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Mark Prince on the xxxxxFelicity Allen on the role of the sketchbook in the construction of the artist’s ‘self’

Yvonne Rainer 
Lives of Performers 1972
fi lm 

A contemporary artist’s sketchbook is frequently an intimate 
laboratory through which to repeatedly become and perform an 
artistic self and through which to learn to become that self; that is, 
to develop a practice. Shifts in how sketchbooks are used could be 
tracked according to the prevailing identity of the artist as she or he 

lives their life, as well as the identity of the art product. As the sketchbook hits a kind of crisis related  to both its 
ubiquity and its archaic form, it is transformed by commerce, conceptually and as a medium, to turn the Joseph 
Beuys dictum ‘everyone is an artist’ into ‘everyone can be commodifi ed to simulate becoming an artist’.

I am writing from my own experience of keeping a sketchbook, as well as looking at other contemporary 
artists’ and students’ sketchbooks. I am using the word ‘sketchbook’ to suggest a wide variety of notebooks and 
sketchbooks that include many types of text and image, and contribute to different stages in the production of 
art. In art education in the UK, producing a sketchbook is a curriculum requirement in the study of art in both 
school and higher education and, in different ways, becomes part of the assessable work a student produces. The 
current crisis in the UK education system has been well documented, as the citizen/student is repositioned as 
the consumer/student. As educational institutions enter the market, the purpose of education is contested, and 
with this contest come challenges to long-standing, nation-building concepts of the individual, self-realisation, 
social mobility, dissent and knowledge itself. Public educational assessment is an intrinsic part of the shift to 
the market, promoted by the government as ensuring public value for money and offering consumer choice, 

while teachers and lecturers experience it as ever-increasing 
administration and drudgery. 

Both to educators and to students a sketchbook is 
frequently seen as a site of creative learning, although, 
of course, ‘creativity’ is a concept with political form. As 
Pen Dalton noted in her 2001 book The Gendering of Art 
Education, the educational priorities of certain art courses 
in UK higher education match the business imperatives 
promoted by the Confederation of British Industry, 
which she cites as ‘initiative, self-motivation, creativity, 
communication and teamwork’, and suggests that ‘the 
paradigm of postmodern economic man is the playful, 
creative, risk-taking, entrepreneurial artist’. Reinforcing 
this, the collective Radical Philosophy noted in its journal’s 
editorial that the demand now is for workers ‘with uniquely 
individual abilities’. Creating a picture of the endless 
networking and socio-cultural performances of the self that 
a ‘fl exible’ worker must enact, the editorial states that the 
‘self is no longer a place of retreat but a productive force’, 
and a fl exible worker must ‘maintain a good mood in order 
to appear creative and original – survival depends on it’.

vCREATIVITY
EDUCATION

That’s what keeps me in the studio, the not-knowing part 
and always being surprised. Bruce Nauman
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To understand the ways in which sketchbooks operate as performative manifestations 
towards becoming an artistic self, one can take as an example the early notebooks of the 
artist, choreographer and fi lmmaker Yvonne Rainer. She kept these notebooks when 
she was making the transition from school to university. The fi rst, from when she was a 
teenager at college in 1951, opens with a description of an argument with a teacher about 
what and how the students should be taught. She goes on to vividly describe what it feels 
like – physically and emotionally – to be her. She determinedly digs below the surface of 
her feelings in writing about them. More than 50 years later, in a 2009 interview with 
Robert Storr, Rainer commented about the dance, Trio A, that she choreographed in 1966 
and in which she was fi lmed performing in 1978: ‘One of the main characteristics of this 
dance is that the gaze of the performer never looks directly out at the audience ... I refused 
to look at the audience, so the gaze becomes inward.’

While her concerns fi t with the aesthetic, political and social concerns of the period in 
which she developed and performed this dance, the comment could equally be applied to 
the work of her notebook – it is a similar position, essentially. Watch Rainer’s fi lms  and you 
understand that actually her notebook is also a place to form arguments, to practise writing 
and form an artistic self; it is absolutely possible to see this early notebook, which might be 
dismissed as a teenage diary, as an experiment in writing that contributes, say, to the fi lm 
Lives of Performers that she made 20 years later in 1972. The voice and experimentation 
develops: in 1972 her notebook becomes a dream diary, combining elements of fantasy 
and realism with a self-conscious awareness of the position of the narrator, seeking 
potentially a Freudian reading between the lines of not just the story but its telling. While 
its intention may have been partly therapeutic, Rainer is practising the art of storytelling 
as well as writing. A sequence in the fi lm shows a man in a relationship with two women; 
he is at the centre. The sequence uses voiceover, which is directly comparable to the voice 
of a diary. It is eerie like a dream. The voice is a story-telling voice, describing events and 
reporting speech attributed to the individuals; the voiceover keeps each individual remote 
from the viewer, making identifi cation impossible. In this sense Rainer’s work once again 
refuses to make eye contact with the audience. But this is also characteristic of the self-
conscious diarist; her diaristic notebook is a rehearsal both for the development of her 
artistic self and for the work that she produces.

It is important to distinguish between what Rainer does – using her notebook to learn 
and develop while producing herself as an artistic self, while also learning to write and 
think as part of her practice – and the idea suggested by the Radical Philosophy editorial that 
‘the self is no longer a place of retreat but a productive force’. Signifi cantly, the fi rst self is 
different from the second because of the power relations that surround the production of 
the self: Rainer ‘refused to look at the audience, so the gaze became inward’. She argued 
with her teachers. She transformed real life relationships – whether real-time encounters 
with her boyfriend or dream-time encounters – through her notebook work to become 
material for her artistic productions. In producing her self she was producing her work; 
she owned it, it was her work from her self and it was hers to sell. 

The self that Radical Philosophy describes is the opposite. There is no retreat into a 
notebook, no practice; there is simply an endless performative round of insecure encounters 
at gallery openings along with insecure labour relationships. The value of the self produced 
does not belong to the person producing it but to the potential contractor of that person. 
The self is reduced to the labour to be exploited by the contractor, following the Facebook 
model: that is, the Facebook Friend as both the commodity for sale to the advertisers and 
the unpaid labourer. Self-refl exivity and dissent are integral to developing as a critical and 
creative, educated citizen. Not just the freedom but also the individual strength to dissent 
is essential. While it may not appear to be a part of an artist’s productions, the possibility for 
dissent has to be a part of what informs artistic practice. Some would argue that producing 
a work of art is in itself an action that counters the passive consumerist model. 

The work of the sketchbook is in itself refl exive but not literally decodeable as such: 
a sense of linear, literal progress is habitually absent. Refl ecting on the sketchbook, 
without a substantial period of time between the making and the review, can be 
sterilising rather than creative, unless the refl ection contains the quality of chance that 
is an integral component of the relationship an artist (or student) has to their notebook. 
To acknowledge the inherently refl exive nature of keeping a sketchbook or notebook is 
signifi cant because of the requirement that UK students ‘annotate’ their sketchbooks in 
preparation for assessment. The teacher demands a type of uniformity in what a student 

cohort produces both in the name of fairness for students and as a 
means of containing the impossible weight of administration and 
assessment that now burdens teachers and lecturers. An idea that 
refl ection and articulation helps to reinforce learning – which it 
would, for instance, if you were learning to remember the Periodic 
Table or a Robert Browning poem – has been applied across the 
curriculum. Annotation routinely means that students look 
through the pictures they have drawn and write a commentary 
about their thinking. It is a process of sterilisation through 
literalisation. The refl exive, demanding, critical, surprising 
individual is ruled out. 

An example of a school teacher’s management of sketchbooks 
demonstrates the demand that students produce in standardised 
work formats, although this is certainly not confi ned to schools. In 
this particular London state school all students were issued with 
the same type of sketchbook. In the front, inside cover the teacher 
stapled a standard form. It identifi ed the dates when she or he 
had seen the sketchbook, the grades they had given it and their 
comments on a particular date:

GCSE Fine Art Interim Assessment:
UNIT TITLE: IDENTITY
NAME/TUTOR GROUP
Current grade: C/D  
Target grade: B/C
Things to do to improve:
1. Label all your drawings and experiments. You should  
 explain how you created each piece
2. Stick black and white copy of Picasso ‘eye’ in your   
sketchbook
3. Draw view through window. Use pencil or pen and 
 add tone
4. Produce more drawings of parts of the face using other  
 drawing materials
Deadline for completion of work: [date]
Teacher: [signature and date]

It is reminiscent of Allan Sekula’s famous work School 
is a Factory, 1978-80, or even the TED lecture given by the 
educationalist Ken Robinson. He, too, identifi es the factory as a 
model for the school, with its regulatory bell ringing to sound the 
beginning and end of lessons, a production line of intellectual and 
creative frustration. Robinson says that we ‘educate children by 
batches [that is, by age group] ... as if the most important thing 
about them is their date of manufacture’. ‘We don’t grow into 
creativity,’ he says, ‘we grow out of it; or rather, we get educated 
out of it.’ Given my concern with the student’s development of a 
sense of self, there is a cheap irony in the example I have given – 
the project title is ‘Identity’. 

James Elkins writes in Reasons to Mistrust the PhD about 
the problematic academicisation of the PhD in art, which, he 
says, demands that the student theoretically critiques their own 
work. While there is more variation than this might suggest, his 
comments about ideas of self-refl exivity are important. He writes: 

 ‘Self-refl exivity is the inescapable end result, and unavoidably 
the implicit goal, of every programme. It raises a fascinating 
and extremely diffi cult problem. Historically speaking, artists 
have not always been very eloquent, or even very accurate, 
about what they do. Entire movements and centuries of art 
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have fl ourished without the kind of articulateness that we 
now value, and if we’re honest we should probably say those 
movements and periods may not have been possible if the 
artists had been able to write at length, lucidly, with historical 
and analytic precision, about what they were doing. Some 
art is hobbled by awareness. The challenge in studio art 
education in general, and in PhD programmes in particular, 
is understanding what kinds of art are served by self-refl exivity, 
what parts of art practice are bypassed in self-refl exivity, and 
what elements of art making self-refl exivity protects us from 
thinking about.’

As part of a Facebook exchange discussing this, John L Tran 
wrote: ‘Refl ection about my work, and refl ection about myself 
are different (with some overlap).’ A notebook or sketchbook, by 
its very nature, contains the possibility for an artist to produce 
as-yet-unmediated stuff that is both the self and the work before 
one is refi ned and separated from the other. Crucially, it allows 
for a direct link to different levels of consciousness and, as I have 
already suggested, the act of making contains the act of refl ection. 
Artists’ sketchbooks are frequently left incomplete. Pages towards 
the end of the book are left empty or, as part of the same refusal 
to complete, the artist resists conclusion by using the inside cover, 
cramming stuff in so that it virtually spills into the next book. To 
conclude a sketchbook would overdefi ne the emergence from self 
to work. 

A second issue in relation to the assessment and 
standardisation of sketchbooks is about doublethink, as George 
Orwell so presciently described it. In a section called ‘Freedom 
to Learn’ in the current issue of the US journal Psychology Today, 
Peter Gray reports on a research report undertaken by Kyung-Hee 
Kim, a professor of education, which documents the continuous 
decline in creativity among US schoolchildren over the past 
two or three decades. Quoting Kim, he writes: ‘the data indicate 
that “children have become less emotionally expressive, less 
energetic, less talkative and verbally expressive, less humorous, 
less imaginative, less unconventional, less lively and passionate, 
less perceptive, less apt to connect seemingly irrelevant things, less 
synthesizing, and less likely to see things from a different angle”.’ 
Kim gives evidence to show that there is a direct correlation 
between this decline in what is identifi ed as creativity and the 
imposition in state education in the US, as in the UK, of a target 
culture, with frequent testing that trains state-educated children to 
think in a behaviourist framework of right and wrong and good 
and bad. In particular, she notes that the most substantial negative 
shift is in what is called ‘Creative Elaboration, which assesses the 
ability to take a particular idea and expand on it in an interesting 
and novel way’. Gray writes in his essay ‘Freedom to Learn’: 
‘Creativity is ... stifl ed by the continuous monitoring, evaluation, 
adult-direction, and pressure to conform that restrict children’s 
lives today. We are subjecting children to an educational system 
that punishes children (and their teachers too) for daring to try 
different routes. We are also increasingly depriving children of 
free time outside of school to play, explore, be bored, overcome 
boredom, fail, overcome failure.’

The sketchbook is precisely the type of device one might 
turn to when bored or failing – it allows one to discover that one 
can challenge one’s own doubts through practice, transforming 
frustration into something creative. This is an essential process for 
an artist but also for anyone to achieve a sense of their own agency, 

an integral quality to a sense of self. The doublethink, therefore, is the desire expressed by 
educational regulators (government, corporations, some educationalists) for students to 
be better educated and to identify this through higher grades, while the regulatory system 
imposed does everything possible to disempower the students, to diminish their sense 
of independence, agency or ability to learn for and by themselves. Their teachers have 
been obliged, as Gray observes, to sublimate their own experiential knowledge to that 
of the testing mechanisms. The verbal annotations in sketchbooks may once have been 
introduced because they were thought to have educational value in the form of articulated 
refl ection, but now their main purpose may be to relieve the examiners of actually doing 
the associative and complex thinking that reading someone else’s sketchbook requires – 
they can assess it quicker. In any case, diminishing a student’s sense of agency implicitly 
eradicates the very thing we believe is a western tradition: freedom of expression and the 
right to dissent.

Our managerialist assessment culture in education, which is promoted as giving 
access, consumer choice and fairness, in fact acts as a formidable form of surveillance and 
regulation. It is repressive and it keeps people in their place. Repeated and ‘unrefl ective’ 
assessment is a psychological invasion of the student’s mind which is constantly working, 
consciously and unconsciously, in its formation of a notion of self. The sketchbook can be 
an important location for that mucky emerging self/work. The political aspect of this is 
that, in the UK, regulation through assessment affects both students and teachers in the 
state sector much more than in the private sector. The higher education system replicates 
this class division, and this has real implications for ideas about social mobility, art, culture 
and society. ❚

FELICITY ALLEN is an artist, writer and educator. Ideas in this article were previously explored 
in ‘Invasive Assessments, Surprise and Performing the Self in the Sketchbook’, De Witte 
Raaf, issue 120.
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Allan Sekula
School is a Factory 1978-80 
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