Phoenix, Brighton and 
The National Museum of Computing, Bletchley Park. 

With over 60 group shows, which include:  
The British Art Show, Arts Council, touring (1985/6)   
Critical Realism, Nottingham, touring (1987/88)   
Post Morality, Kettle’s Yard, Cambridge (1990) 

More recently: the Kreuzkirche, Dresden and Coventry 
Cathedral, the Lie of the Land, MK Gallery (2019)
Coventry Biennial 1 (2017) and 3 (2021)  
A Very Special Place, Ikon in the 1990s, 
Ikon Gallery, Birmingham (2021).

In 2022 he was spotlighted in a Showcase at the Ikon 
in collaboration with the Shout Festival, he is also 
supporting the Ikon Youth Programme. 

Yeadon has exhibited in Germany, Portugal, Holland,  
and Hong Kong. Reviewed in numerous publications,  
he is also featured in Emmanuel Cooper’s (1986) book 
‘The Sexual Perspective’.

Since 2012 Yeadon has organised artists’ exhibitions, 
exchanges and residencies with Coventry and Dresden. 
In 2024 he was the recipient from Dresden of the FAMA 
Award for Lifetime Achievement along with Dresden 
artist Max Uhlig. Presented by the Mayor of Dresden, 
the Frauenkirche Foundation, the Neue Saxony Art 
Association e.V. and the KFA Culture for All gGmbH.  
Both artist exhibited work during the Palais Sommer 
Festival and the ceremony took place at Neumarkt in  
front of the Frauenkirche.

www.johnyeadon.com
instagram.com/yeadonjohn
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