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hat is it about sketchbooks
that makes them so appealing to touch and
smell? Why are illustrators, designers, and
others hypnotically drawn to them in their
pristine, fallow state? Is it the size, shape,
color? Or perhaps the heft, or lack thereof.
Is it the brand? In recent years, Moleskine
has made filling sketchbooks as popular a
pastime as sports and as common a practice
as thinking. Perhaps the blank pages are
what beckon most of all? The invitation to
fill those pages with one’s own scribbling is
an irresistible force.

The sketchbook is a portal into a world
where anything can happen: another
dimension beyond that of space and time,

a veritable twilight zone, where innermost
thoughts, ideas, and feelings can be expressed
freely. The sight of those blank pages is
enough to set hearts and minds racing in
some, yet can trigger uncontrollable seizures
in others. A sketchbook is a tabula rasa and,
therefore, a creative double-edged sword.

* Those empty sheets say freedom, but they
can also be chains that enslave. While the
sketchbook is the least judgmental and most
forgiving of any communications medium,
for the creatively insecure it may be just too
free — too rasa.

Some designers use sketchbooks as
repositories for random ideas, both grand
and minor; others throw everything of value
into them. For the latter, sketchbooks are
major works, at least inadvertently (like
Leonardo’s famous books, which feature
his extraordinarily prescient inventions).

In this case the book is not an indulgence
but a sanctified reliquary of precious
artifacts. These sacred books are, however,
no more nor less significant than those

containing simple, unpretentious notations.

A sketchbook cannot be measured by
the same standards as a finished work.
Nonetheless, some are more ambitious
than others — although, granted, ambition
is a relative distinction. There are those who
are driven by concept (say, the concept of
one landscape rendered for each day of the
year, or a single word placed neatly on each
page every hour). Yet most books are more
ad hoc. The discipline imposed is simply to
maintain the book in the first place. Some
are ambitious by virtue of their brevity
and economy, while others are ambitious
because they are filled with layer upon layer
of remarkable material. But ambition is not
the only yardstick for judging a sketchbook.
Sometimes the most obsessive is the least
compelling, just as a cluttered attic is less
impressive than a well-ordered library (or,
at the very least, a well-organized second-
hand bookstore). There must be a balance
between the everything-including-the-
kitchen-sink and the excessively studied
sketchbook; usually this is the book where
not every page is pristine, but neither is it
unappealingly chaotic.

Of course, this might suggest that
there is a right or wrong way to work a
sketchbook; yet nothing is further from the
truth. A sketchbook is, first and foremost,
a‘means, not an end. It is the result of the
natural urge of artists and designers to make
marks on paper, to explore, analyze, and
refine ideas and notions.

There are sketching classes in art schools,
but despite the fad in scrapbooks and
“scrapbooking,” there is no such thing as
a sketchbook class. How can a teacher impose
a method of making a sketchbook? It is like
imposing a protocol for pure creativity.

A sketchbook is a physical manifestation

of unfettered thought. What is imagined is
converted into a graphic idea and recorded.
Governments, religions, and political parties
may have attempted to control minds, but
the sketchbook should never be subject to
such influence. By virtue of being unfiltered,
it should be free from stricture.

So how were the sketchbooks selected
for this book? If freedom is the watchword,
what was the standard for inclusion? The
answer is simple: each was judged on its
own merit and context. First, the artists and
designers were invited to submit what they

wanted to see published. Surprisingly, some

of the most prolific do not keep and never
kept sketchbooks. Some keep only small
notebooks with notations so spare that they
are not visually interesting. As this is a visual
book, visuality was the primary determiriant.
But not all visuals are created equal. Some
books are indeed elaborate, filled with color
or fragments of cultural material; others are
decidedly economical, with fewer inclusions,
but are no less interesting to look at (and

to read).

The object is to survey how illustrators
and designers see themselves, informally,
through the lens of their sketchbooks, and
this was accomplished by recruiting a range
of known and lesser-known keepers of the
book. The selection of which pages to present
was more intuitive, and was based almost
éntireiy on the graphic impact of each
piece. It might be argued that one page of a
sketchbook is as good as the next, but that
is simply not the case. Some days are better
than others, in the same way that some works
have greater impact. Although a sketchbook
may not be a continuous narrative, it is still an
entity; excerpting pages is not necessarily the
most effective means of showing it. However,
given the constraints of this format, it will
have to do.

What overall impression will this book
produce? In other words, why is a book
about sketchbooks meaningful or useful?

As an anthology, it may be compared with

a collection of short stories or poems. Each
page or assortment of pages tells one or more
tales about the maker. Some are probably
more revealing than others — some may be
more profound. But in the final analysis the
sketchbooks provide insight into individuals
who, as illustrators and designers, are usually
known only by their formal commercial
endeavors and not by their purely expressive

ideas. That is sketchbook appeal.
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Majid Abbasi, Tehran-based creative director of Did Graphics, admits
that many of his sketches are digital, not drawn: “Normally I do my
designs using graphic software on my computer, and sometimes I file
these scribbles in folders labeled ‘Practices’ for different projects.”
These roughs, he adds, “remind me of the process I have undergone
to attain results.” Since most are done on the computer, the sketches

are similar to the finished works, “except for the details,” he notes.

8

Sometimes the method and the design are influenced by an occasion
or a special work. For instance, in designing the cover of Paul Auster’s
novel Travels in the Scriptorium (in 2008; shown here), “I was inspired
by a romantic message.” Abbasi keeps “a load of sketches” in small
notebooks, as well as single sheets of A4 paper and “several folders on
my computer.” The pieces here are recent, but the books themselves

span nearly fifteen years — “though all are few and far between.”
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CHRISTOPH ABBREDERIS

For the past twenty-five years, Christoph Abbrederis, an Austrian illustrator and designer who

spent many years living in Spain, has kept sketchbooks to help him “develop creative ideas while
['m resting after lunch.” Now, that is a fine way to pass the siesta. “I make sketches about things
that come to my mind while in the satisfied haze. I call these books ‘siesta books’.

There is a critical distinction, however, between these sketches and his professional work
because “in these ‘siesta books™ I allow my mind to associate freely, and I find that the ideas
flow casier than when I am working on a project for a client.” Visualizing Abbrederis lounging
and sketching after a fine meal is almost as satisfying as seeing the sketchbooks themselves.

“Sometimes those sketches contain a special wit or catch a certain situation in a way
[ can never, ever reproduce,™ he confides. And although there might be thematic recurrences,
Abbrederis feels that these are “less important than the ideas that emerge.”

In addition to his “siesta sketchbook,” from which images created in 2008-9 are shown
here, Abbrederis has “a ‘while I watch television book.” a “travel sketchbook,” a book for stories
and comics and a little booklet I take with me wherever I go to make notes.” For professional

work he keeps the sketches and binds them, depending on the project, into different booklets.
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Sean Adams, co-founder of AdamsMorioka in Beverly Hills, California,
has kept a sketchbook since his first day at CalArts in 1982. The purpose
is “to help my quickly fading memory,” Adams admits. “I’ll have what
seems to be a good idea and write it down, or come across an object and
tape it into the book. I'll find a wonderful color palette in a strange place,
such as Mary Blair’s for the movie How to Succeed in Business Without Really
Trying, and simply shoot the screen, print out the images and attach
matching Pantone® colors. I also use them in meetings. I'm terrible at
taking notes about important issues like deliverables, but good at doing
strange charts that diagram the client’s business.”

12

Keeping the sketchbooks is a discipline for Adams: “When I look
at them as a whole, the common theme of the notebooks is popular
culture combined with a Surrealist process. Sounds fancy, but there
is often no premeditation of the objects or images selected. For example,
the spread with a product narrative diagram was created for a global
entertainment brand. I cannot remember what prompted me to
attach a Nauga Monster to the page. But the final identity for the
client did incorporate some of the attitude that George Lois used for
the Naugahyde Nauga Monster advertisements. There is no rational

association beyond family connection and memory.”
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