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Ruth Rosengarten  Paper presented at the Second International Urban Sketching Symposium, Lisbon, 2011  [Text in blue indicates the images that were shown simultaneous to the presentation of the text.]∗   



Passing by, stopping, walking on: urban sketching in context    In March 2010, shortly after starting to post sketchbook pages online, I glued four small scribbles I’d made of my dog Possum into a Moleskine sketchbook [Ruth Rosengarten, Moleskine sketchbook, March 2010]. The drawings of Possum were made on scraps of paper on the day of the post, and the page on which they were stuck contained a list of starter shrubs from two years earlier. In response to these, avid sketcher Manuel San Payo quipped: ‘hey - collage??? That’s odd...!’ I hadn’t given a thought to my use of collage as it’s something I often do in my sketchbooks, so I was struck by this unexpected response. Manuel certainly didn’t dig his heels in: on the contrary, he self-deprecatingly called himself ‘stupidly orthodox,’ but I was intrigued by the presuppositions underpinning his comment. As it happens, I do often carry around a small pair of scissors and a glue stick in my portable bag of must-haves, but I realised that something about the way I had approached the sketchbook entry had broken a protocol: to draw directly from the midst of life’s flux [Marina Grechanik, Port, Tel Aviv, posted on Urban Sketchers, 31 May 2011]. Instead, I had imposed upon the sketchbook the more pondered exercises of the studio. By being stuck onto the page rather than being an integral part of the page, the sketches of Possum could have been made anywhere, and at any time. In other words, through not being contained and contextualised by the drawings on the pages that preceded and followed them, they had become unmoored from the temporal flow that is expected of the sketchbook, at least as Manuel was conceiving such an artefact. You could perhaps argue that the true urban sketchbook shows the ghostly traces of previous drawings on each turned page [João Catarino, two spreads from blog Desenhos do Dia, March 2010], and that drawings that spread across the gutter separating two pages are authenticating features of such a sketchbook [Ruth Rosengarten, spread from blog Tempus Fugit, November 2010]. Of my sketches of Possum, it could be said that their detachability from the
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original context meant that for Manuel, the spread itself had perhaps lost its proper function: the collage seemed to violate a code of truthfulness. The inauthenticity into which I had inadvertently stumbled is linked to an element of evaluation: collage allows you to play and plan, decide and revise, and in this sense, it is much more forgiving than drawing from observation, which demands that judgements be made immediately and without premeditation. Being in the moment – in the words of Monica Cid’s earlier blog, Ser aqui e agora – is one of the principle desiderata of observational drawing. However, it is not as if correction is not ‘permitted’ in such drawing. On the contrary: correction is evidence of spontaneity, an attestation precisely of such ‘here-andnow-ness’: looking, assessing, taking measure, looking again [Monica Cid, sketch from blog Cadernos, April 2011]. Correction also enlivens the drawing with a sense of the artist’s hand, his or her presence. If Manuel was, indeed, being orthodox, that orthodoxy presumes that the sketchbook is the site of an original and direct practice, a working through whose immediacy is registered in full view upon that support [[Manuel San Payo, 2010, four spreads blogged on Pugillares, February and March 2010.] But what if you actually think of collage as one of the instruments of drawing? [Margarida Botto, page from sketchbook] . I noticed that when observational sketchers used collage, the foreign object – the stuck-on material – was used not in the manner of Mattise or Braque – not as the formal elements out of which the drawing is constructed – but rather, it is used as in scrapbooks [a fashion that, perhaps not entirely coincidentally, has also bloomed in recent years]. These collected and collaged scraps are bearers of a meaning that is both nostalgic and testimonial. By ‘testimonial’ I mean that they bolster the truth claims of the drawing: a concert ticket, a boarding pass, a restaurant bill, a paper serviette or cardboard coaster all serve as proof that I really am here, or at least that I really was there when I drew it [Marina Grechanik, April 2011, A piece of Barcelona in Tel Aviv, blogged in Urban Sketchers, 21 February 2011]. Such claims to truth – to a witnessed reality – lie at the core of the mission of Urban Sketchers. The blog’s manifesto declaration includes drawing on location and being truthful to the scenes we witness, so that the drawings become a record of time and place: furthermore, ‘Our drawings tell the story of our surroundings, the places we live and where we travel.’ The mission statement ends with the affirmation that ‘we show the world, one drawing at a time.’ We share our drawings globally, but also, we make manifest the whole world, a little at a time.
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The idea is of a world that is, if not measurable, then at least reproducible by incremental fragments; a world whose representation is pieced together through a communal endeavour, not only in separate locations, but also as links between one location and another. For example sketchcrawls around the world are scheduled for the same day, so we have a sense of sharing the experience, where possible in real time. Although devoid of a political agenda, such an enterprise is sustained by metaphors of unity and collectivity and underpinned by the notion that through drawings, we join hands across spatial distances and cultural and political divisions. I must leave for another occasion any real observations about the clause concerning drawing together – not only ‘community’ but also sociability – a phenomenon which has enjoyed an astonishing boom in the sketchcrawls and communal locational drawing organised in a multitude of cities by energetic sketchbooking activists. [Lapin, drawing from Barcelona sketchcrawl, blogged on Les Calepins de Lapin, April 2011.] Rather, what I want to do is examine two specific aspects of the urban sketchbook: firstly, the commitment to observational drawing, or drawing as testimony; and secondly, the phenomenon of urban perambulation – walking in the city – that is its corollary, the physical condition that usually sustains it (although travel on public transport [João Catarino, two spreads blogged in Desenhos do Dia, May and June 2011], constitutes one of the most frequently deployed deviations from this norm, and hence, sub-genres [Martin Etienne, four sketches Express Régionel, blogged on Jours Chômés, December 2010.] My own entry into the world of blogged sketchbooks hails not from locational or travel sketchbooks, but from the tradition of the artist’s sketchbook as an adjunct to studio activity. Here, notes, thoughts, plans for projects that may or may not eventually come to fruition, rough collage, scribbled drawings, and more fully fledged sketches all jostle together. This kind of sketchbook is improvisatory and often of a more private nature than the sketches we see on Urban Sketchers and the many wonderful blogs to which it, as a kind of Überblog, is linked. Indeed, while on blogs we may find hints of a private life [Lapin, Ea Ejersbo, José Louro], on the whole, we’re not privy to the messier, intimate stuff of life: the real business of personal anxiety or loneliness, conjugal conflict, squabbles with children, parents or colleagues, political strife, financial strain, illness and death.1 Rather, we tend to be presented
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Paul Hogarth’s book, The Artist as Reporter, London and New York: Studio Vista/ Reinhold Art Publishing, 1967, for Hogarth tracks, if in somewhat tedious manner, the history of reportage drawing. However, looking through the Urban Sketchers blog, it seemed to me that reportage was forfeited in favour of the everyday. If mostly this is the case, there are some significant exceptions. 3



with a world of infinite conviviality and sociability; eager interest in passers by and strangers on public transport, on the street, in markets, and museums, cafés and bars; walks through cities and noisy meals out with friends and family; a world in which, whether at home or abroad, one is essentially positioning oneself as a traveller – curious, interested, amiable, always a little detached, but definitely gregarious, friendly. I propose that the activity of urban sketching today has emerged at the crossroads of several disciplines and graphic traditions that continue to inform it. These representational conventions range from the more objective (architectural drawings, urban planning [Liz Steel from Urban Sketchers, drawing by Norman Foster] to the most subjective (visual diaries), and span a variety of drawing styles, from the immaculately precise to the frankly expressionistic. The architect Norman Foster once quipped that everyone has their idea of what hell is: for him it would be a place with no pencils. Yet even in such apparently objective drawing, in particular in the more informal sketches, we see marks that are not simply descriptive but also expressive, traces of a particular hand, a personal drawing idiom. Such drawings wrest meaning out of the lived environment, reshaping it into mark. Historically, somewhere in the middle of the spectrum between apparent objectivity and declared subjectivity, sits the sketchbook as traveller’s companion and ethnographer’s tool, recording not only the urban and natural surroundings, but also the lives and customs of foreign people in far flung lands [Isabel Fiadeiro, In the Medina, blogged on Sketching in Mauritania, January 2011; Eugène Delacroix, page from Moroccan sketchbook, 1832]. Here, the aim is simultaneously to record the everyday, and to capture the particularity of ritual or ceremonial practices. But by the very fact of drawing people, especially those hailing from cultures different from my own – where inter-subjective human experience is brought into play – the artist’s personal experiences and cultural and ideological baggage interposes between the seeing eye and the drawing hand, not least with a touch of romanticisation of the ethnographic ‘other’ as the bearer of an authenticity now lost to ‘us’.



Veronica Lawlor powerfully chronicled the dramatic bombing of the Twin Towers in New York in 2001 and has also posted drawings ‘remembering 9/11’ on her blog www.veronicalawlor.com, and has dedicated serious attention to the reportage journals. Simonetta Capecci’s talk at the 2nd Urban Sketchers chronicled the fascinating work she and a group of sketchers have been doing in the town of L’Aquila, which was ravaged by an earthquake in 2009 and left 20,000 people homeless. The project is both documentary and narrative, and calls attention to the fact that even in an age of prolific digital imaging, drawing can be a powerful tool of reportage and of political consciousness.] 4



At the most overtly subjective level, we have the sketchbook as visual diary, accompanying the drawing subject on his or her daily life, casting a glimpse at minute routines of the everyday – and those include the of habits of drawing itself, whether recorded in depictions of the artist’s materials, or on sketchcrawls, renditions of other sketchers at work at the same location. In paying close attention to the ordinary routines of our banal existence, we also view them in a fresh light, as if anew. The British playwright Christopher Fry put it succinctly thus: ‘I want to look at life – at the commonplaces of existence – as if we had just turned a corner and run into it for the first time.’ The everyday is the opposite of the sublime or the extraordinary, yet the suggestion is that if I immerse myself more fully in this banality, examine it with forensic exactitude, something new will reveal itself to me; something magical and poetic ([Martin Etienne, All is well, sketchbook blogged on Jours Chômés, 1 Decebmer 2010 and Premier étage, porte gauche, blogged on Jours Chômés, 8 October 2010]. This obsession with the everyday overlaps with a move in diverse disciplines (history, social anthropology, economics) towards an exploration of everyday life, sharing the assumption that, in John Caughey’s words, ‘[It] is not through investigations of national politics, or biographies of great men [...] but through in-context investigations of everyday life that we can best frame an adequate understanding [...] of human thought and behaviour generally.’2 This desire to find significance and complexity in the detail is not, of course, a declared wish of every artist who immerses him or herself in the streets of a city, in the cacophony of perceptions and sensations that a city, any city, offers [Tia Boon Sim, Night Sketching at Rangoon Road, blogged on Tiastudio, 29 August 2010, followed by two spreads blogged on Urban Sketchers, June, 2011]. Yet in practicing such an immersion, and in the cumulative effect of many such immersions, one has the sense that one is mining – to snatch Walter Benjamin’s remarkable phrase – ‘the crystal of the total event in the analysis of the small, individual moment.’ [Arcades Project, N2, 6]. For Degas [Edgar Degas, Sketches made during a procession in Paris, June 1877], it was in the unadorned realities of everyday life that art could be found, not in dramatic historical or mythological narratives. Degas fills the page casually with different observations, possibly collecting data for a painting that was not realised, but the overall effect is of an intimate glimpse into a particular set of sociological relationships. As discreet genres, each of the modalities I have invoked – urban and architectural drawing, travel and ethnographic drawing, and drawing of everyday life – has its own history. For
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John L. Caughey, ‘The Ethnography of Everyday Life: Theories and Methods for American Culture



Studies,’ American Quarterly, Vol. 34, No. 3 (1982), p222. 5



instance, to take the last item in this trilogy of terms, one might trace a fascination with everyday life to the beginnings of humanism and to the founding of a moneyed system of secular patronage in 16th century Venice, or in the context of early capitalism in 16th and 17th century Holland. In Venetian Renaissance painting, while the commitment to historical accuracy in the painted narrative required both sartorial and topographic specificity, it is in the happenstance of its detail – for instance in Vittore Carpaccio’s [Arrival of the English Ambassadors, ca. 1475 with details] richly ceremonial scenes – that we are nourished with a sense of the particularity of the place, the specificity of that moment. The everyday, in other words, adds something of the concrete and particular to the historical and the grand; it is that which continues on its routine course, even when tragedy and sorrow occupy the foreground. Famously, W. H. Auden captured this in his poem Musée des Beaux Arts, where, in describing a Flemish painting, Breughel’s Fall of Icarus, he is also tells us something more general about continuity. About suffering they were never wrong, The Old Masters; how well, they understood Its human position; how it takes place While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking dully along; How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting For the miraculous birth, there always must be Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating On a pond at the edge of the wood: They never forgot That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer's horse Scratches its innocent behind on a tree. [...]3



Auden’s poem tells us that the everyday is the backdrop against which stuff happens. Following another trajectory, one might track the notion of drawing as eyewitness report or testimony through the European Age of Exploration and the growing power of merchant capitalism. Note, for instance, John White’s [Fire Ceremony, ca. 1585] extraordinary,
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testimonial drawings of the flora, fauna and native people on Sir Walter Raleigh’s expedition to Virginia in 1585-6, or the drawings and engravings of Bohemian artist, Wencelaus Hollar [two images, both at the British Museum, each a version of View from a grassy slope in Tangier: the view takes in Peterborough Tower and beyond the town the bay curving round by Old Tangier to Cape Malabata and in the distance, the Spanish Coast and Gibraltar, ca. 1669], who was taken into the service of the 21st Earl of Arundel, a renowned English courtier, during his European tour in the 1630s. In addition to many engraved copies of the works of other artists commissioned by the Earl as a ‘paper museum,’ Hollar produced architectural drawings, views of towns, landscapes, portraits, studies of clothing, ships, religions subjects: a great inventory of the world. He later became famous for his views of Antwerp and London, and his renditions of the town and fort in Tangier. A later example might be the work of the Scottish botanical illustrator Sydney Parkinson (1745-1771), [Abarema Grandiflora (L) and Dillenia Allata (R)], who was hired by the great naturalist Joseph Banks to accompany Captain Cook’s first voyage on the Endeavour. Parkinson is famous for his magnificently executed field drawings and watercolours of the fresh flora collected by Banks and Solander, but he also left charming, more personal and experiential drawings, such as [A View of the Endeavour River on the Coast of New Holland, 1769], an etching probably after a drawing by Parkinson, showing the ship laid on shore in order to repair the damage which she received on the rock. But, as I have already suggested, when the projects involved drawing the human fauna, objectivity became shaded with attitude. The entourage of Prince Maurits, who was appointed governor of the Dutch possessions in Brazil in 1636 by the Dutch West India Company, included the painters Frans Post and Albert Eckhout. While [Frans] Post [View of Olinda, Brazil, 1662] focused on painting topographic views and landscapes, [Albert] Eckhout (1610-1666), two works from his series of portraits of Tupi and Tapuya ‘Indians’, Brazil] was commissioned to paint the peoples, flora and fauna of Brazil, and was considered by many to have been the first person to document pictorially the different racial and ethnic types anywhere in the Americas. Regarded as ethnographic studies, many of Eckhout’s most famous works – his beautiful large portraits of Tupi and Tapuia natives – are both observational and static, both realistic and filled with symbolism of wilderness and otherness. Following upon the first phases of maritime adventure and expansionism, colonialism too was instrumental in the history of foreign travel and its representations, and the expansion of colonial power saw an increase in the range of travellers and explorers, natural historians, missionaries and diplomats visiting foreign lands. Jean-Baptiste Debret’s encylopaedic 7



Voyage Pittoresque et Historique au Brésil, ou Séjour d'un Artiste Français au Brésil [Jean Baptiste Debret, Carnaval, Rua Prancha, published as a print in Voyage pittoresque et historique au Brésil, Paris, 1834] significantly contributed to the formation of an image of Brazil. Such drawings provided an inestimably valuable visual record, while [Debret, scene of slaves in Brazil] conferring upon Brazil an image repertoire that doubtlessly also gave expression to exoticising or nativist myths, or notions of Brazil as Eden, paradise. Debret’s long sojourn in Brazil began in 1816 as a member of the French Artistic Mission that was to found the Institute of Fine Arts in Rio de Janeiro, but also, whose undeclared brief was to encourage the young nation’s process of westernisation. Similarly, when in 1832, Delacroix set off to Spain and North Africa, he did so as part of a French diplomatic mission. The drawings in his famous sketchbooks [Delacroix, spreads from Moroccan sketchbooks, 1832] are in part preparatory for his large-scale oil paintings, in part a visual diary charting what he saw. These sketchbooks, entirely modern looking in their haphazard layout – a layout that suggests the sketches were done quickly and spontaneously – testify to his fascination with North Africa. They also participate in a wider flow of orientalisms at this time, fostering both negative stereotypes and positive – if romantic – views of the native ‘Other’. Such orientalism might be the very opposite of testimony, resulting in artifices and fictions such as John Frederick Lewis’s highly worked watercolour, Hhareem (1850), a conventional composition in which the artist employed models rather than painting from lived life. This is an extreme example of the extent to which observational drawing can be harnessed to individual desires and claims: a work executed on location and from observation, yet what it represents is a pre-given idea. This artifice clarifies the extent to which the locational drawing depends on more than just realism – however that slippery term is defined – in order to gain its testimonial legitimacy. It depends on, and is validated by, a sense of randomness and serendipity, the ‘just-happened-upon-ness’ that Christopher Fry invokes when he talks of wanting to look at the commonplace as if he had just ‘turned a corner and run into it for the first time’4; or Auden when he speaks of someone ‘eating, opening a window or just walking dully along,’ and the torturer’s horse scratching ‘its innocent behind on a tree.’ The sense of immediacy comes into its own in the travel sketchbook, usually comprising quick sketches made on the hoof. With developments in the production of paper from ‘laid’
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to ‘wove’ in the late 18th century, and with watercolour equipment becoming more portable and extremely popular in the 19th century, watercolours began to be widely used in the making of diaristic or quick observational works and records of travel [Turner: Turner’s Bedroom, Palazzo Giustinian (Hotel Europa), Venice, 1840. Watercolour on paper, and Turner, The Bay of Naples with Vesuvius Angry, ca. 1817.] With the Industrial Revolution, the introduction of steam power to both trains and ships began the process of shrinking the earth’s perimeter, an inexorable course that has made travel a sine qua non of middle class lifestyle across the globe. With the expansion of the middle classes, we find an increase in the desirability of travel, and its ubiquitous equation with happiness and self-realisation [Three Turner watercolours]. In the eighteenth century, most watercolourists had had to depend on employment for their livelihood - in the publishing industry, as drawing masters, or producing records of foreign scenes for grand tourists or diplomats in [...] colonies. But the nineteenth century saw the emergence of professional watercolourists, (contrariwise, typically it was clergymen, antiquarians and ladies who were amateurs), a development that grew in tandem with the general evolution of specialised professions and the rise of a middle class art world, for whom watercolour paintings – being cheaper to buy and more modest in scale – were often more accessible than oil paintings. Sketches contributed to the booty of knowledge amassed both in exploration and in more leisurely travel; they also importantly contributed to an aestheticised image of ‘abroad’; images such as we now see in holiday brochures or websites, but which, already in the 19th century, provided people ‘back home’ with an image of distant destinations as objects of desire. From the Romantic age onwards, visitors travelled in hordes to mountains and lakes, cathedrals and ruins, in search of scenes they had already glimpsed in drawings, paintings and engravings. In short, the history of the sketchbook is intimately bound with social and cultural history, as well as with the eruption of new technological paradigms: today’s iPad, with its diverse sketching programmes, might be seen as yet another step in the ongoing process of changing the parameters of observational drawing [David Hockney, two works done on iPad; Manuel San Payo, two works done on iPad, 2011]. I would like to suggest that it is, perhaps, precisely because of the high degree of simulacral possibility offered by the technologies of digital reproduction – because we can now so readily create credible other worlds, apparently real images of things that have no substance, no material existence – that artists, architects and illustrators alike are returning to 9



observational, freehand drawing in order to exercise their taste for the real (my definition of freehand here includes the use of digital drawing supports and graphic pads used in a non simulacral, non photographic way). This is a manner of drawing that embeds both its maker and its viewer not only in a physical place, but also in a social space. For, I would argue, intrinsic to the urban sketcher’s activity is the fact that he or she is not simply the bearer of a disembodied eye, but rather, that the activity of urban sketching is inextricable from a certain lived, corporeal experience. Yet a little like the ethnographer who cannot erase herself completely from the account of the object of her study, the sketching walker is everywhere present in the drawing. Such presence may be felt in the words used to frame and anchor the sketch and blog post: a verbal caption grounds the drawings in space and time, occasionally also providing other pointers: names of people, the identity of a shop or café or bus route, snippets of overheard conversation appearing as quickly jotted text. But there are other ways in which its maker is present in the sketch itself: there is the choice of point of view – the way the motif is framed – and the selection of which elements are most salient. Then there is the personal, autographic quality of the marks used to capture the seen world. Such personal choices and marks tell us not only ‘this is it - this market stall, this view of the street in the rain...’ but also, I am here. A testimonial claim is especially marked when the sketcher includes in the drawing the tools of his or her trade, or glimpses of other sketchers [Lapin, Lapin, Portuguese Lunches, blogged on Les Calepins de Lapin, 12 October 2010], thus taking on board not only the perceived world, but the experience of being within it as a participant and as a drawing observer. Capturing the ephemeral is part of the allure of the sketchbook, but it is also contained, if not cramped, by physical constraints. You’re often taking a view from somewhere that isn’t entirely comfortable; sometimes, you’ll be standing. The inclusion of human subjects and living animals multiplies the problems because people and animals never do us the favour of keeping still, so that each capture is in some way an assemblage of many separate movements (they are usually not, of course, poses): everything is in flux, all is motion. Yet the observational draughtsman must choreograph hand and eye in such a way as unfailingly to attempt to fulfil the first rule of the genre, which is to draw what one sees and not what one thinks one knows. External conditions count too: heat, wind, rain and snow turn what would be the pleasures of drawing in the studio to an unsolicited conflict with the phenomenal world. Traces of these battles with the elements (a splash of water, an abrasion of sand and so on) and 10



incursions from the outside world – Manuel San Payo had traces of a dog’s urine on one of his sketchbooks – do add to the mystique and perceived authenticity of the sketchbook, lending it the air of being evidence of a process. Whatever way you capture the observed world in your drawings, the pledge to observational drawing brings the urban perambulator and the maker together in a unique fashion. Much in the way that wandering through a city with a camera changes one’s way of walking the city, the carrying of sketchbook and drawing implements gives that walk a certain rhythm and a distinct sense of anticipatory purpose. You know that you will stop, and stopping is part of the pleasure. Such urban drawing slows us down: you pause where everyone around you is in motion; you must immerse yourself in your surroundings, whether architectural, natural or social, while remaining sufficiently detached to enable you to execute your drawing. In such immersion, you also lose yourself: the focus is both cleansing and liberating. The urge to capture the world, one drawing at a time, finds resonance with other projects that involve urban walking, notably the array of fringe activities that go by the vague names of psychogeography or deep topography. The English writer Iain Sinclair spent a year walking around the M25 (the orbital motorway that almost circles around Greater London) in a project that resulted in a 500-page long book, London Orbital. The project has been called ‘dull and unappealing’, but its outcome is a fascinating, rambling and detailed study – the study, you could say, of a naturalist or taxonomist – of the ‘perimeter land’ of Britain under New Labour; its retail parks, hospitals and asylums, its industrial estates and office blocks, landfill, golf courses, and shopping malls and entertainment precincts. In part basing his activity on Guy Debord’s situationism, in part on an eccentricity that is characteristically English, the ‘psychogeographer’ simply wanders about the city or its outskirts with no plan but with plenty of time. He is engaged in a derive, or urban drift, unpeeling layers of information from the apparently uneventful and tawdry. The focus of the deep topographer’s attention is, you could say, the opposite of the picturesque: where the picturesque is, by definition, something that gives itself to view, as in a picture, deep topography yields a glimpse of the discarded and misprized. The deep topographer would therefore deem as meaningful the minutest found object (each such irrelevant or discarded object carrying a history of its own use and elimination). What the urban sketcher shares with the deep topographer is a kind of hunger for reality, and the sense that no place is so boring as not to warrant some attention. But the aesthetics of the two concerns are entirely different: the deep topographer will have no interest in any conventional standards of beauty, but for the urban sketcher, as the city is transformed into 11



spidery lines, blotches or inky washes, or painterly slabs of colour, dirty buildings and overcrowded streets often become re-aestheticised. So when they are not aestheticised, we often use epithets like ‘harsh realism’ for them, or, at a further extreme, satire. In his book The Practice of Everyday Life, Michel de Certeau describes walking in the city as the physical equivalent to a speech act, comparing pedestrian processes to linguistic formations. Discussing the difference between ‘space’ and ‘place,’ de Certeau observes that the construction of the city is like a narrative, and that urban dwellers, or visitors to the city – those who use its spaces – are the readers of this text. Contemplating Manhattan from the celestial height of the 110th floor of the World Trade Centre (his book was published in 1984), he gives some thought to the idea of the ‘all-seeing power’ of the eye from far above, the desire to see the city through the totalising eye that, he points out, long preceded the means of satisfying it: ‘Medieval or Renaissance painters represented the city as seen in a perspective that no eye had yet enjoyed.’5 The bird’s-eye-view city, he urges, belongs to the urban planner or cartographer; the panorama-city is, for the most part, ‘theoretical,’: itself already a representation or a picture. ‘The ordinary practitioners of the city live “down below,”’ de Certeau continues; ‘ belong the thresholds at which [such] visibility begins. The walk is the elementary form of this experience of the city; they are walkers, whose bodies follow the thicks and thins of an urban ‘text’ they write without being able to read it.’ [p. 93] There are instances when urban sketchers draw views from windows in apartment blocks – in his blog Jours Chômés, Martin Etienne renders as melancholy or deadpan the syncopated view of rooftops from his flat, but here, the impression is not of an omniscient eye, but of someone immersed in the scene, taking a step back. The walker in the city loses, in other words, the imaginary totalisation of and for the eye, in favour of a corporeal operation within the city’s spaces. De Certeau goes on to suggest that we create memories and urban legends by travelling and navigating these spaces, walking and driving them, experiencing them with out bodies, senses, associations: memories tie us to places. ‘There is no place,’ de Certeau adds in consideration, ‘that is not haunted by many different spirits hidden there in silence, spirits one can “invoke” or not.’6 This is more than the history of the place; it is also the sum of the subjective experiences of that place, adding to
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the individual and collective memories of it. Places and people are intimately meshed together. Perhaps this is what we tap into when, in the words of the Urban Sketchers’ mission statement, ‘our drawings tell the story of our surroundings, the places we live and where we travel.‘ Drawing is our way of capturing the fleeting while at the same time leaving a trace of our own bodies. But it also our way of pausing as we pass by, immersing ourselves in the texture of a world that is thick with ghosts and memories but that, at the same time presents itself to our eyes as novelty, freshness, plenitude.
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