
 
 
 
 

Heriot-Watt University 
Research Gateway 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Creativity and control: drawing for ideation and specification in
the design process

Citation for published version:
Schenk, P 2012, 'Creativity and control: drawing for ideation and specification in the design process', Paper
presented at Drawing Research Network Conference, Loughborough, United Kingdom, 9/09/12 - 11/12/12
pp. 222-234. <http://www.lboro.ac.uk/departments/sota/tracey/DRN_conference_homepage.html>

Link:
Link to publication record in Heriot-Watt Research Portal

Document Version:
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via Heriot-Watt Research Portal is retained by the author(s) and /
or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by
the legal requirements associated with these rights.

Take down policy
Heriot-Watt University has made every reasonable effort to ensure that the content in Heriot-Watt Research
Portal complies with UK legislation. If you believe that the public display of this file breaches copyright please
contact open.access@hw.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

http://www.lboro.ac.uk/departments/sota/tracey/DRN_conference_homepage.html
https://researchportal.hw.ac.uk/en/publications/53e61ed0-c9a8-4978-9291-28b4be7d815f


The Proceedings of the

2012 Drawing Research 
Network Conference

Loughborough University 10th / 11th September 

2012

Published by TRACEY



Chapters
Anderson | Resemblance perception as epistemic drawing process .......................................................3

Ashton |Drawing on the Perceptual Experience of Form – an investigation of perception, ideation and 
practice. ....................................................................................................................................................23

Baker |Drawing as a research process and drawings as research outputs – how acceptable are they in 
various disciplines?  .................................................................................................................................47

Belcher | Can grey ravens fly?: Beyond Frayling’s categories. ................................................................63

Brew, Fava, Kantrovitz | Drawing connections: new directions in drawing and cognition research  .........77

Black & Imperatori | Drawing into Knowing: A Natural History...................................................................101

Carless & Troiani | Drawing as Spatial Discourse: Island and Home Analysis of two sets of Architectural 
Research Drawings ..................................................................................................................................131

Elias | Approaching sculpture through drawing: tensions between a drawing for itself and a drawing towards 
a referent as a mean to create tridimensional work. ................................................................................167

Felmingham | T-shaped thinkers: Drawing and its role in art school professional practice. ......................183

Glaser |The role of drawing within the development and realization of designing with type.  ...................199

Grahame & O’Donnell | Drawing in the Middle Distance  
How is drawing as an experimental approach and attitude distinct from drawing as an outcome and 
discipline? .................................................................................................................................................217

Grennan | Drawing and adjudication: subjectivity and consensus in theory and practice. ........................229

Mutard | Space = Place: Drawing As Knowledge Making In The Historical Graphic Novel.  .....................245

Owens | The Draw of Technology ..............................................................................................................255

Pepper | Spatial Mark Making – ‘Drawn’ Marks ‘off’ the Surface – A Series of Workshops .......................265

Riley & Roberts | Drawing as Worldmaking: Revitalising the Life Room ...................................................283

Roome & Zeigler | Mind the gap:  Drawing Theory and Practice together  ...............................................311

Saorsa | Osmosis: Drawing and Bio-Medical Science  .............................................................................351

Sapochnik | Drawing below the surface – Eliciting tacit knowledge in social science research ................371

Schenk | Creativity and control: drawing for ideation and specification in the design process  ................403

Sermon | The Neural String Network: An interactive collaborative drawing ‘machine’ ..............................425

Yenhuei | Learning Structural Drawing with Paper Models .......................................................................443



3 

gemma.anderson@network.rca.ac.uk

INTRODUCTION
“ Their can be no signature without a resemblance and no 
resemblance without a signature”

(Foucault).

The ‘signature’ or forms written in nature’s morphology and the resem-
blances perceived between them constitute ‘Resemblance Perception’.  
In this paper I will introduce the concept of ‘Resemblance Perception’ 
and discuss its application as a principle of classification. I will draw on 
the work of Foucault’s ‘Prose of the world’, Findlen’s ‘Jokes of Nature’ 
and Dupre’s ‘Promiscuous Realism’

which explore alternative principles of classification and concepts of 
resemblance. I will argue that ‘Resemblance Perception’ is a valuable 
part of the epistemic process of drawing and I will evidence this process 
through the Artwork ‘Rashleigh’s Nicknames’.

In the catalogues of the Rashleigh Mineral Collection at the Royal 
Cornwall Museum, Truro, I discovered a blend between poetic fiction 
and scientific fact: a number of mineral specimens, which have been 

Anderson | Resemblance perception as 
epistemic drawing process
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given playful nicknames by Cornish miners. These anamorphic minerals became a means to 
explore my own understanding of ‘resemblance perception’, interpreted through observation 
and drawing. There is a history of the scientific recording of specimens which bear resemblance 
to another scientific object, which will be discussed in this paper, and Rashliegh’s nicknamed 
minerals are one of the last examples of this episteme. 

Pre-Darwinian concepts of species characteristically assumed that membership of the species 
should be determined by morphological characteristics. In fact, the classification of species 
based on morphological properties dates back to Aristotle (Shorey 1901). Today, despite the 
rather widespread decline of morphological taxonomy most practical classification still depends 
on the determination of reliable morphological diagnostic criteria. Through drawing I have 
developed my own method of classification based on perceived morphological resemblances.

Through drawing, I will evidence how my exploration of the mineral specimens and their 
nicknames in the context of an epistemological process I have named ‘resemblance percep-
tion’. I will argue that when an artist, working in a scientific context, combines observational 
drawing and trained judgment, the necessary space for this process is activated and perceived 
resemblances are effectively evidenced.

THE RASHLEIGH MINERAL NICKNAMES

Philip Rashleigh (1725 – 1811) collected Cornish minerals throughout his life. His collection, 
housed at the Royal Cornwall Museum is known for the quality of the specimens and for the 
quality of Rashleigh’s system of cataloguing.
The catalogues where compiled between 1800 and 1810, a time when there where no systematic 
scientific names for these minerals, therefore a useful nmemonic device was the association of 
the mineral forms to familiar objects. Although it may seem unscientific to refer to minerals 
using nicknames, the use of resemblance to name, remember, and describe scientific objects 
of the animal, mineral, and vegetables kingdoms has a rich history. Until the 16th century 
resemblance played a constructive role in knowledge formation in Western culture (Foucault 

2001). Many of the minerals hidden in the depths of mines like Wheal Gunner and Wheal Towan 
(wheal being the Cornish name for mine) were mysterious objects, which had not been observed 
before. The miners projected meaning and identity on to these unknowns by association of 
colour, lustre or shape based on the miners local knowledge of Cornish Nature.

In October 2011, I visited the Courtney library at the Royal Cornwall Museum to consult Rash-
leigh’s catalogue.  When reading, it was interesting to discover how frequently the descriptions 
involved the term ‘resemblance’, for example the cassiterite specimen the miners nicknamed 

‘wood tin’ is described as; “Plate one, wood like tin ore (tinners’ term), with fibrous or radiated 
texture, forming concentric circles like wood, resembling the colour and appearance of wood 
cut from a knotted tree” (Rashleigh 1797). Although, when observing the minerals in the col-
lection, I discovered that iron ore was much more wood-like than cassiterite and ascribed my 
own nickname of ‘wood knot ore’ to  the speci-
men (Fig.1). Rashleigh described a number of 
specimens using the term ‘resemblance’ and 
he noted the nicknames invented and used 
by the miners as he found them interesting: 
others include ‘beetle ore’ and ‘blister copper’.

This list acts as a classification of all specimens 
with in the rashleigh  collection which have 
been given nicknames; all jokes of nature with 
in the collection.

1. Wood tin- cassiterite

2. beetle ore- clinoclase

3. brick (tile) ore- cuprite

4. Cog–wheel ore- bournonite

5. cube ore- pharmacosiderite

Figure. 1 - 

wood tin crop
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6. goose-dung ore- 

7. Horn silver- chlorargyrite

8. horseflesh ore- bornite

9. horsetooth ore- siderite

10. Jack straw crystals- cerussite

11. Peacock copper- bornite

12. Ruby copper- cuprite

13. Sparable tin- cassiterite

14. Wood copper- olivenite

15. Toads eye tin- cassiterite

With the introduction of scientific names by the Min-
eralogical Association in the second half of the 19th 
century, mineral nicknames fell out of use and their 
documentation discontinued.  Aside from the nick-
names given by the miners other minerals in the 
Rashleigh Collection could be said to joke and play in 
a way that inspired both myself and mineralogist Cour-
tenay Smayle to create our own mineral nicknames. For 
example I have nicknamed this flint specimen (Fig. 2) 

‘mollusc ore’ and Courtenay nicknamed this chalced-
ony specimen from the Williams Mineral Collection 
at Caerhay’s Castle ‘Griffin ore’. Courtenay and I per-

ceived these resemblances and through drawing the 
nature of these resemblances can be effectively com-
municated to others.

JOKES OF NATURE

The Renaissance system of nature constructed order 
through use of analogy and established meaning 
through a reflexive system of signs, symbols, and 
correspondences, which created horizontal relations 
among kingdoms.

In the article ‘Jokes of nature and jokes of knowledge: 
the playfulness of scientific discourse in early modern 
Europe’, Findlen introduces the idea of the ‘lusus 
naturae’ or the ‘Joke of Nature’ which was a noted phe-
nomenon important to the understanding of natural 
history during the 16th and 17th century. The ‘joke of 
nature’ was identified as nature ‘playing’ in the forms 
of her specimens. Attempts were made at classify-
ing these ‘jokes’, including collections and displays 
in museums and engravings in the scientific texts of 
this period. Olaf Worm declared ‘nature has joked 
uncommonly in all the outward appearances of natu-
ral things’ (Worm 1651). The words ‘play’ and ‘joke’ 
were accepted in scientific discourse of the time and 
playfulness was an essential component informing 

Figure. 3 - Chalcedony 2320

Figure. 3a - Griffin

Figure. 2 - Mollusc Ore

Figure. 2a - Mollusc
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models of pre-Linnaean taxonomy. 

The ever flexible, somewhat elusive category of  ‘Lusus’ 
or ‘joke of nature’ was home to paradoxes of classifi-
cation like the coral: Coral has perplexed scientific 
observers throughout history. was it plant, animal or 
mineral? Or the case of the crinoid fossil, which simul-
taneously has the appearance of a plant, is of mineral 
substance but is classified as an animal. Coral is now 
classified within the animal kingdom although previ-
ously, it has been classified as both plant and mineral. 
An interesting example of a 17th Century record of 
‘nature sporting’ can be found in an the engraving by 
Sir Thomas Penyston of several curiously formed flints 
which he found on his own land. English naturalist 
Robert Plot (1640-1696) studied these flints, which 
resembled parts of human or animal bodies in The 
Natural History of Oxford-shire (Plot 1972). I have 

responded to the engraving by Sir Thomas Penys-
ton by drawing individual specimens of flint (Fig.4) 
which, due to their resemblance to animal or human 
forms, have been classified as ‘Problematic Flint’ at the 
Natural History Museum.. Through drawing, I have 
articulated the isomorphic and playful qualities within 
the specimens and investigated problematic flint as an 
example of a ‘joke of nature’. 
To detect a resemblance between natural forms or arte-
fact is an important exercise in artistic imagination, 
akin to Leonardo’s technique of taking inspiration 

from shapes in clouds or spots 
on walls. It is an instinctive act 
to project meaning onto the 
unknown and project known 
familiar forms onto an unrec-
ognizable form or figure. “Here 
the theatre where art and nature 
play is exposed to curiosity: but 
while they play with learned, they 
deceive the ignorant” (Schott, 
cited in Findlen 1991:78). One 
of the most significant values of 
the ‘joke of nature’ is that, like 
a joke it uses wit, rhetoric and 
imagination to suggest an alter-
native natural order through the 
forms and signatures marked in 
nature’s morphologies; play and 
illusion were never far apart. 

The habitual apprehension of the 
world through the perception of 
figures in all things, including stones, metals, minerals, and crystals shifted in the 18th-century. 

“The paradox of…lusus is this: in the desire to play with rational discourse to insert herself at 
every opportunity, she (nature) eventually exhausted the possibilities. The competing systems 
of meaning between which lusus fit was no longer central to the scientific discourse of the late 
18th century, and without them…lusus quietly slipped away into the realm of fantasy”(Findlen 
1991).  The horizontal non-hierarchical systems of correspondent meaning in which the joke 
of nature appeared started to be replaced by an increasingly vertical taxonomy that explained 
nature in functional rather than symbolic terms.

(above) Figure. 4 - Aragonite  (below) Figure. 5

Figure. 5a - Beetle Ore
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The objects, which fall into the category of ‘joke of nature’, moved from the realm of science 
into the realm of art and this was problematic. Through drawing, I also move scientific objects 
into the realm of ‘art’ but my intention is for the ‘art’ to question the arbitrary labels that each 
specimen has been given.. To make comparisons and form understanding through observa-
tion and drawing had always felt natural to me, and this is why the history of episteme based 
on resemblance has particular meaning to me. The separate kingdoms of animal, vegetable 
and mineral, although useful, are heavily permeated with anomalies and misfits. As a biology 
student, learning the scientific system of classification, which had little to do with resemblance, 
felt far from instinctive.  The very idea of a distinct separation between species is inherently 
difficult to believe, as the human body is capable of being at once constituted of all animal flesh, 
calcium carbonate bones and calcium phosphate

(apatite) gallstones, whilst vegetables process through the digestive system.

I believe that it is important to maintain a study of examples of ‘jokes of nature’ as their status 
as paradoxes of classification raises interesting questions about what is currently accepted as 
true in taxonomic models.

PORTA’S PHYTOGNOMICA AND THE DOCTRINE OF SIGNATURES

The traditional epistemological scheme of resemblance as a mode of classification and order is 
exemplified by the ‘ancient doctrine of signatures’. Unlike the ‘joke of nature’ which existed in 
museums and texts as a scientific curiosity, the ‘Doctrine of Signatures’ was a medical theory, 
believed to be a model of truth. I have chosen Giovanni Baptista Della Porta’s ‘Phytognomica’ 
(Porta 1588) as the reference for the ‘doctrine of signatures’ as it includes rare examples of the 
use of drawing to represent resemblances or ‘signatures’ between human, animal and plant 
anatomies (Fig.6).

The ‘Doctrine of Signatures’ occupies an important position in the scientific and medical 
philosophy from the 16th century onwards. In a universe conceived as a vast system of corre-
spondences, the ‘signatures’ are the visible marks (forms) written in the anatomy of all things. 

The Doctrine indicates the virtues of plants 
by their resemblance to specific organs they 
are supposed to be able to cure. For example 
the doctrine teaches that aconite will cure eye 
disease and that ground Walnuts mixed with 
spirits of wine will ease a headache. The origin 
of these remedies lies within the perception of 
a resemblance between the forms of species; 
the ‘signatures’.

Paracelsus (1491–1541) who is believed to have 
developed the concept, traveled throughout 
Europe and to the Levant and Egypt, treating 
people and experimenting with new plants in 
search of more cures:“God has allowed noth-
ing to remain without exterior and visible 
signs in the form of special marks–just as a 
man who has buried a hoard of treasure marks 
the spot that he may find again” (Paracelsus, 
1573/pg. 393).
REASSEMBLING RESEMBLANCE: FOU-
CAULT AND THE ORDER OF THINGS.
In the chapter ‘The Prose of the World’ in 
The Order of Things, Foucault establishes 
four principal figures of resemblance, 
and places these as important to the Re-
naissance semantic web of resemblance 
employed in the ‘doctrine of signatures’. 
I believe these principles can be under-

Figure. 6 - Problematic Flint
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stood as central to the concept of the ‘Joke of Nature’
and are key to interpreting the nicknamed mineral specimens of the Rashleigh Collec-
tion.
The four principles are:

1. Convenience

The 1st principle is conventia or convenience, found in the adjacency of one form to another and 
the similitude this brings. Described beautifully by Aldrovandi:“Place and similitude become 
entangled: we see mosses growing on the outside of shells, plants in the close of stakes, a sort of 
grass on the faces of men; under strange zoo fight, by mingling together the properties that make 
it similar to the plants as well as to the animals also juxtaposes them” (Aldrovandi, 1647 pg663).

2. Emulation

The 2nd principle is aemulatio or emulation, this principle is more to do with reflection and 
mirroring and can be applied to the Rashleigh Collection in the sense that one specimen may 
mirror or reflect another almost like a puzzle or question and answer. Paracelsus compares this 
fundamental duplication of the world into pairs to the image of two twins “who resemble one 
another completely, without it being possible for anyone to say which of them brought its simili-
tude to the other” (Paracelsus , 1573/1913: 3). With this in mind, wood tin and knot wood can be 
thought of as a pair emulating a series of concentric circles reflecting and rivaling one another.

3. Analogy

3rd principle is analogy, which makes possible the confrontation of resemblances across space. 
In the 18th century, the miners made analogous comparisons between the minerals and objects 
they had seen in their local environment. The space in which they drew analogies was compara-
tively much smaller than the space possible to draw analogies from today. I have been able to 
make analogous references to the specimens that span beyond local knowledge to the global, 
thanks to scientific expeditions and collections that have since evolved. Through drawing I can 
transmit perceived resemblances back into the world from which I have received them. I have 
drawn analogies between the mineral form of dendritic copper and the branching leaf of a fern. 

This brings to mind the old analogy of plant and animal which is  “the vegetable is an animal 
living head down, its mind, or roots, buried in the earth” (Foucault:Date?Page?) 

4. Sympathy 

The forth and last principle is in the play of sympathies. Sympathy is an instance of sameness 
or resemblance so insistent that it has the potential of assimilating or rendering objects iden-
tical to one another. My search for the pair or partner for the specimens, was realized in the 
resemblance perception process in the space and time of drawing.

RESEMBLANCE PERCEPTION AS EPISTEMIC DRAWING PROCESS

It is resemblance that organizes the play 
between the mineral specimens in the 
Rashleigh Collection and the objects they 
correspond to. Resemblance makes possible 
knowledge of the visible specimen and the 
invisible resemblance it shares with another 
specimen; drawing makes this invisible in-
between space visible, establishing forms 
according to what they resemble.
I have used drawing to evidence the signatures 
and resemblances perceived in the Rashleigh 
Collection of minerals. In the etching, speci-
mens are drawn and composed on the basis of 
their resemblances, each specimen poses as 
the object it resembles; the resembling forms 
are reassembled, and the mineral material 
of the specimen may not be perceived by the 
viewer. Together the minerals form a land-

Figure. 7 - Phytognom-
ica 72 - 24
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scape of resemblance. This work continues and develops the study of resemblances through 
drawing seen in the doctrine of signatures and creates an instinctive order for the specimens.

This work demands the observation of each specimen, involving permission and appointments 
to draw at the Royal Cornwall Museum, The Natural History Museum, Camborne School of 
Mines, Kew Gardens and Courtenay Smayle’s private collection.

RESEMBLANCE PERCEPTION IN DRAWING: THE ESSENTIAL SKILLS

1. Observation

Permission to draw and handle mineral speci-
mens of the Rashleigh Collection at the Royal 
Cornwall Museum - enabling close obser-
vations that became revealing, allowing 
unexpected comparisons to be made.

Observational drawing involves hand-eye 
coordination, analysis, delineation, abstrac-
tion, improvisation, collage and deep 
concentration. My perception of the object 
itself is thinking as a transition from experi-
ence to judgment, insight to application.

2. Trained Judgment

Concentrated observation within the act of 
drawing creates new perceptual knowledge. 
The morphology becomes known in a detailed 
way which activates the process of comparison; 
each form observed joins a bank of knowledge 
in the observers mind and each new drawing 

experience will trigger a different memory of form 
stored in this bank. (Give examples of this). Each draw-
ing adds value to each drawing previously made and 
vice versa.

3. Pattern Recognition

A necessary process of abstraction occurs within the 
observational drawing process when the artist is deep 
in concentration. All knowledge of the object/specimen 
and its conventional context and name are forgotten; 
what is left is an involvement in the shape and morphol-
ogy of the specimen. The concentration shifts from 
drawing the whole thing to drawing a series of parts. It 
is in this process, which concentrates on shape, pattern 
and understanding the form, to the extent that the artist 
can continue to draw and to play with the form without 
observing the object.

THE ARTIST CREATES ORDER

I have developed unique methods of classifying the specimens I 
draw, employing a holistic approach to taxonomy, a comparative 
method that seeks to find similarities, not differences. I translate the 
hieroglyphics of nature into a chain of resemblances, slowly merg-
ing object bodies into one another, creating a newly classified order:

each drawing, an experiment with individual modifications.

John Dupre, responds to Foucault’s  ‘The Order of Things’  with 

Above. Figure. 9 - Knot-wood  Below. Figure. 9aFigure. 8 - Mineral B&W Colour
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his book ‘The Disorder of Things’ where he states “classifications, must, in some sense, be 
discovered rather than merely invented” (Dupre 1993 page 17) and advises “there are countless 
legitimate, objectively grounded ways of classifying objects in the world. And these may cross 
classify one another in  indefinitely complex ways.” Through the observational drawing of the 
nicknamed specimens I have explored each specimen as a joke of nature; and each can therefore 
be classified alongside other jokes of nature; showing that jokes of nature can still be uncovered, 
and how each specimen plays with our understanding of conventional models of classification.

My own principles of classification; applied through the process of drawing to ‘Rashleigh’s 
mineral nicknames’

1. The specimen resembles another object

2.  The specimen drawn has the quality of illusion 

3. The specimen is display isomorphic qualities

4. The specimen’s form suggests playfulness 

5. The specimen can be understood as a paradox of classification 

6. The system of order is both discovered and invented 

7. The organizing principle is one of analogy, drawing upon resemblances of morphologies in    
diverse organisms

8. The classification depends on objective properties of the specimen

Aims of these principles

1. To playfully displace the object from conventional models of classification and to disrupt 
established perceptions of the object.

2. To allow wonder to flow from nature’s anticipation of art.

Abstracting from the Observed (?)

Writing about Goethe’s concept of the ideal plant form (urpflanze), Stafford notes that “The 
typical is rarely if ever, embodied in an individual; nonetheless, the astute observer can isolate 
it from Cumulative experience, as Goethe saw the urpflanze.” (Stafford, Marks on Stones, pg. 
69). Goethe’s observations collected and solidified into one ideal ‘vision’ of the plant form. In 
the process of observing a multitude of specimens the quintessential nature of the form, is 
idea (like a scientific ‘type’), conceived through experience and is the triggering factor in the 
resemblance perception process.

Dupre introduces the term ‘promiscuous realism’ and discusses how the seeker of any categori-
cal order must ascend to some higher level of abstraction “to some category of which species, 
genera and so on are merely instances” (Page 20, disorder of things). This raises the question 
of essences the signifier and the signified. Resemblance perception occurs both in the con-
scious observation of the specimen as a whole, for example, the specimen wood tin apparently 
resembled wood, but resemblance perception also occurs on a more subconscious level when 
the artist/observer is concentrating abstractly on the form and pattern perceived within the 
specimen. It is often in this more subconscious space that surprising resemblance perceptions 
occur. When drawing ‘wood tin’, a mineral specimen nicknamed after wood, because of its 
physical resemblance to wood, I perceived the forms within the specimen as wood like.  A few 
weeks later when I visited Kew Gardens Bark collection to find a specimen of wood that the 
mineral had signified, I perceived that the individual nature of wood specimen also signified 
forms of objects such as minerals and biological forms. This led me to question the essence of 
what both mineral and the wood where signs of, and if they were both manifestations of one 
essential form.
In Drawing this specimen (Fig.3), which resembled a griffin, I could articulate the forms in 
order to bring out the ‘griffinness’ of the specimen. In the perception of one form resembling 
another, the foundational relationships of symmetry and curvature can begin to be understood 
and visualized.
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“Resemblance imposes adjacencies that in their turn guarantee further 
resemblances one thing signals another and can continue infinitum, each 
specimen drawn begins a link that resembles another specimen and so 
continues in the chain of resemblances” (Foucault 2001: pg. 20)

Stafford claims “The particular can never serve as a pattern” (Stafford) but I ask ‘can the 
particular serve as the sign of a pattern? What is expressed through the form of the mineral? 
How is this expressed through drawing? Drawing intuits the expression of the mineral by 
perceiving its form, its resemblances and its correspondences. One thing replaces another, 
metaphor, anatomy, exchange, in the operation of drawing. Drawing is the tool to think through 
and express the object; to ‘recover natures process mark by mark’ (drawing page 306). Thus 
manipulated, drawing becomes a process of articulating the external world through poetic 
characters and metaphors.

The markings and forms within nature’s materials can be delineated through drawing.

Practiced observation develops a literacy of these marks, which become increasingly ‘readable’ 
and a continued drawing practice can articulate these marks into meaningful works. Of under-
lying importance to this is the trained judgment and pattern recognition in the observational 
skills of the artist working within a scientific context. By scientific context, I mean drawing 
from specimens within scientific collections, where it is not the scientist’s, but the artist’s job 
to recognize the poetic patterns.

In the language of drawing, a mineral can be compared to a plant, or an animal because the 
artist can find the common forms through the process of ‘resemblance perception’ and use 
these forms as the alphabet for the drawing.
Reducing the specimen into line exaggerates its morphology as colour and tonal information 
are omitted. What is left is an anatomical description, which is a clear language for comparison 
with other forms. Resemblance can be interpreted and visualized through drawing, represented 
to be a universal episteme there is; waiting to be uncovered, through searching observations, 
the trained judgment of the artist and the process of drawing; to make these mysteries visible 
to a wider audience.

Although play and resemblance are no longer recognized as central to scientific discourse I 
argue that the ‘joke of nature’ has not slipped away into fantasy but merely has been neglected 
as an area of study. The drawing of ‘Rashleigh’s Nicknamed Minerals’, forces the viewer to 
question their own perceptions and wonder- is the object mineral, animal or vegetable? Is it 
fact, or is it fiction? Hopefully, within this curiosity, the feeling of wonder is enlivened and the 
object is observed afresh, as a paradox with which the imagination can play. The process of 

‘resemblance perception’ realized through drawing, can continue the language of resemblances 
as a valuable artistic epistemological scheme and a challenge to the conventions of current 
taxonomic models of truth.
Special thanks to Sara Chambers (Royal Cornwall Museum), Peter Tandy (Natural History 
Museum), Peter Frost (Camborne School of Mines) and Courtenay Smayle (Castle Caerhays).
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my approach to pedagogy and philosophy. My doctoral 
research explores modes of experience within drawing; 
investigating philosophical methodologies and strategies 
in conjunction to personal drawing practice; responding to 
conceptions of form, space and time.

Abstract
The concrete and the imaginary are explored as 
interconnected ways of orientating knowledge that 
contribute to a multifaceted understanding of experience. 
It is proposed that drawing, as knowledge and experience, 
is a particular way of coming to know the world that is 
explicated within personal experience and practice.

As we, as objects, are integral to the world and its 

Ashton |Drawing on the Perceptual Experience of 
Form – an investigation of perception, ideation 
and practice.

mailto:Alex.Ashton@Cumbria.ac.uk


24 25  

phenomena, our ‘sense experience’ (Sentir) (Heidegger, 1962) furnishes us 
with the ability to enter into this world as sensate beings; to interact, affect and 
engage with the world in both time and space and is explored within the context 
of the question: What is the relationship between perceptual experience and its 
reinterpretation through drawing?

A methodology is established through constituting and explicating the reflexive 
analysis of observation, ideation and drawing activity within different methods 
of working: drawing in the landscape, working in the studio, photography and 
animation.

Investigating practice

The research process has led to an identification of form as an orientational 
perception. The articulation of form conjoins experience, memory and imagination 
in evolving multi-faceted understandings.

The research process informs the development of personal drawing practice in 
articulating the ontological metaphors of space, place and time. Challenging 
personal assumptions, purpose and process has led to the construction of new 
methodologies and methods of working.

Personal practice began with drawing with graphite in the landscape as the basis 
for working in the studio, utilising memory to inform gesture and mark making. 
This has progressed towards the utilization of the ‘momentaryness’ of captured 
light within a series of images that subverts the notion of the embodied mark. The 
fleeting impressions of constructed fibre-optic based light assemblages are viewed 
within an animation format that elongates time.

The challenges to personal practice, through investigating perception and ideation, 
are explored within the context of the phenomenological parallels witnessed in the 
author’s practice-based research.

The concrete and the imaginary

 ‘When we do not have the words to say something, drawing can define both 
the real and unreal in visual terms’. (Kovats, 2007:8).

As the boundaries of art practice shift and alter the paper aims to investigate drawing as way of 
revealing knowledge and experience. Underpinning the investigation is an engagement with 
philosophy in attempting to understand the complexities and interconnections of mind and 
body, ideation and practice. The experience of the individual is pivotal to the production of 
relational knowledge which, it is proposed, is revealed through the process of making. 

Huebler acknowledges the process of engagement with the world, a priori to the consciousness 
of experience, through an explication of art: 

 …as an activity that extends human consciousness through constructs 
that transpose natural phenomena from that qualitatively undifferentiated 
condition that we call ‘life’ into objective and internally focused concepts… 
(Huebler, 1992:173) 

Heubler’s conception offers a phenomenological paradigm within which the ‘lived experience’ 
(Husserl in Moran 2005: Dilthey,1985, 2010) is orientated through a mediated interpretation, 
drawing, conjoining experience, memory and imagination. Phenomenology’s primary concern 
is with the making of the structures of consciousness, the phenomena that appear in acts of 
consciousness, as objects of systematic reflection and analysis and their role of constituting or 
giving meaning to the world (Mulhall, 1996: Dillon, 1988). Such reflection can be ‘…defined 
as the study of the essence of consciousness as experienced from the first person point of view.’ 
(Woodruff Smith, 2007:1) and, as such, engages the self in considering the meanings things 
have in our experience. It is this first person point of view, subjectivity, and its role that becomes 
the principal focus of my investigations. The outcomes document a move from description of 
the ‘lifeworld’ (Moran, 2005) or ‘lived experience’ (Dilthey,1985) towards an interpretation 
of the subjective (Figure 1). 

Geoffrey Bailey (1982) in Drawing and the Drawing Activity: A Phenomenological Investigation, 
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examines the phenomena of drawing from this philosophical standpoint. Bailey’s considera-
tion of whether drawing, the ‘draughtsman’, is able to make actual, or visible, a ‘perceptual 
interchange’ through a reflection of the world, essentially defines drawing as a process that 
constitutes a move towards meaning. This movement, Bailey contends, is evident in the imagi-
native engagement that ‘brings time and space together’ (Bailey, 1982), a coalescence. This 
demonstration of a move from the ‘lived experience’ to a consideration of that experience, 
establishes the order and sustainability of the ‘drawings world’. It is proposed that this becomes 

evident through a movement in thought; from the concrete towards the imaginary.

Drawing, asa knowledge of experience, is a particular way of coming to know the world both 
philosophically and practically, as a complex network of thoughts, feelings and awareness which 
holds particular significance and value subjectively. Prosser’s (2004) asserts that ‘phenomenol-
ogy is determined not to be either a science of objects or the subject, but that of experience: 
it concentrates upon where being and consciousness make contact.’(Prosser, 2004: 6). And 
so a paradigm emerges within which personal practice is able to found itself in a conception 
of drawing as a way of learning about the world and its objects; at the point where being and 
consciousness intersect.

The research does not attempt to define any one technique or skill ‘as drawing’ but instead con-
siders what it is that drawing reveals/discovers/visualizes. As the boundaries dissolve, through 
the interdisciplinary nature of contemporary practice, we are at an intersection where both 
everything and nothing can be drawing, but what is it that is sought and how does it manifest 
itself within practice? Drawing, as a process of mediation, offers opportunities to consider how 
it describes and interprets experience. Immersion ‘in the world’ locates us and begins to con-
struct a conception of space both internally and externally. In investigating the concrete and the 
imaginary as interconnected ways of orientating knowledge they contribute to a multifaceted 
understanding of experience, temporality and space. Through constituting and explicating the 
reflexive analysis of observation, ideation and drawing activity, different methods of working 
are examined: drawing in the landscape, working in the studio, photography and animation.

The Concrete

My field of perception is constantly filled with a play of colours, noises and 
fleeting tactile sensations which I cannot relate precisely to the context of my 
clearly perceived world, yet which I nevertheless immediately ‘place’ in the 
world,… (Merleau-Ponty 2006, p. x) 

Artists retain a belief in the fundamental importance of drawing within practice (Rawson, 1979, 
1987: Kovats, 2007: Berger, 2008), utilising a variety of materials and approaches; photogra-

Fig. 1. Change, 
2011: graphite and 
watercolour on canvas.
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phy and installation, digital technologies, paper and paint. But what is it that all these have in 
common? A common purpose? A common function? Indeed do they have anything in common? 
Within these contexts how are we to view drawings’ claims to the immediacy of thought and 
the visualisation of thinking? In beginning with the question: Why draw? The focus becomes 
a subjective reflection of the role and function of drawing within personal practice; a question 
of the relationship between perception and its interpretation through drawing. 

As I turn my attention inwards to think about the interweaving perceptions, as 
I walk, I am aware that everything is happening outside of me. I am within, 
reaching, straining to be out, my body as a part of the experience.

When I begin to draw I focus all of my attention on all of these perceptions. 
They are a part of the experience, but how can I capture the smell of the 
morning, the sound of the water, the feeling of the sun as it seems to glare 
into my thoughts?

Is it this that I want to capture – is it even possible?

In the same way as I have to think to look and see, concentrating on one small 
aspect and working outwards, I will have to begin to think in a different way. 
The experience is a large and vital thing, I have to look at each aspect in turn 
focusing my thoughts on each aspect, isolating it. (Extract from author’s 
journal). Merleau-Ponty (2004: 2006)

identified different aspects of perception and was concerned with the metaphysical problem 
of establishing the material reality, or the concrete, of what we perceive. He saw an inter-
relationship between the body, movement, and the mind as moving towards an understanding 
of perception as a foundation within phenomenology. Perception is seen as ‘…the background 
from which all acts stand out, and is presupposed by them.’ (Merleau-Ponty 2006, p. xi) accessed 
through sight, sound, touch, taste and smell which combined with memory, imagination and 
the thinking process, conceives of the body as being at the heart of a relational world. As these 
complex and integrated systems intersect or converge, there can be no memory without experi-
ence just as there can be no experience without perception, and so ‘…normal functioning must 

be understood as a process of integration in which the text of the external world is not so much 
copied as composed’ (Merleau-Ponty 2006, p. 10). 

The world we live in, our relationship to it and the objects that inhabit it are founded on our 
perceptions. Our sense experience [Sentir] (Heidegger, 1962) provides us with our entry into 
the world through vision, touch, smell, taste and sound. Within personal drawing practice, this 
perceptual entry into the world, the coalescence of experience, memory and imagination, is 

Fig. 2. Drawing in 
situ: sketchbook 2009
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rooted in the landscape. I began to consider how the activity of drawing describes and mediates 
its own reality, through considering O’Riley’s (2006) assertion that art, potentially, not only 

‘describes or shows reality’ but also can describe how it describes; being at one and the same 
time in the drawing but also of the drawing. 

 As I settle myself to draw, I feel the slithering sand beneath the rug and 
notice the wind whipping at the edges of the paper. I select my graphite, 
before beginning to draw I look around and orientate myself in this particular 
place. I feel the dunes at my back, sheltering, as I begin to draw the 
line traces the relationship between the forms that stand in relation to me, 
describing a relational space. The slip of land across the estuary the tracts of 
the ebbing tide, the breakwaters emerge vertically to counter the horizontality 
of the sweeping sands and dunes. The scrubby trees, at the periphery of my 
vision, are bent and twisted by the insistent wind high on the rising headland. 
The line begins to plot the relationships between, the space between. 

(Extract from author’s journal).

Initially, drawing situ, in the landscape, attempts to address this duality, exploration begins to 
capture the essence of the experience of ‘being there’ (Da-sein) (Heidegger, 1962), situated, 
within an embodied and relational world. Strokes of graphite (Figure 2) begin to plot the space 
between forms. The marks expand, within the areas of positive and negative space, to describe 
the uncertainty of this temporal experience as a triangulation between self-landscape-drawing. 

The landscape, or place, is described within the drawings through the linear connection of 
form. Form (Langer, 1953: Focillon, 1989: Carroll, 1999) orientates both subject and object in 

‘being there’, emerging within the drawings as the connection between self, embodied relational 
world and the temporality of experience, at one and the same time, in the drawing, as well as 
articulating a description through drawing. Line repeatedly traces form (Figure 3), inserted 
successively as each drawing describes a series of viewpoints, articulations of the same space, 
capturing varieties of possible aspects and appearances. 

The intention was to try to move from one response to another, between the layers of reality 

and temporality. The drawings, at this time, are predominantly linear, the layers slip and play 
over one another, implying a fragility or ‘moment’ (Augenblick) (Heidegger, 1962) through 
the varying line weight, intensity and spontaneity of mark (Figure 4). 

The absorption, within the narrow confines of the activity of each drawing, enhances the 
experience; heightening perceptions of light, form and of being in a 
specific moment; the concrete, the real.

 To move towards abstraction is to be able to move 
towards uncertainty, and is itself a subjective construction. 
Does this move then represent a different level of 
thinking? The reinterpretation of form more ‘abstractly’ is 
achieved through being able to embrace ambiguity, a move 
beyond appearance. The mark becomes the embodiment or 
essence of the thought. Whilst the mark may be abstracted 
from figuration it still has resonance in terms its reference 
to experience, constructing meaning within the making 
process as well as through analytical reflection (thinking 
about the thought).

 In these terms, a single mark may come to embody ‘form’ 
in connection to the subject’s intention; its relationship 
within the spatial organisation, its correlation to the 
symbolism of representation and interpretation of past, 
present and future, considering form as an end in itself 
of the ‘moment’. Form, within drawing, is the structure 
through which the phenomenological reflection is 
articulated. (Extract from author’s journal). 

The imaginary

 ‘…nature appears not only as outside me…but it is also 
discernable at the centre of subjectivity. ‘ 

Fig. 3. Drawing in 
situ: sketchbook 2010
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(Merleau-Ponty, 2006:403)

Hooker (1987) discusses the concept of imagery rooted in landscape 
as ‘…a way of entering each attentively, and exploring what is there, as 
it enlarges the world, and introduces a feeling of awe, which empha-
sizes the bounds of one’s knowledge and descriptive powers.’ (Hooker, 
1987:3) and in doing so it ‘…relates the person to the other , instead of 
reducing the other to the confines of the self.’ (Ibid :3). Drawing, in 
these respects, engages the self within this enlargement of the world, 
in attempting to define my relationship to the landscape, as a physi-
cal presence at a point 
within the panorama 
(Figure 5).

These experiences 
within the living, 
changing and moving 
landscape, form a 
relationship to the 
other, visualised 
within the drawings 
as the coalescence of 
an emergent struc-

ture or rhythm, as it occurs for a moment, from 
a point or generating structure. This point of 
coalescence emerges from within the drawing 
process, revealing a relational given moment, 
both internal and external, enlarging the 
world without confining it. In this way, ‘…the 
space of inner and outer – of mind and world 

- are transformed…’ (Malpas, 1999:5), thus, the Other, as external space, is internalized and 
inner space is itself externalized. In considering these ideas, it is possible, then, to construct a 
cogent argument that begins to see a dissolution of the object/subject dichotomy; just as our 

‘inner’ selves can be discovered through place and the embodied space in which we dwell, in 
turn, the Other or external space is incorporated within us as memory, as drawing.

Working within the studio (Figure 6) offers the possibility of the suspension of the direct 
experience of both the landscape and drawing activity within it. 

It allows a focus on those aspects of my intentional acts and their contents that do not depend 
on the existence of a represented object, ‘bracketing’ (epoché) (Husserl in Woodruff-Smith, 

Above. Fig. 4. 
Drawing in situ: 
sketchbook 2010

Right. Fig. 5. Glasson 
Estuary: sketchbook, 
2010

Fig. 6. Re-drawing 
in the studio, 2010 
(158cm x 98 cm)
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2007) the experience to enable the suspension of assumptions about the external world. 
So what is it that I am looking for in the remembered experience that I 
want to express in the drawings ? What was it that was the most important 
element? I began to mentally strip away the different perceptions and 
impressions within the memory. As I removed an element, say the feeling of 
the wind as it swirled around me, I would look at its different aspects, almost 
as if that element were a ball in my hand, turning it this way and that, trying 
to think of all the permutations and determine its importance.

 There comes a point within the process, when the built knowledge and 
experience become intrinsic to the development of the idea. Increasing levels 
of reflection and evaluation lead to opportunities to see the work on a more 
holistic level. Aiming for that balance or equilibrium, that reveals, in part, the 
essence of the experience at a moment and in the moment. The stripping away 
of the peripheral structures and marks within the image allows a distillation 
process to take place. Within the drawing process I have begun to suspend the 

‘analysis in process’ side of making. Trying to allow the work to drive itself, 
with the aim of freeing myself from embodiment within the image, allowing 
the drawing to connect with itself.

 It has form and content, it is about itself as well as indicating something else. 
It is as realistic as possible and as abstract as possible. 

(Extract from author’s journal). 

Drawing within the studio the suspended the immersive experience asks instead for an interpre-
tation which, in turn, revealed differing relational aspects. In remembering, the ‘forgetfulness’ 
(Heidegger, 1962 :69) of memory, elucidated temporal relationships alongside interpretations of 
experience, allowing for a consideration of the degrees of separation, and the interdependence, 
of relationships between landscape and place, space and time, other and self. 

 I was struck by the monochromatic dominance of line within the drawings. 
My thoughts at the time of making were involved with line tracing the form 

of structure within the landscape. The majority of the drawings were done 
outside. The move into the studio, to work on aspects of these sketches on a 
larger scale (Figure 7), then transformed the working process. The drawings 
served as a starting point, a re-drawing, I could feel and remember the 
process of mark making, looking closely and carefully at the intersections 
and relationships, defining the underlying structure. As I began to work in the 
studio, the visualised experience of these drawings metamorphasised, or was 
translated, becoming a visualization that was form defined by light. 

 I am staggered and entranced by the light. It pervades the senses – warmth, 

Fig. 7. Re-drawing: 
graphite on paper, 
2011 (158cm x 98 cm)
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brightness, heat, muffling sound, the warm breeze moving around, stirring the 
hanging bark of the grey/green and white eucalyptus.I remember the smell 
of the heat, scented with the unfamiliar, the ochre yellow and red of the earth 
prickles the skin in a sudden hot dry gust of wind. Splashes of vivid yellow 
and lilac are strident against a background of spiked white and green grasses 
that emerge from the ochre sand, scattered with bark and ants.

 The bleached white bark of the eucalyptus, small grey green clusters of 

leaves are announced by the contrast with the charcoal black trunks of the 
burnt trees. All shown in high relief by the searching white light. Light only 
becoming luminescent against the background of the darkness. 

(Extract from author’s journal). 

And so the removal of the immediate experience of the landscape and the move to the studio, 
articulates an interpretation of the concrete through the utilisation of memory and imagination. 
In remembering, the experience was ‘cleared’ (Gelichtet) (Heidegger 1962:171) and what was 
revealed was form being defined by light (Figure 8). 

The direct nature of the drawing process became an immersion, each mark, an absorption in 
the reinterpretation of the remembered experience, each mark, an embodiment of the rein-
terpreted subjective experience built into a cohesive whole, through layers of line , a ‘moment’ 
captured, suspended, plotting, tracing, interpreting the interconnection between experience, 
memory and imagination. 

 This deep sense of immersion and the totality of this world came alive only 
through the use of light, as form, which can only establish itself in relation to 
darkness. The move towards generating the line through light, enabling me 
to work quickly, in response to the fleeting impressions, it gives depth and 
allows me to grasp that ‘time’, to fix it, just for that moment of working.

 In looking internally, at the memory of that experience of perceiving and 
drawing within the landscape, I think about that experience which I have been 
able to ‘see’ through the line drawings and strip away all that is superfluous to 
that experience – what is left as I look intently? 

(Extract from author’s journal).

These concepts of revealing, plotting and tracing needed to be more fully explored through the 
notion of moment. An instance, captured and suspended, examining more carefully a concep-
tion of form within a relational space (Figure 9). 

 I have begun by exploring capturing aspects of the landscape within short 

Fig. 8. Form and light: 
wax and ink on paper 
2011 (158cm x 98 cm) 
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series of films. When these clips were played on the computer the sound 
became illuminating. This may be because the clips were of streams, water 
running, the movement of trees. In order to orientate the images the sound 
was an important component. In thinking about this connection – is it because 
we always attempt to orientate ourselves within the knower of perception and 
also interpretation?

 If elements are removed (sound) how does this affect the experience? In 

Fig. 9. Space and 
light, 2012: digital 
drawing.

thinking more particularly about removing the embodied from my own 
drawing I have decided to try to photograph instances of light. 

 Assemblages were used which emitted pulses of light, these were captured 
photographically before being digitally enhanced. The line defines the 
shifting forms; eerie echoes chart the space between. To extend the notion 
of temporality the images have been animated – the suspended moment, the 
imaginary shifts and dissolves into itself. (Extract from author’s journal). 

Fig. 10. Form 1, 2012: 
digital drawing.
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Within the digital drawings (Figure 10) the past is embodied within the process, as memory, 
and directed by the very establishment of the drawing itself. 

The immediacy of the process of photographing the light alludes to a duality; a reality of 
the drawing itself alongside the projected unreality of the imaginary. The digital drawings 
demonstrate a transition from description to interpretation, form is articulated through its 
own temporality: a point where consciousness and being coincide in a ‘moment’ (Augenblick) 
(Heidegger, 1962).

It is possible, then, to draw phenomenological parallels through Heidegger’s assertion that, 
‘Being finds it’s meaning in temporality.’(Heidegger, 1962 :41) as the possibility that Being 
can be grasped in time, through the ontological function of Being-in-the-world as a horizon. 
Drawing, as a reflexive and reflective cognitive process, locates itself as a horizon through its 
articulation of an embodied and relational knowledge, and it is this process of engagement 
within the world, that allows drawing to articulate, or reveal, a subjective truth (Wahrheit), as 
something that ‘opens up a world’ (Heidegger, 1971 :40). 

In Conclusion

The research process has allowed me, as an artist, to engage in considering directly my embod-
ied and perceptual experience as it is brought to the surface of the paper by the process of 
drawing. As drawing mediates my relational embodied experience of the world, a conception 
of temporality is embedded, as process, that is explicated through the creative act itself. Seen 
within these contexts drawing, as corporeality, provides a horizon against which it is possible 
to begin to examine embodied expression, within the interpretation of ‘Being-in-the-world’. 

Thus, it is possible to say that, as time passes through ‘Being-in-the-world’, the subject or 
being, recreates the world, or grasps it, through its temporality (Zeitlichkeit). In grasping, 
our understanding reveals that everything has meaning, and we find that this same structure 
of being ‘underlies all relationships’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2006). Drawing, through its temporal 
nature, reveals a subjective truth as something that ‘opens up a world’ (Heidegger, 1971 :40) ;

How does time function in relation to the experience, the memory and the 
process? Initially I had thought time played only a minor role. On reflection 
it is inherently linked with not only the experience of external time, but with 
internal time, in relation to memory as well as the interpretation/capture of a 

‘moment of vision’ (Augenblick) within the drawing. It governs all. (Extract 
from author’s journal). 

‘Being-in-the-world’ (Heidegger, 1962: Merleau-Ponty 2006), the horizon in front of which all 
Fig.11. Form 8 - 
Suspension, 2012: 
digital drawing.
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of our knowledge and understanding is placed, provides a phenomenological parallel, within 
which, drawing embodies the past, present and future; they exist alongside one another, inter-
connected, intertwined, and revealed through drawing. In one instance stretching out, in 
another, parallel, instance, drawing, is enmeshed in an imaginary future that has emerged 
from the its own past and ‘…in the way of its own being…’ (Heidegger, 1971 :41). 

The act and activity of drawing becomes its own ontological source within the self, through 
the body; recreating the world, embodied in the world, as memory and a conjectural possibil-
ity of the future. As a ‘moment’ coalesces on a surface (Figure 11) , not as a representation of 
temporality but as temporality itself, literally and metaphorically, not only is the world brought 
to light but our subjective position and relationships within that world are revealed. [Figure 12]

Figure 12 . (Dis)
location of Space 
animation] ( https://
vimeo.com/46868913)

Please click to play 
the embedded media.
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tool and as evidence of research excellence and the 
developing emergence of respect for this as equivalent 
to the conventional academic journal article. The current 
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is compared with the use of drawing as both input and 
output for research purposes other than artforms for their 

Baker |Drawing as a research process and 
drawings as research outputs – how acceptable 
are they in various disciplines? 

mailto:Nina.baker@strath.ac.uk
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http://www.hefce.ac.uk/research/ref /

Of some 40 schools of architecture recognised in the UK by the RIBA, about half sit within 
engineering or built environment faculties and the remainder are in arts or humanities or are 
freestanding schools. This leads to a variety of choices of units of assessment to which research 
active academics can return their RAE/REF submissions and this has historically lead to a good 
deal of manoeuvring and political negotiation to try and guess which is the most advantageous 
for the individual, department, faculty or university in any given RAE. Anecdotally, depart-
ments within technical faculties feel their research is viewed as too ‘arty’ and those within arts 
faculties feel it is viewed by their faculties as too ‘tech-y’. In the former case, a strict focus on 
research outputs in the form of articles in high-impact factor peer-reviewed academic journals 
is often viewed as the most valued by faculty assessors. Other forms of research output, such as 
designs for buildings or urban plans, may not be easily accepted as serious, rigorous research 
outputs, due to the different peer-review routes.

This paper reviews some of the current thinking on what constitutes rigorous research relating 
to design, beyond the pure and applied physical and life sciences. Since architecture and urban 
planning are quintessentially cross-disciplinary, examples will be drawn from any discipline 
where consideration of these issues has been investigated. The theoretical context was used to 
inform a pilot exercise to extract the research content from an actual building design process. 
The objective is to produce a epistemological guide for academics who are also in practice, as 
to how to narrate, evidence and present their design and practice as research, such that the 
rigor, originality and quality can be clearly understood by reviewers and research auditors of 
any discipline. 
Theoretical context of design as research and drawing as a research instrument

The key indicators of good research are widely taken to be:

• Originality and attribution

• Rigour and process

• Relevant, reproducible and transferrable

own sakes. The surfacing of designs, both realised and speculative, as acceptable 
research outputs for the UK government’s periodic research assessment exercises, 
is starting to challenge the supremacy of the peer-reviewed journal article as the 
only true exemplar of research output. Case studies of practicing architects, and 
others, from a variety of disciplines, who use drawing for purposes other than the 
production of artworks, are used to show how this can be demonstrated to be a 
worthy technique not only for discovering new knowledge but also for presenting 
rigorous original research for peer-review.

Background

Schools of architecture have probably always had the now-familiar mix of professional full 
time academics, visiting tutors from local architectural practices and part time academics, 
who combine their teaching and research with running a successful practice. Many schools, in 
particular, famously, the UK’s sole private school at the Architectural Association, more or less 
expect former students to come back and teach, once they are in practice. Whilst the benefits 
to the schools and their students, of these close links to the industry, are easy to demonstrate 
when it comes to the teaching and learning of architecture, such benefits are not perhaps so 
easy to evidence when it comes to research quality. 

Many readers will be all too familiar with Research Assessment Exercises(RAE) from 1986 to 
2008. On each occasion the rules, as to which staff categories and what research evidence was 
submissible, have changed and each one has been subject to considerable analysis and contro-
versy. The process, now renamed the Research Excellence Framework (REF), for completion 
in 2014, aims that:

The REF will: 

• inform the selective allocation of research funding to HEIs 

• provide benchmarking information and establish reputational yardsticks 

• provide accountability for public investment in research and demonstrate its benefits 

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/research/ref
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it should be deemed rigorous or not. Originality and rigour being the required standards for 
academic research, under the concept of scientific truth, it is always expected that the output 
of any research will make clear what processes were used in order to arrive at the evidence that 
feeds the analysis and conclusions. Method may be defined (Harding 1987 )  as the techniques  
used for gathering evidence, whereas methodology, although frequently used wrongly as a 
synonym, may more properly be considered as the theory and analysis which will inform the 
research process. The physical, pure and applied sciences (including engineering and technol-
ogy) communities have no difficulty accepting a method that consists of obtaining quantified, 
numeric measurements from some laboratory experiment, or other test. However, for an aca-
demic in those, or any, disciplines to use design methods such as drawing as an actual research 
instrument, can still be problematic.

Architectural design clearly falls into the design arena. The problem that this paper addresses 
is that the evidence of any research involved in the architectural design process may not consist 
of what some other fields are accustomed to seeing. Whilst there are philosophical discussions 
to be had about whether the latter perceptions are correct or not, this paper will not engage 
in that debate. Drawings, paintings and models may be either or both of the method and the 
outcome, but have to be set into a context to demonstrate their relevance as part of research. 
Lima et al (2010) explain that:

Sketching is both an ideational activity, of conceiving of things through 
the act of drawing, and a recording activity leading to buildings that can be 
materialized. To the architectural practice community, architectural sketches 
are more than mere translations of what is already outlined in the architect’s 
mind – sketching is also an activity that generates new knowledge.

(Lima et al, 2010)

However, Lima et al also argue that sketching and sketches are part of the self-value and identi-
fication of the architectural community: they demonstrate professional skills, and are esteemed 
as such, as well as resulting in new ideas. They suggest that one way in which architectural 
drawings (sketches) can achieve parity with the conventional peer-reviewed journal article 

The currently hegemony is that the only sort of research to be esteemed is that which straight-
forwardly fits into the “…rationalist ideal that research-based knowledge must be context 
independent.” (Kirkeby 2011). Flyvbjerg’s (Flyvbjerg 2006) analysis is that even context 
dependent research can contain transferrable, original knowledge. It is also coming to be 
understood in the pure and applied sciences that creativity is not the sole preserve of the 
artistically-gifted, that laboratory scientists, too, need to be creative thinkers in their research.  
Everyone will know the familiar story of how Crick and Watson’s model of the DNA double 
helix enabled them to understand how it all worked. It was not merely to show laymen how it 
worked: it informed their thought processes as a research instrument.
The processes and outputs of design can fall into many categories, but here a boundary is 
set that assumes that architectural practice is still largely informed by the creation of two 
dimensional representations of three dimensional objects. This might take place through the 
medium of a piece of complex software viewed on a screen, or by way of traditional drawing, 
sketching, painting done manually on paper or similar surface. Both categories of image are 
now considered as artworks in their own right but that is not the focus of this paper. Rather, 
the need to demonstrate to ‘outsiders’ that drawing is itself both a research method and also 
a research output, makes it necessary to distinguish between drawing used as a research tool 
and drawing whose only aim is to produce a piece of art.
We must distinguish between art for its own sake (‘fine art’), even where it has an internal 
problem to solve, and artistic methods, such as drawing, painting, modelling etc, which are 
used as a means to another end. Landmark (2010) talks about how artists in history have devel-
oped new methods of depicting the world, to solve perceived problems, but he was referring to 
problems within fine art itself, such as Picasso’s efforts to change how three dimensional objects 
are shown on a two dimensional plane. There is no suggestion that something other than the 
fine art is being researched in that case. Design is a different matter: it aims to produce a new 
thing that is not fine art for art’s sake, even though art may be one of its tools and the final item 
might be deemed beautiful. 
The process of research is one aspect of whether it demonstrates to an outside observer that 
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McGuirk (2010) in his discussion of Heidegger’s writings, notes how many languages have an 
ambivalence in their words for ‘drawing’ – both as the act/object of producing a two dimensional 
image and also as extracting, pulling something or some concept out of somewhere, even to the 
philosophical context of drawing a previously concealed truth out of something by the process 
itself of drawing a drawing on paper.

Guillemin explains how she uses drawing to extract meaning, in situations where words are 
not always easy to use: 

My research stems from an epistemological base in which knowledge (about 
health and illness) is not pre-existing or fixed, or necessarily stable. Rather, I 
work from a theoretical tradition that espouses that knowledge is produced 
through practices, interactions, and experiences. From this perspective, I 
argue that methodologically, drawings are visual products and, at the same 
time, produce meanings; my interest is in both the process of meaning making 
through the act of drawing and the drawing itself as a product. I suggest that 
through the process of producing a drawing, the drawer is simultaneously 
constructing knowledge about the drawing.

(Guillemin 2004).

Case study 1: An architecture academic and a building design

This case study developed out of the need to find a way to demonstrate that drawing and other 
design processes were also research methods leading to important and impactful research 
outputs in the architectural field. I worked on a pilot project with Christopher Platt, who was at 
that time a full-time academic in the University of Strathclyde School of Architecture and also 
a principal in a local architectural practice, StudioKAP. His research in the context of design 
practice had not been written up formally, such as for peer-reviewed journals, and this pilot 
was an attempt to capture the essence of its rigour and content. He and his practice use a lot 
of hand drawing as well as computer-based design techniques and physical models as a way to 

is by establishing searchable online archives, with full bibliographic data, so that they can be 
cited in other people’s work, just as journal papers are.

Some authors assert that design research differs from other categories of research in that the 
former considers what could be (‘prescriptive’) and the latter examines what is (‘descriptive’) 
(Lawson 2002) and distinguish varying levels of abstractness of knowledge (Kirkeby 2008), 
relating to the context of the problem. However, it could equally be argued that large areas of 
pure and applied science research are concerned with describing what is, explicitly in order 
to propose what could be. Kirkeby also discusses the linked chain of aristotlean knowledge 
types (episteme, techne, theoria and phronesis) and how the skilled value judgements implied 
in phronesis are as necessary as any ‘pure’ facts uncovered by episteme, analysed by theoria 
and implemented by techne. This opens up the discussion of the value of drawings (and models) 
as research tools. 

Architects ‘know’ that their plans, drawings and even hurried sketches all inform their thought 
processes towards the best design solution, but are not always good at expressing this, let alone 
locating the drawings into a research instrument context. Flyybjerg agrees that “…it’s a huge 
mystery even to architects. A lot of architects are not able to formulate what they’re doing.” 
(Kirkeby 2011). However, much of what the designer ‘knows’ or attributes to experience or 
professional judgement may actually be derived from absorbed knowledge from the quantita-
tive sciences. The studies of ergonomics, acoustics, thermal comfort etc all stem from applied 
physics or biological studies but have been ‘inhaled’ qualitatively by the architect or designer 
during their professional formation to such an extent that this may not longer be recognised 
even by themselves. The trick therefore is to find a way to express this knowledge as a wrap-
around narrative for the design-as-research. Whilst the ‘scientific truth’ rationalist may prefer 
to believe that a given set of data and methods will always reproduce the same results, regardless 
of context, this rarely turns out to be right, even in the physical sciences, since assumptions and 
contexts do vary and do have their own cause and effect relationship to the results. Phronesis 
recognises this and envelopes it in what look like the vaguenesses of contexts and values, and 
other qualitative aspects, but which turn out to be crucial to real-life outcomes.
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• Design methods, how selected and how used (here the sketches etc) and processes of 
enquiry.

• Outcomes, or answers to the questions and solutions to the brief. These changed over 
the period of the project, so the interview sought to track the iterative process by which 
this happened.

• Conclusions, discussion and responses to the initial hypotheses. Generalisability or 
transferability of conclusions.

Although there was a structure to the interview, and the interviewee knew the questions in 
advance, the actual process of the interview was still highly iterative, with consistent pressure 
required by the interviewer to force an answer out of the interviewee that went beyond the ‘I 
just knew’ type of response. Typically, the basic questions were augmented by frequent use of 
questions such as “How did you know?”, “Where did you first see an example of something 
similar?”, “Have you got the reference or web address for that?” and so on. Bearing in mind 
that the interviewee was a highly-experienced academic with a lot of research under his belt, 
the process of transferring the research mind-set from a theoretical arena to this practice arena 
was still challenging. He was simply not accustomed to thinking about his practice of design 
in this detail.

• The recorded interview was summarized into notes on:

• The questions set by the research

• Context

• Table of methods chosen, processes of enquiry, and outcomes obtained.

• Conclusions

From these notes, the academic then drafted a short narrative to collate and explain the disparate 
pieces of the design output portfolio.

discuss ideas amongst themselves and with clients and planning officials. Compared to some 
other local practices, the office evidenced a lot of hand drawing on paper, which is not always 
the case nowadays. In contrast, some practices do nearly everything on computers.

Having identified a realised building design (a residential extension to a former farm building 
at Braefoot in Stirlingshire) which had been well-received on completion, both by the clients 
and by the peer architectural community, it was decided that this design would become an 
artefact output in the academic’s research portfolio. The positive reception was reflected in a 
number of prestigious awards, which can be taken as the direct equivalent of high-level peer-
review publication.

In this pilot case, the process was retrospective since the project had not been identified as a 
research project at the outset, but the hope was that the technique could be replicated by others 
at the commencement of projects. In order to review the whole process of the project, all the 
physical records of the project were assembled, consisting of: 

• Letters and other briefs between the architect and the client

• Sketches on paper

• Computer-based designs, photos, source materials

• Formal plans, including those for planning application purposes

• A model
With these to hand and in approximately chronological order, a semi-structured 
interview was conducted, with cassette recording, by myself. The structure of the 
interview was based on the criteria for what constitutes research:

• Clarification of the problem (here the clients’ brief from letters etc) and how it changed 
over the project period.

• Emerging questions requiring research to answer them.

• Hypothesis/es following from the research questions. Theoretical context.
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his farm building converted or extended to become a nice home”, emerged five generalised 
questions that might be seen to have relevance for anyone interested in the theory or practice 
of the built environment:

1. How to extend the accommodation in a cramped and handsome structure 
whilst taking advantage of views and taking into account the enhanced 
environmental agenda?

2. How to create/add a contemporary object in a [Scottish] landscape, where 
new owners have different priorities from the original vernacular builders?

3. How do you extend a non-domestic building (for domestic use) in a rural 
environment?

4. How do can extensions or additions be constructed against an existing 
building and yet retain or enhance interior light levels?

5. How can a modern extension have a ‘warm handshake’ to the pre-existing 
vernacular structure?

 

These questions can be seen to have potential relevance for architects, planners, policy develop-
ers, property owners, design theoreticians and academics in a range of related topics. They do 
not emerge from the clients’ Brief directly but emerge during the course of the drawing-based 
phase, which can be seen as akin to a series of iterative laboratory experiments. The actual 
process of doing the drawings brings problems to light and demonstrates elegant or clumsy 
solutions that can be selected accordingly.

Table 1, below, shows how each of the methods of work, include various processes and lead to 
outcomes which in turn demonstrate the stages of work that would be familiar to any practicing 
architect and indeed other types of designer. In each case, drawing or similar practical work 
are integral to the thought process. It would not be significantly different if the practitioner 
worked with pencil and paper or exclusively on a computer-based system. 

Case study 2: Use of drawing as an investigatory tool in other fields, 
unrelated to fine arts

JISC has a well-established, long-running email discussion group on drawing research – the 
Drawing Research Network (DRN). Having joined this group, I put out a request for informa-
tion from (DRN) members on “…research areas in which DRN members are using drawing as 
a research tool rather than an end in itself. In other words, the desired end result is not the fine 
art itself, but something learned that contributes to the body of knowledge in another field.” 
This thread on drawing as a research tool generated over 50 responses, either offering research 
areas for my list or else discussing the wider ramifications. The discussion then spread into a 
new thread about what constitutes research in art and arts more generally. 

Coincidentally, Paul Cureton one of the members of the network had been working on the 
curation of an exhibition entitled “The 43 Uses of Drawing” (Cureton & Staff 2011) which 

“…..explores the practice of drawing beyond the paper surface, via the work of 43 practitioners 
working in a number of different areas…”.  These 43 exhibitors were added to the data provided 
by the contributors to the DRN discussion thread to make up a data set of self-selected drawing 
users for further analysis.

The DRN 212 members currently signed up and has a wide range of types of members, in the 
UK and abroad, not just research academics, but also those who are professional artists and 
academics who teach only and do not do research at all, and indeed those like myself who are 
not artists themselves but are interested in related issues.

Results

Case study 1

A practicing architect can easily tell you what the original or developed Brief might have been 
for a given project, but the challenge in this case study pilot was to pull out of that what the 
research questions were, in neutral, transferrable terms. From an obvious “The client wants 
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• Process and thought. Drawing process, cognition

• Educational research:  validity of drawing as a tool for assessing pupils and as teaching 
learning researching tool

• Increasing social cohesion

• Epistemic potential of drawing – how we acquire knowledge through drawing things

• Synergetic design method

• Life Sciences

• Zoology: entomology, anatomy, radiation, mutation, herpetology

• Graph Drawing Tools for Bioinformatics Research

• Botany

Medical

• To anonymise intimate medical details for discussions about sexual healt

• Surgical education

• Study of gesture, study of surgeons’ or anaesthetists’ movements

• Health care and understanding of ageing processes

• Healing, how to evoke relaxation

• To explore the ways in which people understand illness conditions

• Cognitive [re-]training after strokes etc.

• Recording experience of care and mental health
Other fields:

• Military industry, sales and marketing process, security status

Table 1 

Case study 2

From the responses to my question on the JISC Drawing Research Network email list and the 
exhibitors at the “43 uses of drawing” exhibition, emerged a range of fields in which drawing is 
currently being used to discover ‘new knowledge’ and which may therefore be seen to represent 
some ways in which drawing is a legitimate research tool or method for purposes other than 
the artwork itself:

• Cognition and Epistemology

• Understanding of science: phenomena, symbology, construction of models

• Drawing as a non-verbal knowledge building method

• Documentation, reportage, recording

Methods Processes    Outcomes

First visit to client, prior to 
being engaged for project

Obtaining basic criteria, 
any cost limits, feel for 
existing situation

Preliminary sketches from 
memory of existing build-
ing

Starting to think about how 
one side of the building 
might take an entrance 
extension and another on 
the other side might take 
advantage of the views.

Preliminary sketch

Use of sketch book: Mainly used as a thinking 
tool for “Ideation” when 
travelling by public trans-
port

Impromptu ideas recorded 
for future development, so 
as not to lose them.
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tool as well as an output.

If academic colleagues in the pure and applied sciences and, indeed, humanities can point to 
straightforward indices and citation tables as evidence of peer esteem and review, comparably 
public valorisation and access locations need also to exist for drawings. Drawings as research 
tools, as ideational entities, sit within a research report, as data and/or methods, and as such 
have the same status as any other experimental data: they must be recorded and available for 
future researchers to access if required. This suggests establishing online visual databases 
which can be consulted. Since the UK research councils are now calling for all data from their 
publicly funded projects to be made available in parallel with the papers and reports which the 
data inform, this would seem to be the perfect time for those who use drawing in their research 
to call for the infrastructure at their institutions to support their particular type of data too.

Whilst Lima et al believe that the only way to get drawings accepted academically is as records 
or descriptions, the case studies reported here demonstrate that there is ample evidence of 
drawings being valid ideational tools too and that both interpretation of the purposes of draw-
ings can be shown to be valid. However, there is still much to do to reinforce this position if it 
is to get past the novelty stage and become recognised as a routinely valid method for creating 
and reporting knowledge. 

• Engineering, physiology, anatomy

• Ethnography, archaeological reconstruction

• Architectural and Landscape design: analysing form or rhetorical query

• Construction processes

• Particle physics

• Data visualisation

• Maths: symplectic geometry

Of a total of 68 named users of drawing, more than half could be assigned a purpose that 
was not for its own sake, i.e. not for the artistic output alone. If we add those who used it as a 
design tool (product designers, architects, landscape architects, but NOT graphic designers 
or illustrators), this would rise to nearly three quarters.

Conclusions and discussion

This paper has aimed to draw together theoretical bases with case studies in order to demon-
strate that value can be assigned to drawings, not merely as a more easily measurable research 
item – as a record of activity, but also in its ideational role – placing value on drawings’ ability 
to be research instruments too. The complexities of drawing as a process and the information 
contained by drawings as products will always be difficult for the numerical sciences to grasp 
and this paper also aims to provide some material to facilitate the negotiations that will arise 
when those academics who use drawings as part of their research processes are seeking to 
have ‘non-traditional’ outputs accepted for research audits. However, it is instructive to note 
that the life sciences, and medicine in particular, already recognise drawing as an ideational 
tool to discover new knowledge and does not regard it as odd, whereas (almost perversely) in 
the humanities and arts it is still regarded as an unusual, emerging choice requiring rigorous 
justification. Case study 2 clearly demonstrates that drawing as a process is a legitimate research 
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Abstract

This paper analyses the effect of Christopher Frayling’s 
(1993) categorisation of artistic research “research into art 
and design, research through art and design and research 
for art and design” on the debate surrounding the efficacy 
of studio-based artistic research as being valid within 
the university. James Elkins (2009:128) describes this as 
the “the incommensurability of studio art production and 
university life”.

Through an exploration of the positive and negative 
responses to Frayling this paper seeks to explore the 
influence that these initial definitions have come to have on 
framing the scope of the debate.

The paper presents a range of responses and analyses them 
and focuses especially on those alternative frameworks 
that have been suggested and examines why they have so 
far not created a coherent and uncontested frame-work for 
practice-led research in the art and design field especially 
in relation to fine art.

Belcher | Can grey ravens fly?: Beyond 
Frayling’s categories.
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Introduction

Sir Christopher Frayling’s (1993) Research Paper no.1 ‘Research in Art and Design’ has become 
a touchstone of university art departments as a framework for a coherent quasi-scientific meth-
odology to apply to ‘practice-based’ or as it more commonly referred to now ‘practice-led’ 
research. It is my intention in this paper to examine some of the readings and miss-readings 
of his original paper and also to look at alternatives which have been suggested by successive 
scholars. In an increasingly research-led university education sector the status and validity 
of artistic research has never been more crucial and yet also, it seems, never more contested. 
As James Elkins (2009:128) describes it we may be facing “the incommensurability of studio 
art production and university life”. It is my intention to show that not only are the original 
categories flawed but that the whole field has been over-dependent on this flawed framework 
from the beginning.
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The on-going debate: 1993 – 2000

In Frayling’s (1993) words there are three clear categories, ‘research into art and design, 
research through art and design and research for art and design’ Of these the most contest-
able from the outset is ‘for’ which Frayling himself commented on as ‘research embodied in 
the artefact’. In other words the artefact itself is not commensurate with the academic idea 
of creating ‘new knowledge’ in itself. This has been the Achilles heel of the categorisation 
from its inception onwards and the most closely examined , disputed and argued facet of his 
categorisation ever since. 

Frayling had brought together two different methodologies in creating his categories. His first 
source was Herbert Read’s (1944) book ‘Education through Art’ from whence he derived the 

‘through’ category. Read proposed two categories ‘through’ and ‘to’ art .Frayling’s ‘through’ 
maps to Read’s definition of ‘teaching through art’ and closely defined the type of early postdoc-
toral activity at the Royal College which concerned itself as much with process as product. These 
early PhDs tended to be given in ‘design’ related fields rather than fine art. That the paper itself 
was ‘Research Paper No.1’ shows how early in the process of ‘doctoring’ postgraduate education 
this was. The second and to me more significant and problematic source was Bruce Archer, a 
colleague at the Royal College of Art with a significant engineering background schooled in 

‘scientific methodology’. Archer was not credited with the coining of the categorisation at the 
time but he did publish his version in Co-Design in 1995 (Rust, 2009). His re-definition is 
clearer than Frayling in its dismissal of practice as research.

The practitioner itself is (not) quite the same as research activity, however 
much research it may have been supported by...It is the quality of the research 
methodology which will be of paramount importance to the examiners.
(Archer, 1995)

Two different philosophical backgrounds, one pedagogic (Read) and one Scientific (Archer) 
were bolted together in the new framework. After Frayling published his paper Michael Ginsborg 
(Hetherington, 1994) at Wimbledon College of Art highlighted the coming divorce between 
practice where the verbal and explanatory secondary and newer discourse-based practice 

(conceptual) and realised that this would leave ‘non-verbalised’ practice in a weaker position 
in the field of post-doctoral study. Here-in lies the ultimate demise of the term ‘practice-based’ 
as it suggests that knowledge could be implicit in the art object. Wider conceptualisation and 
explication of artworks - the ‘de-materialisation of the art object’ - fitted neatly into the new 
research landscape.

Designerly ways of knowing.

Darren Newbury (1996) at Birmingham Institute of Art and Design went further in stating that,
Whereas an artist or designer can simply present his or her

end-product, and refuse further explanation, the academic art or design

researcher is obliged also to map for his or her peers the route by which

they arrived at that product.

By 1998 the fault lines were starting to show. ‘Design’ orientated praxis had little problem 
with the negation of the final artefact as they naturally allied themselves to a design/engineer-
ing methodology. Process dominated areas such as graphic design, ceramics and textiles for 
instance took to Archer’s methodology. A need to create new ‘markets’ post 1992 with the 
incorporation of polytechnics and the political dissolution of old independent art schools meant 
that not only a vibrant M.A. Market but a PhD one had to be created and Fine Art was a growth 
area. Until the 1990’s the Royal College had been one of the few institutions awarding PhDs. 
Mottram (2009) has analysed the fine art percentage of these degrees and from 1986 to 1995 
only 40 PhDs were coded as ‘fine art’. Of these the majority were examining other practices and 
not the student practitioner’s own. From 1995 to 2005 the number doubled (Mottram, 2009) 
and the number incorporating practice and ‘self-reflective’ practice increased too. As some 
institutions have not reported this accurately it is hard to gauge true numbers. Submission 
varied according to institution and could mean that a M.A. Or PhD could involve submitting 
a substantial text to almost no document at all. This problem was not just applicable to fine 
art and design academics also started scrutinising and rewriting Frayling’s categories to suit 
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when they found holes in his guidelines. Findeli (1998), Cross (1999) and Jonas (2007) all allied 
themselves with Archer’s original science based approach but applied the thinking to design 
related procedures. Schon’s ‘Reflective Practice’ (1983) was the key text in re-interpreting the 
categories into practical methods for students to use. By 2004 an operable RTD (Research 
Through Design) was thought to provide an epistemological means for the development of a 
genuine design research paradigm (Jonas, 2007).Thus designers felt confident that they had a  
specifically design orientated system based on Archer’s original. So confident was this approach 
that Forlizzi, Zimmerman and Evenson (2007) published “Research through design as a method 
for Interaction Design”. This ‘designerly’ approach to knowing was comprehensively analysed 
in Saikaly (2003) ‘Design re-thinking: Some issues about doctoral programmes in design’ and 
Frankel and Racine (2010 ) ‘The Complex Field of Research: for Design, through Design, and 
about Design’ which was given at the DRS conference 2010 in Montreal.

The New Millenium to the present: Beyond Frayling?

Fine artists however were increasingly frustrated by a busted ‘paradigm’ in their eyes. The 
more that practice-led and practice-based was contorted to fit the ‘through art and design’ 
strait-jacket the more the fine art boat seemed to be slipping its moorings. Ranulph Glanville 
(1998) in ‘Challenging the Scientific Paradigm for research and design’ argued for a pro-design 
methodology separate to science. Fiona Candlin (2000a, 2000b, 2001) not only explored the 
historical roots of the fine art research ‘crisis’ (one which she identified very much with a UK 
system) but suggested that both politics and the RAE (now REF) and ‘professionalism’ of UK 
higher education management were key in driving the creation of more PhDs in fine art. The 
UKCGE report (1997) seemed to have only papered over the cracks over legitimacy and validity 
by defining ‘practice-based’ studio work as ‘distinct in that significant aspects of originality, 
mastery and contribution to the field are held to be demonstrated through the original crea-
tive work’. Ironically Christopher Frayling was one of that report’s authors. With this prompt 
the range of PhDs grew and the ‘studio-based’ practice proportion was usually set at 50% of 

the degree. 

As an example of where fine artists were going by 2000 a case study is pertinent. Daro Mon-
tag’s (2001) chapter one of his PHD thesis ‘Bioglyphs’  for Hertfordshire University ‘Research 
through creative practice’ is interesting in that he draws on Norman Peterson’s 1984 document 

‘Photographic Art Media and Disclosure’ to suggest Heidegger’s concept of ‘altheia’ as an 
alternative philosophical grounding. He also mentions Benedetto Croce and posits the art-
work as being ‘intuitive’. Hertfordshire was coincidentally the setting for the 2000 ‘Research 
into Practice’ conference which developed into the Working Papers in Art and Design online 
journal edited by Michael Biggs and showcased a range of responses from the Research into 
Practice conferences of 2001 and 2008 (Biggs, 2000, 2008).
This tack is developed throughout the next decade as art departments increasingly referred to 
specific philosophers such as Deleuze, Foucault, Derrida and Heidegger. All were mined to 
confer ‘knowledge’ back into the art object and ‘tacit’ knowledge became a widely used term 
alongside the ‘embodied’ knowledge from Merleau-Ponty’s ‘bodily knowledge’. Biggs(2003) 
and Pakes(2004) citing Gadamer urged a return to the work of art as an object of research (this is 
cited in Borgdorff 2006).Embodied knowledge became something of a buzz-word. This however 
made little impact on the way universities treated fine art research. At present a practice that is 
already ‘verbalised’ and therefore ‘communicative’ and capable of transferring knowledge to 
others could be seen as being favoured over traditional practice although this requires further 
research to prove conclusively. Borgdorff (2006) asserts that practice is research in general 
including studio practice, as it articulates tacit knowledge, is communicable if documented 
and disseminated to the research community and wider community. This presumes a ‘showing’ 
of work but does not state if this requires to be verbalised too? Here in lies the weakness of the 
argument as it does not clarify exactly what ‘document and disseminate’ may entail.

Another exponent of ‘Beyond Frayling’ categorisation is the work of Kathrin Busch (2009) 
who regards the present categorisation as too scientific and ‘instrumental’ to cover the fine 
arts which I would agree with. Drawing on Foucault’s (1996) description of art as ‘valid as an 
independent form of knowledge without obeying the criteria of scientific methods’ she suggests 
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four categories. Art with research (artists using scientific knowledge e.g. Constable’s cloud 
studies), art about research (art that depicts scientific progress e.g. Joseph Wright of Derby, 
Turner), art as research (the work is the research e.g. dialogic, or performative - is embodied in 
the practitioner.) and finally art as science (art is based in theoretical knowledge - the design/
science model). Busch (2009: 3) rejects the notion that “art can only be considered a form 
of knowledge if it conforms to scientific standards” however her categorisation seems overly 
dependent on referring to the scientific paradigm. 

Against practice as research

Two of the most extreme anti ‘practice is research’ positions have been taken by James Elkins 
and Kenneth Friedman.

Friedman (2008) was very clear of his position in an online response to Victor Margolin who 
thinks ‘distinctions need to be made between the different kinds of design practice so that 
degree programs geared to one or another practice can be developed’. Friedman is solidly on 
Elkins side though in believing practice is NOT research.

In many situations, education and learning proceed by practicing an art or craft. One can 
also learn the art and craft of research by practicing research. Nevertheless, one does not 
undertake research simply by practicing the art or craft to which the research field is linked.
Friedman (2008) goes on to define ‘drawing’ as a necessary part of research but not of itself 
research just as writing or reading are not research. In other words all forms of practice are 
constituent parts of a larger research enquiry but standing alone cannot declare them-selves 
as compromising the research. This defines the fundamental ‘new knowledge’ position. As he 
says, ‘The problem I see with a great deal of research done by artists and designers is that they 
carry out their activities as artists or designers and re-badge it as research’ (Friedman, 2008).

James Elkins brought most of his objections to this ‘woolly’ thinking together in an essay ‘ On 
beyond research and new knowledge’ in the collection of essays he edited ‘Artists with PhDs’ 
in 2009. Here he analyses the proceedings of the ‘Thinking through Art’ symposium which 

was published in 2005. (Elkins over-view was originally rejected then published in edited form 
in the published volume). He was roundly rebuffed for that response by Iain Biggs (2006) as 
representing ‘vested institutional interests’ such was the rancour produced by the differing 
opinions. Both volumes are key texts in trying to find a path forward in the debate. 

The grey ravens?

Two recent symposiums have revealed the progress from the Hertfordshire Research into 
Practice conferences and how fine artists are using or abusing methodology. The playwright 
Dan Reballato (2011) gave a paper ‘What if there is no such thing as practice as research’ and 
in September 2012 the ‘Practice makes Perfect’ Swansea conference had many speakers offer-
ing variations on the types of methodological ‘re-alignment’ attempted in the past decade. A 
phrase used at that conference ‘The Grey Ravens’ i.e. neither black nor white suggested a useful 
term for the new ‘grey’ methodological areas that fine art PhD students are using to justify 
their practice-led approaches. A reference count during the conference revealed a surprising 
change in the range of cited philosophers. Most influential were the ideas of Deleuze and Guat-
tari, then Benjamin and Derrida. Nelson Goodman, Judith Halberstam and Julia Kristeva were 
cited too alongside Ricoer and Heidegger. Most interesting of all were the terms used to justify 
this new ‘grey’ theory and the terms being used. ‘Scavenger methodology’, ‘unstable’, ‘liminal’, 

‘inter-textuality’, ‘inbetween-ness’, ‘layered’, ‘evolving’, ‘contingent’ and ‘inter-language’ were 
all mentioned. Suggesting a post-feminist, alter-theory or methodology (coincidental to but 
allied to ‘alter-modernism’) may be forming but it hard to see a coherent pattern at this juncture. 
None seemed strong enough to shake off the academy’s view of the field as ‘woolly’. There are 
signs of more coherence arising from this area in the future. For instance Tom McGuirk (2011) 
is looking at drawing and its relationship to intellectualism via Polyani, Lakoff, Noe,and Gal-
lese .It may be too early to say that there is a consistent new approach to methodology yet but 
the work coming out of Amsterdam (Hoogenboom, 2007 and Borgdorff, 2006) especially in 
relation to how knowledge may be recorded or communicated gives some cause for optimism.
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Future methodology?

In my opinion the range and strength of debate suggests we may be at a turning point in regard 
to practice-based PhD level tuition in Fine Art. The struggle for research equivalence and 
worthiness within university systems means that fine art departments face a choice. They can 
continue to focus on ‘verbalised’ (in widest sense) students and utilise the wide and varied 
range of ‘fine art methodologies’ which I term above ‘grey ravens’ and try and build a coher-
ent methodological foundation that not based on scientific approach if that is possible. Or as 
Elkins seems to suggest countenance other solutions. To evade the ‘REF’ trap and flourish art 
schools could even seek greater or total independence from the AHRC system. UK political 
changes to funding do open up these possibilities but this is viewed as almost treasonable to 
countenance in most art departments within university structures at present. Most Art Col-
leges have barely survived incorporation within bigger institutions. However tough times may 
force tough choices. For now the ‘grey ravens’ are the best we have as a future ‘Beyond Frayling’. 
What we do not know is how far they will fly.
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How is our understanding of the interactions between 
drawing and cognition expanding, and how is this enabling 
new directions in drawing research and development?  
What might expert drawers know and be able to do, 
sometimes unconsciously, that could benefit others in 
a variety of domains, including education and STEM 
professions?

The paper reviews research surrounding the emerging field 
of drawing and cognition studies; outlining its current 
scope, summarising key pieces of research and their 
relationships. We report on research activity connected to 
the 2011/2012 symposium Thinking through Drawing, and 
also consider related research that touches on the same 
agendas.

Brew, Fava, Kantrovitz | Drawing connections: 
new directions in drawing and cognition research 



78 79  

a particularly good reflection of the human brain and mind in action.

Drawing can be understood as the visible trace of our cognitive processes, the record of how 
we perceive, understand and process our experiences not just with our brains, but our hands 
and bodies as well.  Drawing allows us to play with our thoughts outside the confines of our 
minds. Artists, architects, mathematicians, engineers and other professionals draw to explore 
ideas and discover new ones. Drawing visual explanations of scientific processes can enhance 
learning, and drawing projects can develop numeracy. The drawing process enhances atten-
tion and memory more powerfully than words alone and may communicate many ideas better 
than language. 

Drawing is an activity that occurs in many areas of human endeavor beyond art and design. It 
is used to extend working memory, visualise, test hypotheses, de-construct and re-construct 
concepts, make comparisons, solve problems, as well as to communicate to others. Theories 
of situated and embodied cognition allow a more comprehensive understanding of the role of 
perceptual processes underlying abstract thought, highlighting the importance of the hand 
and eye. In this context, drawing is understood as more than the mere reflection of our mind 
at work. Rather, it is a highly useful means to externalize and extend mental processes as they 
occur.  This perspective sheds new light on the purposes and potential applications of drawing 
in the arts, industry and education.
The Thinking through Drawing symposia position practitioners, theorists and researchers of 
drawing in parallel, who demonstrate that cognitive scientists’ research findings are often in 
sync with practitioners’ intuitive and sometimes poetic assertions about the nature and purpose 
of drawing. This suggests new opportunities to involve artists in scientific enquiry, and raises 
questions about the potential of tacit forms of knowing to inform research more generally. The 
symposia offer examples of diverse and hybrid methodologies in which the role of artists varies, 
as subject matter, collaborators, drivers and  consumers of research, illuminating the potential 
of interdisciplinary enquiry in this arena.

We argue that a growing cognitive understanding of drawing is producing 
knowledge and practical outcomes relevant across many arenas. In particular, 
we consider educational applications of this new knowledge, extending beyond 
drawing instruction to potential new contributions in, for example, the training of 
surgeons and in the development of general cognitive skills.

Future research directions are identified, and questions pertaining to the emerging 
issues and potential contributions to be made in the coming decades are posed. 

Introduction: drawing connections 

‘Drawing is a fundamental and cognitive activity of the human mind, one 
that stretches across many and diverse subject domains… lines and marks on 
surfaces are ways of having and constructing ideas equally as they constitute 
ways of expressing them.’ Judith Burton (2011: 4)

Advancing technologies and theories in cognitive science are shifting assumptions about the 
nature of perception and cognition, leading to a re-framing of our understanding of drawing. 
Contemporary interdisciplinary methodologies for studying drawing, including practice-based 
approaches, are raising new questions about the position of drawing in research in many dis-
ciplines, and the role of visualisation and ‘creative thinking’ in scientific enquiry. This paper 
reviews emerging issues in drawing and cognition, many of which have been presented at the 
symposia Thinking through Drawing. The paper also suggests potential future directions in 
drawing and cognition research, highlighting areas for further enquiry.

Human brains knit together a functional, unified vision of a stable external reality through a 
multitude of tiny acts of attention to a wide variety of sources. Perception, past experiences, and 
other sensory information, such as the movement of our bodies in space and inner awareness of 
our own heartbeat, influence what we see and notice. Neuroscientists do not yet fully understand 
the complex mechanisms which make these acts of cognition possible, yet the specific patterns 
of connections each of us make between present experiences and prior knowledge define who 
we are as individuals. Drawing, because of its immediacy and simple, accessible materials, is 



80 81  

We use metaphors based on our physical experience of being in and moving through the world 
to describe abstract concepts. Cognitive linguists George Lakoff & Mark Johnson discuss 
how shared neural loci (of experience and concepts) are the basis for metaphor (1980; 1999). 
Johnson explains how ‘meaning and thought emerge from our capacities for perception, object 
manipulation, and bodily movement’ (2007: 113 see also, Johnson 1990). The neural ‘body in 
the mind’ reconstructs tactile, spatial and visual experiences to ‘make sense’ of more abstract 
ideas. An idea can be conceived of as slippery, fragile, liquid, heavy, difficult to grasp, thrown or 
bounced around. Ideas can be held lightly, built up and then shattered, attacked and defended. 
Similarly, Douglas Hofstadter (2001) declares that ‘analogy is the core of cognition’, ‘the shift 
is to suggest that every concept we have is essentially nothing but a tightly packaged bundle 
of analogies, and to suggest that all we do when we think is to move fluidly from concept to 
concept.’ (Hofstadter 2001: 500).

Drawing as embodied cognition

‘The lines can stand up straight, lie down flat, circle around, scribble around, 
wiggle and jump, scrunch up, be rough or gentle, be thick or thin, and have 
any variety of relationships with other lines. Each line is an idea in itself, with 
a beginning, middle, and an end – just like us.’ 

(Michael Moore 2011: 35) 

Cognitive psychologists, such as Susan Goldin-Meadow (2003), are showing us how what we 
imagine as our minds, are much more than our brains. The internal awareness and movement of 
our bodies, and our gestures, those ill-defined yet surprisingly essential hand movements that 
accompany speech, help us navigate through concepts and understandings not yet completely 
within our grasp (see also Kontra, Goldin-Meadow & Beilock, in press; Goldin-Meadow & 
Alibali, in press). Drawing can be understood as the visible trace of the ways in which we think, 
not just with our brains but with our hands and bodies as well. These traces of awareness, action 
and movement, even in the finished drawing, allow viewers to intuit this process and follow 

New ways of thinking about thinking, and thinking through drawing 

Innovations in cognitive science (based on the neural and psychological roots of abstract 
reasoning, belief formation and ideation) provide an opportunity to rethink the nature of 
drawing. Recent theories of grounded, embodied and situated cognition have transformed 
our understanding of perception, and studies investigating the interplay between perception 
and conception in the drawing process are complementing these insights. The implicit, tacit 
knowledge of those who draw can be acknowledged in the context of a better understanding 
of the interplay of perception and cognition.

Grounded Cognition

Our capacities for abstract reasoning and logic are dependent on sensory input systems such 
as vision and spatial awareness. Research in cognitive science over the past twenty years has 
revealed how higher order thinking processes function across these systems, by recruiting 
neural substrates dedicated to internal and external sensory data. Developmental neuropsy-
chologist Usha Goswami points to the role of shared neural networks in cognition (2002) citing 
behavioural and neurological evidence. In her review of research on young children’s analogi-
cal capacities (1992, 2001, 2002) Goswami describes how our ‘knowledge representation is 
rooted in attention to the perceptual structure of objects and events’ (2008: 51). For example, 
the foundation of our cognitive framework for anticipating and representing the behaviour of 
objects is shared with that of the behaviour of people. She goes on to relate sensitivity to space, 
objects and causal relations to more abstract cognition such as conceptual representation, 
memory, logic, and the concept of agency in others (see also Leslie 1994). Further evidence 
supporting these claims lies in the shared neural loci of experience for percepts and concepts. 

Perception and conceptual understanding are not only intimately bound, but are, in a sense, 
the same capacity. This insight throws new light on the potential of drawing as a particularly 
useful vehicle of joint perceptual and conceptual inquiry. It also re-frames notions of the broader 
benefits of drawing practice, as a development of observational, analytic and visualisation skills. 
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of as led by the eye during drawing; rather it plays an active part in perception.

Drawing as situated cognition

‘For me, drawing is a way of seeing things that don’t exist yet. I draw to 
discover what I am thinking — to see how it looks — to flesh it out’. (Fitch 
2011: 147)

‘Drawing is a way of working out ideas. It has an inherent quality of 
expedience and clarity’. (James Esber, in Kantrowitz, Brew & Fava, 2011: 
115)

Psychologists’ accounts of drawing, stemming from empirical and observational studies of 
drawers, offer us cognitive and executive models of drawing as situated cognition. Suwa & 
Tversky’s (2003) work, for example, observes the way perceptual and cognitive processes 
interact during drawing. The  way sketches, and other external representations, act as a cogni-
tive tool for extending memory and thinking has been discussed widely (e.g. Newell & Simon, 
1972; Tversky, 1995, 2001; Kirsh, 1995; Norman 1993; Tversky & Suwa, 2009). Suwa & Tversky 
describe sketching as a two-fold process (see also Goldshmidt 1994; Schon 1983; Arnheim, 
1969) ‘as an external tool for checking the coherence and appearance of ideas’ (2003: 1140) 
and for ‘generating new ideas and interpretations’ (2003: 1140). They describe how these two 
processes work in a ‘productive cycle’, citing examples of architects and designers (see also 
Suwa & Tversky, 1997; Suwa, Gero & Purcell, 2000; Suwa, Tversky, Gero & Purcell 2001; 
Gero, Tversky & Purcell, 2001).

Suwa & Tversky, define the skill of ‘constructive perception’ in their study of architecture 
students and experts (2001).  They showed that as expert architects sketch, they look for ‘the 
coherence and appearance of ideas’ and generate new interpretations based on possibilities 
raised by the ambiguity of the sketches. New ideas are generated by ‘[r]egrouping elements, by 
changing reference frame, and by altering perspective’ (2003: 1141), enabling architects and 
others who sketch to visualise and ideate to avoid the ‘fixation effect’ (Howard-Jones, 1998) in 
which the rate of generating new interpretations reduces rapidly after a few minutes. Perfor-

along the drawer’s journey. Chris Moffett  suggests that, in this way, attention can be thought 
of as ‘a way of drawing’ and  a ‘way of moving’ (2011: 135): ‘a gesture leads to a mark, which can 
only be understood and transformed by another gesture. The action of looking at a drawing is 
not a kind of abstract empathy or decoding, but is itself a way of moving, of drawing (2011: 239).  

Tversky & Suwa (2009) discuss how sketches can be used to convey concepts that are both 
literally, and metaphorically spatial (a map represents actual spatial relations, while a diagram 
representing a research project as a journey, for example, uses a spatial metaphor to describe 
a conceptual process). That many abstract concepts are understood through spatial metaphor 
indicates the relationship between spatial (and visual, tactile, motor, etc.) cognition and ‘core 
cognition’ (our faculties for reasoning and higher order thought). The embodied paradigm 
means that metaphor and analogy, previously considered linguistic devices, are now under-
stood as the product of a cognitive system that utilises the senses for abstract reasoning. These 
metaphors may be revealed linguistically, or through gesture (see Williams 2008 for a further 
discussion of metaphor and gesture), and of course, by diagrammatic reasoning and even doo-
dling. As Tversky notes, ‘Lines, straight or messy, serve our behavior and our thought’ (2011: 15).  

At the 2011 Thinking through Drawing symposium, David Kirsh reviewed some of his research 
investigating visualisations as situated cognition. His studies comparing the effects of visual 
aids on performance in a game of tic-tac-toe, demonstrated that when viewing an image of an 
empty grid, people performed better (i.e. faster), when working with complex 4 by 4 and  5 x 
5 grids (2011, see also Kirsh 2009). Kirsh also analysed how gesture is used by professional 
dancers to enhance learning of movement sequences. Dancers often rehearse by ‘marking’ parts 
of a routine as they are learning, in a kind of gestural shorthand (2011, see also Kirsh 2010). 
Kirsh’s studies are valuable in determining the limits of our cognitive abilities and measuring 
the extent to which visualisations can extend our cognitive capacities. This is in keeping with 
Tversky’s (2011) assertions about the role of gesture in thinking and internal reasoning (as well 
as communicating). The role of the hand was also highlighted by Angela Brew’s research, which 
compared patterns of eye and hand movements as drawing skills were learned over time. Brew’s 
study points to the cognitive role of the hand, positing that the hand can no longer be thought 
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perspectives are necessary if we are to fully grasp the nature of mind, yet they 
are rarely brought together.’

Eric Kandel, (2012: xvi)

‘If an object, idea, daydream, pattern, place, or experience can be drawn, it 
makes more sense to me, and can verify that I have experienced it.’ 

(Moore 2011: 35)

Seeley and Kozbelt’s recent research investigating artists’ perceptual abilities, demonstrates 
that they do, indeed, ‘see differently’. By logical extension, from the embodied paradigm we 
might infer that they also ‘think differently’. This is supported by Seeley & Kozbelt, who dem-
onstrate how artists’ perceptual skills confer ‘an advantage in visual analysis, which consists 
of the ability to focus attention on sets of stimulus features’ and enable ‘attentional strategies’ 
that ‘enhance the perceptual encoding of stimulus features diagnostic for the identity of objects 
and inhibit the perception of potential distractors’ (Seeley & Kozbelt 2008: 153; see also 
Kozbelt, 2001; Kozbelt et al., 2010). These ‘perceptual advantages’ are measurable through 
psychometric testing.
Similarly, the authors’ own research identifies artists’ metacognitive skills. These include the 
ability to postpone judgement, managing evaluative processes within strategic patterns of 
attentional activity (Fava 2011) and the ability to synchronise movement, to develop fine con-
trol of motor skills, and enhance bodily engagement with the world (Brew 2011). Furthermore, 
Kantrowitz’s research demonstrates the capacity of drawing to enable greater self-reflection and 
emotional control in young people, as well as facilitate a process of discovery for both novices 
and experts (Kantrowitz 2011, 2012).

While these studies may be considered simply proof of something artists themselves have long 
been claiming, it is nevertheless valuable as a basis for further empirical testing and theorising 
in cognitive psychology. These findings may also contribute to informing debates around the 
holistic benefits of drawing practice, which benefit from concrete examples. In light of these new 
cognitive accounts of drawing, the ways in which drawing - both observed and schematic - can 

mance in generating a large number of interpretations of an ambiguous drawing can therefore 
be a measure of skill in constructive perception. While this skill is important to design, they 
propose that it may also be generalisable to problem solving and ideation in other domains 
(Suwa & Tversky 2002; 2003).

An exercise in constructive perception was carried out at the New York ‘Thinking through 
Drawing’ symposium by Ian McInnes, who knitted his response to the proceedings as they 
were happening. He described how ‘the process of making and the qualities being developed 
took on their own momentum and context. There was a point at which the activity took over 
and started to reveal interesting qualities in their own right, which in turn informed further 
work’ (2011: 133).  

The psychological evidence and explanations we now have of how cognition is grounded in 
physical experience, allow us to demonstrate why drawing is a powerful way of thinking across 
the board in many ways. Validating assertions that artists have been making for some time, 
and bringing to the forefront the broader importance of the kinds of thinking engendered by 
arts education.  While these ideas in psychology are now well established, we seem to be only 
beginning to explore the untapped potential of drawing that these ideas point to.  

These theories were informed by observations of drawing practitioners. Therefore it can be 
said that the studies are not generating new knowledge, but exposing knowledge that is already 
held, tacitly, by those artists and designers studied. 

Artists as experts in ‘thinking through drawing’ 

‘Through science we know that all of our mental life arises from the activity 
of our brain; thus by observing that activity we can begin to understand 
the processes that underlie our responses... Art on the other hand, provides 
insight into the more fleeting, experiential qualities of mind, what a certain 
experience feels like.  A brain scan may reveal the neural signs of depression, 
but a Beethoven symphony reveals what that depression feels like.  Both 
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slow’ (2011). This suggests that our implicit knowledge, based on prior experience, uncon-
sciously informs our decision and judgement making, and that this is the basis for expertise 
and intuitive action. Yet this creates a situation in which accomplished artists and other experts 
may not be able to fully explain the reasoning behind their judgements. Even so, their judge-
ment may be sound and well informed. How this might be resolved, and how artists may be 
used as a resource in scientific enquiry, are still matters for debate. A better understanding of 
unconscious decision-making processes may raise the status of tacit knowledge within scientific 
paradigms. This is not only relevant to artists who participate in scientific investigations, but 
also to scientists themselves.

It is clear from many of the examples offered at the symposium, that understandings of percep-
tion and cognition reached through scientific enquiry, and those reached through the drawing 
process, often arrive at the same conclusion, albeit expressed in different terminology. While 
this is by no means a new argument, the authors feel it is one whose ramifications have not yet 
fully unfolded. 

People use drawing as a means of thinking in many contexts, sometimes without even noticing, 
and there is room to acknowledge these practices and understand them better. The symposia 
series aims to bring people together to understand what they get from drawing, how they use 
it, and how to apply their insights and practices more widely, particularly in education, so that 
contemporary uses of drawing and visualisation are reflected in our curricula.

Educational applications/implications

The expanded understanding of the nature and utility of drawing outlined here needs to be 
reflected in pedagogy. Attitudes toward learning and teaching may shift and expand through 
dialogue between disciplines, and between researchers, practitioners and educators. 
Art educators have long espoused the value of drawing for visual thinking and analytical learn-
ing. David Haley maintains ‘drawing is integral to perception and cognitive understanding’ 
(2010). This belief is shared between artists, designers, and arts educators, and is visible in 

be applied to practical and educational concerns is under re-evaluation. The authors feel this 
is a most significant area of development, and one which many of the contributors to Thinking 
through Drawing have been grappling with in many ways.

Superficially, there might be a perceived polarity of approaches: artists are trained in creative 
enquiry, divergent thinking and intuitive reasoning, while scientists demand rigour and meas-
urability. Artists feel comfortable with ambiguous outcomes and acknowledge the role of the 
viewer in determining the meaning and content of work, be it written or drawn, while scientists 
require strict control of variables and seek clearly stated hypotheses and conclusions. Sociolo-
gists of science (such as John Law, 2004) draw to our attention that scientists use the former type 
of reasoning more often than is reflected in their research publications. This raises the issue 
of our attitudes towards this kind of reasoning. How valid is it? What is its place in research?

One of the central themes of the 2012 symposium is the (mis)perceived polarity between 
scientific and artistic thinking, how this is reflected in curricula, and how curricula may be 
developed to better reflect more fluid contemporary attitudes towards disciplinary boundaries. 
These two types of logic are not the same but, we argue, are complementary and equally valid; 
furthermore, we argue that both artists and scientists use both analytic logic, and creativity and 
intuitive judgement in their thinking processes. The Rhode Island ‘STEM to STEAM’ initia-
tive addresses this, as many of the 2012 symposium papers do, by addressing the productive 
intertwining of generative and analytic modes of thought.

The familiarity artists have with drawing processes puts them in a position to be able to inform 
scientific enquiry into drawing, and constructive perception more generally. The tacit knowl-
edge and skills they possess afford them the ability to make intuitive judgements about the 
validity of scientific findings, or the relevance of hypotheses. They may also be well positioned 
to engage in discourse with scientists, approaching problems from novel and divergent angles.

This gives rise to epistemological issues about the validity of tacit knowledge (or ‘knowledge in 
practice’ as defined by Schon, 1983). Dual process theory (Sloman 1996, Evans 2003, Kahne-
man 2003) posits two systems of judgement, what Daniel Kahneman calls ‘thinking, fast and 



88 89  

‘Peripheral words like: talent, giftedness and perhaps most of all Art tend to get in the way once 
we start trying to describe what drawing is. […] It doesn’t matter if it is a nineteenth century 
design for a pavilion or the line in the dirt General Travers asked his followers to cross at Fort 
Alamo, when I use the word drawing I am thinking of essays, first steps, first attempts and 
prototypes.’ (Farthing 2011: 21)

An artist and art educator, Farthing’s definition of drawing aligns well with what cognitive 
psychologist Barbara Tversky calls, ‘tools for thought’ (Tversky 2011). In Farthing and Tver-
sky’s views, drawing is not and has never been the sole province of art and design practitioners.  
The drawing qualifications developed by Farthing with Simon Betts reflect this expanded 
definition, sidelining issues of skill, or craft, in favour of purpose. As Betts puts it: What I 
really hope for is that the confidence to draw in whatever method is relevant to the individual 
student, not weighed down by believing that ‘good drawing’ belongs to one particular group 
of practitioners, will ultimately allow our students to understand their past and construct their 
futures. (Betts 2011: 33)  
Educational applications are of particular relevance, as education is itself undergoing a para-
digm shift. The recent historical emphasis on domain specific knowledge is being replaced by 
an acknowledgement of the importance of more flexible thinking skills. The ability to identify 
issues and problems and formulate pertinent questions, to locate relevant information, to ideate, 
to think divergently and apply these skills in problem solving processes; these are the skills 
that will be of lasting value to contemporary students, in the current dynamic economic and 
industrial climate. These skills have historically been at the core of arts education, arguably to 
a greater extent than in other disciplines. It is with this in mind that the Rhode Island School 
of Design instigated the STEM to STEAM initiative (2012), that is, to assert the importance 
of ‘the arts’ among the core disciplines of science, technology engineering and maths. 

A more fluid concept of disciplinary boundaries in education is therefore timely, and this is 
the principle behind the second Thinking through Drawing symposium: Drawing in STEAM, 
which aims to facilitate dialogue between these disciplines, in order to reconsider curricula 

much of the literature about drawing education. A growing understanding of the cognitive 
dimension of drawing activity is pointing to the same conclusion, and producing knowledge 
and practical outcomes relevant across many educational arenas, in art and design (Riley et al.) 
and beyond, for example, in the training of surgeons (Wright & Shah 2011) and in the develop-
ment of mathematical, scientific and literacy skills and knowledge at primary and secondary 
levels (Kantrowitz 2011, Bobek 2012, Tan, et. al. 2012).

The collaborative team of art educators and psychologists Chamberlain, Riley, McManus, 
Rankin & Brunswick (2011) are combining scientific study of art students with experiential 
research and insight from artists, students and educators, to explore how observational drawing 
is learnt and taught. They found associations between drawing ability and academic achieve-
ment, visual long-term memory and perception of angular relationships. Having identified 
these key skills in experienced drawers, they developed a teaching method informed by their 
findings, which students have reported as improving their observational drawing skills.

Along similar lines Brew (2011) combined knowledge of eye and hand movements from eye 
tracking experiments and video analysis with experience of teaching and practicing draw-
ing to develop a system for observational drawing instruction. The instruction hinges on the 
importance of pausing, and strong communication between the hand and eye, rather than the 
traditional emphasis on ‘learning to look’ as the key to drawing.

In addition to the teaching of drawing skills, drawing as a facilitator of learning in other fields is 
also on the research agenda.  The kinds of thinking associated with ‘creativity’: problem solving, 
divergent thinking, intuitive judgement making, visualisation and visuo-spatial reasoning are 
universal skills needed by our future scientists, technologists, engineers and mathematicians, 
as well as our artists. Particularly as they will likely face unprecedented and diverse challenges 
their teachers cannot anticipate. Likewise, the kind of analytical reasoning prioritised in STEM 
education, are also valuable to the artist. Therefore, when we look at this problem from a long-
term perspective, we must challenge the disciplinary boundaries of our curricula.

Stephen Farthing offers such a re-definition of the boundaries of drawing as a discipline:  
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It would come as no surprise to da Vinci that medicine has emerged as an important arena 
for interdisciplinary collaboration. One of the highlights of the 2011 symposium was artist 
Jen Wright and surgeon Neil Shah’s presentation on their five year collaboration. They have 
observed medical practitioners draw routinely, for example, to plan procedures and to explain 
these procedures to others.  Yet, they found that ‘the variety of methods and uses of drawings 
has continued to surprise medical staff, who almost always denied using drawing in their work 
at all.’ (Wright & Shah 2011: 109)  Wright, by bringing an artist’s perspective into the operating 
theatre, literally drawing alongside Dr. Shah and others, has shed light on these native drawing 
practices hidden in plain sight, and in so doing, has helped open up new possibilities for the 
uses of drawing in training medical students.  

Angela Hodgson-Teall drew on her own experience as a medical practitioner in her ‘therapeutic 
intervention’ Locating Empathy, which explored the nature of empathy through an interactive 
drawing performance. Her intervention used splenic palpation, together with ‘double-blind 
drawing’ and Shakespearean poetry to ‘facilitate an altered experience of the act of drawing 
and communicating’ (Hodgson-Teall 2011: 144). The performance raised many issues about 
relationships and communication in medical situations, which, although not explicitly discussed, 
were felt in different ways by the participants. Conversely, the performance allowed Hodgson-
Teall to re-consider the well-being of patients in regard to her own medical practice from new 
perspectives. Other works made in collaboration with the NHS trust also use drawing to explore 
related issues. The 2012 symposium will also include several presentations exploring uses of 
drawing within medical settings, both as a tool in medical research and as a means by which 
patients can comprehend their own experiences of illness and treatment.  

Other collaborations made use of artists’ implicit knowledge of drawing process. The AIKON 
robot’s software was developed to replicate visual processes similar to those of human vision, 
and simultaneously mimic the drawing process of artist Patrick Tresset. In this way, resources 
were mobilised from the arts, and from cognitive and computer sciences, in an outcome which 
engaged people’s attention in many ways. While there was a performative element to the robot, 
it both answered and raised many questions about our understanding of visual processes and 

as well as to instigate further cross-fertilisation. The potential of drawing across disciplines 
in educational contexts is currently being explored by many researchers. In the U.S., federally 
funded AEMDD projects (Art in Education) Eliza Bobek has found that middle school students 
absorb chemistry knowledge more effectively when prompted to draw explanations of chemical 
processes rather than simply write verbal explanations (Bobek 2012). Educational and cogni-
tive psychologists Lynn Goldsmith, Ellen Winner and others are looking at the importance 
of visualisation for STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Math) disciplines, and the 
ways in which visual arts training may help K-12 students succeed in higher level mathematics 
and science (Goldsmith et al., 2012). 

Ways of thinking that are usually associated with arts education are also valuable outside art and 
design. There is currently a trend moving towards integration of the arts into STEM disciplines, 
and this is an exciting area for development as there is still a lot of space for innovation and 
application of these ideas, and for sharing best practices and rolling out successful initiatives. 

Interdisciplinary research & collaboration

As our understanding of cognition moves towards a more fluid conception, that accounts for 
a more networked, integrated model of the mind, body and environment, so our disciplinary 
boundaries are becoming more fluid, and exchanges of knowledge are taking place across 
disciplinary and cultural boundaries. Drawing, as a practice that has been an intrinsic part 
of so many domains beyond art and design for centuries, is well suited as a means to literally 

‘draw connections’ across such boundaries. It is the fluidity of drawing, its ‘sketchiness,’ that 
makes it particularly useful as a vehicle of thought in this expanded context.  

Let us propose an analogy here: just as widely dispersed yet coordinated neural connections 
and networks in our brains and bodies are critical to cognition, research models which reach 
across disciplinary boundaries are necessary in order to open up new vistas for exploration 
and discovery.  As individuals coming together from different knowledge domains to think 
through drawing, the symposia feature a number of collaborative teams and interdisciplinary 
researchers looking at drawing and cognition from a variety of perspectives.
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resource for scientists studying these phenomena? Can this kind of knowledge gain more 
credibility or be acknowledged as valid within scientific paradigms as our understanding 
of it improves? Furthermore, what would it mean for STEM education to embrace these 
ways of thinking?  

• As digital technology for sharing visual imagery as easily as the written word advances, 
through the internet and current printing processes, how might the uses of drawing, as a 
means for widespread communication and collaboration, expand?

• How can our pedagogy and curricula evolve to reflect contemporary uses of drawing, and 
contemporary attitudes to the fluidity of disciplinary boundaries and the value of thinking 
skills over domain-specific knowledge? What might it look like for graphicacy to be placed 
on a par with numeracy and literacy? How can drawing ‘as thinking’ be better integrated 
into curricula - and what might be the obstacles? How can teachers and teacher educators be 
involved in this process? Does it require a radical re-think of existing educational paradigms? 

• How can methodological and epistemological issues raised by interdisciplinary models 
of research, for example arts-science collaborations, be resolved? If artists and scientists 
speak different languages, how can they speak to each other? Can interdisciplinary research 
embrace diverse approaches? Can an interdisciplinary enquiry produce a significant con-
tribution to knowledge in more than one discipline? And if so, how might these research 
outputs be disseminated and received? 

• How can we better understand and acknowledge the diverse uses of drawing as a cognitive 
extension? And how might the untapped potential of these practices be further explored? 
For example through new technologies?  

Drawing is a means to foster thinking across disciplines and collaboration among individuals 
and creative communities.  Much work has yet to be done, to reach out and draw connections 
between researchers, practitioners, citizens and students who use drawing as a means to think 
and understand the world in diverse contexts and across knowledge domains both outside and 
within art and design fields. We’re working towards being able to identify, cultivate and share 

how decisions are made and procedures carried out in drawing.  Presenting a ‘dis-embodied’ 
drawer enabled a more implicit engagement with viewers that pointed to questions about the 
embodied nature of drawing; how the functional constraints of the mind and brain operate in 
drawing, and what would be involved in a computational re-enactment of this. 

These interdisciplinary studies, and others like them, offer examples of how different systems 
of knowledge and forms of knowing are able to come together to apply research insights as 
practical outcomes. 
Current neuroscience has taught us that our brains are not neatly compartmentalised, as 19th 
century phrenologists once thought. Widely dispersed neural networks across sensory, motor 
and executive areas of the brain help us navigate the complex, dynamic and unpredictable 
environments in which we find ourselves. We use both intuition and logic in tandem to guide 
us successfully through our daily lives. Aesthetic judgement and scientific rigour are comple-
mentary rather than contradictory capacities of mind. A more expansive understanding of the 
full landscape of human cognition makes room for the role of generative thought in the sciences, 
and disciplined, analytic thought in the arts.   Just as various capacities of thought work best 
in coordination with one another, so might experts in a variety of fields benefit greatly as they 
come to talk and work together.

Unanswered questions 

The research reviewed here outlines the perimeter of a field of study. Outside this perimeter 
are unanswered questions and future directions for exploration and development. We would 
like to indicate a few areas we feel are significant; not in the sense of ‘gaps in knowledge’, but 
of untapped potential and further practical application of theoretical insights and shifting 
attitudes. In many fields these shifts can be slow to take hold, or else pockets of innovative 
practice are taking place, creating the need for dissemination and sharing of best practices. In 
particular, there is a huge potential for teaching practices to be informed by the developments 
in drawing research outlined above.  

• How can artists’ tacit understanding of perception and cognition be better drawn on as a 
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best practices in the practical uses of drawing. We look forward to seeing how these develop-
ments evolve, and hope that by bringing together diverse practitioners and researchers in 
dialogue, Thinking through Drawing, and research activities like it, can help facilitate this 
process. 
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Lynn Imperatore

Lynn Imperatore began to draw before she had time to 
register any doubt or self-conscious around it. This early 
ease in mastering a complex faculty was instigated in the 
combination of short-sightedness with visual disturbances 
peculiar to the migraine spectrum. Thus drawing presented 
itself as an essential means of mapping her way through 
perceptual experience. Lynn is currently involved in 
practice-led PhD research at UWE/Bristol. Her research 
focuses on certain interplays between drawing, imagination, 
and perceptual input from the peripheries of vision. Lynn 
is co-convener (with Stephanie Black) of the new HATCH 
drawing project within PLaCE (Place Location Context 
and Environment) International Research Centre, and is 
former Chair of Postgraduate Associates of the Advanced 
Centre in Drawing (ACiD) at UWE. 

Previously, Lynn studied at the School of the Museum of 
Fine Arts in Boston, Massachusetts, graduated from New 
York University, and received her Masters of Fine Arts in 
Visual Art from Vermont College of Fine Arts. She taught 
university, post-graduate and adult drawing classes for a 
number of years in the United States, and has exhibited 
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widely in the US and Europe.

Stephanie Black

Stephanie is an illustrator and researcher, also pursuing a practice-led PhD at the 
University of the West of England, Bristol where she is an Associate Lecturer. 
Her research focuses on the relationship between illustrator, illustration and 
viewer, and this has led her to explore the temporal, affective and spatial qualities 
of illustration. Stephanie graduated from Glasgow School of Art with a BA 
(Hons), and UWE, Bristol with an MA, has worked to commission and exhibited 
nationally and internationally. She has been supported during her PhD by the Arts 
and Humanities Research Council.

Abstract

Whether drawing commences in strategic suspension of cognition or from a 
posture that seeks deeper recognition of the considered object, this research pair 
share a method of practice that employs the drawn line to trace paths commencing 
outward from acknowledged deficiencies of information. Both view drawing as 
tool for exploration; a kind of raw material of thought-made-visible in marks 
that nibble away at preconception and other barriers to knowledge. The resultant 
records of such active thinking reveal discoveries to both the artists and a wider 
audience. 

A practice-based drawing project was devised in order to examine these ideas of 
drawing-as-process. The results of this project form the basis of a conversational 
presentation. Openness to the evolution within a drawing is a vital criteria for 
both researchers. Such openness invites detours and digressions that circumvent 
predetermined outcome. In the gaps between hesitant marks on blank paper - or 
obfuscating smudges - we chance upon what we do not yet know, what requires us 
as researchers to step back from preconception and focus anew upon the shifting 
object/subject.  Thus we come to identify new and unexpected possibilities for 

investigation.

The stages of drawing are evident upon its surface, where layers of error and hesitation collect. The 
materials themselves also reveal oscillation between the known and the unknown – as when pen bleeds 
into paper in the pause to look more closely. Such stratified disclosure is less common within written text. 
Hence drawing transcribes thought and insight of a distinctly different quality than those which occur 
when writing. The confidence and uncertainty that coexist in drawing allow us to reconsider notions of 
clarity and assumptions of outcome, particularly when applied to research and communication. Therefore, 
we situate and engage drawing as its own uniquely generative instrument of enquiry.

Introduction

 Image-making begins with interrogating appearances and making marks. Every artist  
discovers that drawing – when it is an urgent activity – is a two-way process. To draw is not only to 
measure and put down, it is also to receive. When the intensity of looking reaches a certain degree, 
one becomes aware of an equally intense energy coming towards one, through the appearance of 
whatever one is scrutinizing…The encounter of these two energies, their dialogue, does not have the 
form of question and answer. It is a ferocious and inarticulated dialogue. To sustain it requires faith. 
It is like burrowing in the dark, a burrowing under the apparent. (Berger 2005: 77)

As two colleagues conducting their PhD research through and about drawing, we’ve talked frequently as to how drawing 
process itself shapes our thinking. Our abstract – and subsequent project and presentation - arose from mutual interest 
in isolating and comprehending what actually happens when we draw.  Hence we set up this project for drawing together. 
Certain questions were featured, while others appeared along the way. Questions such as: what actually takes place 
when we draw something? What do we learn specifically because we are drawing? Why do we both favour drawing as 
a primary thinking method - our informational ‘hunting & gathering’ process? What are the similarities in approach 
and where do we differ? What are the benefits and limits inherent in the material? By doing this, and considering 
process and outcomes side-by-side, we have sought to broaden our understanding of conversation about, around and 
through drawing. We take inspiration for our criteria from Christopher Frayling’s oft-cited essay, ‘Research in Art and 
Design’ – where he identified three categorical modes ‘as to the kind of research which might suit, indeed grow out of 
what we actually do’ as ‘(r)esearch into art and design…(r)esearch through art and design’ and ‘(r)esearch for art and 
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design.’ (Frayling 1993/94: 5)

We cite other selected sources: thinkers who provide signposts and some relevant terminol-
ogy that can assist us in explaining and defining what we’re doing. For example, the notion 
of ideational drawing of Terry Rosenberg as ‘thinking space – not a space in which thought 
is re-presented but rather a space where thinking is presenced’ (Rosenberg 2008: 109) and 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s perceptual phenomenology that positions artistic engagement as an 
embodied activity that instead precedes rational preconception, rather than commencing from 
it (‘Eye & Mind’). In his model, the painting or drawing body leans into the world, to receive 
from perception in a more-or-less direct unpremeditated manner.

We’ve gone out drawing on location in Bristol where we both live. We’ve talked while we were 
drawing, then talked about the drawing(s) afterward. It is the results of this endeavour which 
we offer here as open-ended documentation of collaborative exercise - a play in episodes or 
acts of drawing, our travelogue of an expedition over the course of days. We now stand back 
and consider what we each drew against the insights we acquired progressively through and 
throughout the project and process. We survey and review the lessons and criteria that arose 
and informed us over the course of this project by looking to the drawings, and to where these 
have led.

The Project

Day I: Afternoon at the Museum

 Drawings are episodes characterized by intention, a beginning, a structure, 
and an end, yet what happens within that structure and between that 
beginning and end is driven by an open sense of possibility and intuition, one 
where tactile body and visual imagination coalesce. The drawing event is an 
occasion; an occasion to remember, to re(con)figure, to imagine, to react, to 
abreact, to become possessed, to render. It is also an occasion to fail, to aspire 
and fall short. (Schneckloth 2008: 281)

Lynn [focus: premise meets interest - how 
we each engage ‘looking’]

The fundamental unknown I encounter when drawing is 
myself.  Over a number of years in my studio practice, I’ve 
developed a particular habit of working. First I meticu-
lously render and then I deliberately mess up the surface of 
that observation - disrupting the composition. (Sometimes 
I overdo it and destroy the work.) It does appear to be a 
strategy driven by affective response.  In part, it reflects a 
drive to get deeper, to get beyond depiction. But there is 
something else going on as well.
What might that something else in my drawing process 
be? Well, I’ve noted (and finally recently acknowledged) 
the constant presence of a disturbance within my visual 
field – a kind of static of vision related to migraine aura. 
So drawing – especially drawing from observation - has 
always included the necessity of an effort on my part to see 
past this. The disruption of the drawing surface may be an 
intuitive impulse to add this other element of sight back in, 
to make of the drawing something that feels more affec-
tively honest in its expression of what it is for me to see.

For our first outing, we met at the Bristol City Museum 
and Art Gallery, and found our way to the rooms with 
stuffed birds and other animal life displayed in cases.  I 
randomly choose a place, settle into a chair, and start to 
draw rather arbitrarily from animals - or aspects and parts 
of these - before me in glass cases. Then I begin to pick 
out other elements in my visual field; other cases and other 

Steph [focus on methods]

The museum was an ideal location for a group drawing trip, 
given the variety of interests served and lack of rain. My pre-
vious drawing expeditions to natural history museums have 
shown them to be suited to study; a contemplative environment 
for examining the specimens on display, the changing role of 
taxidermy, methods of display used to engage audiences, and 
the museums themselves. My activity starts with roaming the 
cases with a sketchbook and pencil to see what curiosities 
catch my eye and could potentially make interesting drawings. 
It’s a question of awkwardness for me, in both the object and 
the drawing; does it have enough angles, enough tufts and 
bizarre details (preferably feet) to make an interesting com-
position and marks? Is the display un-lifelike enough to pass 
comment on? Whilst drawing, the information panel next to 
the specimen becomes important. What details ought to be 
recorded for my own benefit and also to show to others? This 
information, and other observations, contribute to the bal-
ance of text and image I usually establish within the drawings. 
If a discrepancy can be created between the two to provoke 
curiosity in the viewer then I’ll exploit it. For example, a label 
suggesting the specimen was hunted to extinction raises the 
question of why there is a forlorn, moth-eaten example in a 
glass case far from home. 

Once the day’s work is complete and the results surveyed 
themes start to become apparent. The themes that emerge 
aren’t explicitly set out as aims at the start of the expedition 
but become clear from the drawings, which act as traces of 
where my interests lie. This approach places a great deal of 
faith in practice, and involves a step out into the unknown in 
the same way that Berger’s ‘professional secret’ does. In this 
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contents that I see through to beyond the ones directly 
opposite. Then there are images reflected on the glass 
panes that I face; images cast by items in cases which are, 
in fact, behind me. Those shapes, reflections, distortions 
all comprise the strata of data that we habitually edit – or 
edit away - while we are making cognitive and narrative 
sense of our perceptions. 

As I drew – and only because I drew – there came a 

regard, it has more in common with a post-positivistic research 
position, in that we’re not testing theories or treating the world 
as fixed and unchanging. Our working process echoes Rosen-
berg’s ‘ideational drawing’, which he describes as: ‘where one 
thinks with and through drawing to make discoveries, find new 
possibilities that give course to ideas and help fashion their 
eventual form’ (Rosenberg 2008: 109). So this is drawing that 
is generative of ideas, rather than transcribing existing ones. 
Rosenberg explains that we begin with what-is, and whilst draw-
ing we work with what is known and what is unknown (possibly 
even what is unknowable). Our drawings begin with what-is 
in the form of the museum surrounding us, and force us to 
take detours into the unknown at the same time as revealing 
shortcomings in what we know. 

To run this idea alongside our project at a greater distance, the 

process of discovery occurs both at the time I’m making the 
drawing and subsequently whilst reviewing the results. Whilst 
the latter runs contrary to Rosenberg’s distinction between 
‘thinking’ and ‘thought’, the iterative nature of our drawing 
trips allows me to build on the knowledge and tentative ideas 
accumulated through previous trips and discussions and to 
bring new ‘thinking’ to these already held ‘thoughts’. This is 
the balance of ‘reflection-in-action’ and ‘reflection-on-action’ 
of Donald Schon’s reflective practitioner as outlined by Gray & 
Malins (2004:22), who unites the skills of the researcher and 
practitioner in the research through art and design of Frayling’s 
formulation. Through comparing my sketchbook with Lynn’s it 
became apparent that where she has tried to describe the field 
of vision, my specimens are all isolated from their environment 
in order to try to draw attention to specific details. The distinc-
tion between our approaches is reflected in George Hardie’s 
explanation of what he does as an illustrator: ‘I notice things, 
and I get things noticed’ (Nadel, 2005). Here, the concern with 
communication with others characterises the point where our 
practices diverge.  

Comparison also makes apparent my ingrained tendency to 
render objects as isolated nouns, for my working method as 
an illustrator involves using these ‘roughs’ in the final artwork. 
Therefore, if I’m using one of these drawings within a new image 
to communicate an idea it is easier to repurpose it for a new 
context if it isn’t already anchored within a specific place. Using 
these tentative, exploratory drawings within ‘final artwork’ helps 
to retain some of the excitement of seeing something for the 
first time, or examining it closely to explore the specificities of 
what you had previously assumed that you knew.

Fig.4 Isolated nouns.

Fig.1 Taxidermy at the Bristol Museum.

Fig.2 Taxidermy at the Bristol Museum.
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conscious awareness of these layers in the visual field – 
awareness of how we look through these to isolate a focus of 
attention, how we prioritise into perceptual and cognitive 
hierarchies. In ordinary moments of vision, it is difficult 
to hold and record the various levels simultaneously. We 
overlook what we deem insignificant.  But these are never-
theless present as visual data – not unlike the constancy of 
my visual snow. So now I seek to intentionally record and 
construct from the distortions and layers into and within a 
single composition as I shift the focus of my eyes back and 
forth within the singular visual field.

Steph
These drawings retain the tension of the endeavour, and 
the mistakes produced by clumsily navigating that terrain 
between what you know how to do and what you don’t 
yet have the skills or knowledge to describe. 

One particular example executed in pen on lining paper 

Fig.5 Bleeding ink.

Fig.3 Taxidermy at the Bristol Museum.

made this point apparent; there were spots of bleeding ink 
where my pen had hesitated whilst I was focusing on the objects 
in front of me rather than the page. These are a record of the 
times when I ran out of information, just as the tentative line 
or the redrawn heavily emphasized line show different aspects 
of this same moment. These don’t need to be edited away in 
an attempt to appear knowledgeable and accomplished. John 
Vernon Lord’s brilliantly honest account of a drawing produced 
as part of a commission points out that a drawing’s deficiencies 
are part of what makes them interesting, and the clumsiness of 
these museum drawings gives them a curious dynamic between 
these smudged or re-drawn mistakes and the more elegant, 
confident lines.

The first of these studies were rather awkward and tenta-
tive. Still there is benefit in looking back at not particularly 
successful drawings, in questioning the typical represent-
ative criteria for successful drawing. The value of such 
failures as foundations for later forays into drawing will 
become apparent in this project/process especially as we 
return to this same location and subject matter at a later 
date.
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Day 2: Grey day at the M Shed

 When through the water’s thickness I see the tiling at the bottom of a pool, I 
do not see it despite the water and the reflections there; I see it through them 
and because of them. If there were no distortions, no ripples of sunlight, if it 
were without this flesh that I saw the geometry of the tiles, then I would cease 
to see it as it is and where it is… (Merleau-Ponty 1961:182)

Lynn [focus: selecting subjects – or – 
subjects selecting us?]

Next we visit another free access public museum in Bristol. 
The M Shed features collections of industrial artifacts. 
More glass cases here, and again opportunities of transpar-
ency and reflection. Items visible through the glass ; other 
images cast onto the glass from behind my directed gaze. 
But as there was no place to sit near these, I soon settled 
onto a comfy sofa in the entry lobby.  Physical comfort is a 
factor when drawing. If not, protests from other parts of the 
body may derail the communicative flow of eye and hand. 
Merleau-Ponty understood how we express from within the 
body as a ‘spatiality of situation’ (Merleau-Ponty 1945: 115).
Emphasis of activity might shift though parts and function 

but always remain embodied, contiguous, and contained. 
‘(T)he body schema is dynamic…this term means that my 
body appears to me as an attitude directed towards a cer-
tain existing or possible task’. When, for instance, ‘only 
my hands are stressed…the whole of my body trails behind 
them like a comet.’ (Merleau-Ponty 1945: 114-115)

Now seated comfortably in the lobby, I face Aardman 
Animation’s model of a pirate ship from their recent ani-
mated film: The Pirates! From there, this model appears 
as wonderful mass of flattened shape - displayed against 
the brightness of the large window to the outside. And 
so I would not be unduly distracted by kitschy, cartoon-
ish details within the model – I removed my eyeglasses 

Steph [focus on discussion and refining 
methods]

After a brief warm-up drawing several stuffed animals and birds 
I moved on to the case of old shoes directly adjacent, finding 
the shapes and wrinkles particularly intriguing. The intense 
attention I paid to these objects whilst drawing them led me 
to reflect upon the social history represented by this small and 
unobtrusive display. 

Sadly I produced a thoroughly poor collection of drawings, with 
the pencil too fat and too soft for the scale of the sketchbook. 
It took until Lynn and I discussed her constantly sharp propelling 
pencil to work out that this was the cause of the frustratingly 
clumsy drawings. The tools weren’t quite appropriate for the 
job, but as they were so familiar I didn’t think to question them. 
John Vernon Lord acknowledges that it is difficult to ‘climb 

out of one’s own habits’, and the comparative and discursive 
aspect of our drawing trips helps me to identify these sticking 
points and revise my methods accordingly (Lord, 2005:36).

By pursuing an ongoing process of drawing and discussion we 
have developed various tentative hypotheses which we can 
reflect upon on during our next trip’s drawings. The occasions 
when we have returned to the same place have allowed us to 
review the development of our projects, and the trips to differ-
ent locations have made clear our interests (or otherwise) in 
the results we have produced. It’s telling that the quick draw-
ings I produced in the M Shed were rather lifeless and dull in 
the main, for I clearly wasn’t persuaded to draw the exhibits or 
the views over Bristol to the extent that I paid enough attention 
to make an informed drawing. Instead I relied upon drawing 
loosely at speed to try and imbue the results with some sort 

Fig.6 Boat.
Fig.8 Shoes at the M Shed.
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for most of the drawing (Fig. 6: Boat). This is a kind of 
tactic for editing the body schema. Editing the conditions 
of vision itself lessens my ability to literally focus on the 
distraction of details, as then I just don’t see them. Now 
this strategy based in short-sightedness also underscores 
– is maybe even the primary reason – why I draw in the 
first place. It’s a drive that is based in early squinting, in 
questions about the visual unknown. Questions such as: 
What the hell is that? What is it exactly that I’m looking 
at? This would seem to differ at least in the texture from 
the impulse for Steph’s interests; her drive to uncover more 
information about the external selected thing. Yet both 
of us can resonate in our activity with Sara Schneckloth’s 
sense of drawing as ‘episodes characterized by intention, a 
beginning, a structure, and an end, yet…driven by an open 
sense of possibility and intuition, one where tactile body 
and visual imagination coalesce’ (Schneckloth 2008:277)

Hence, my drawing of this boat reveals more about shapes 
made by the light from behind the model than an accurate 
description of the object itself. It’s about what renders this 
looming complex object into its dark mystery of form. It’s 
details a singularity specific to the particulars of the light 
and the look in this particular moment in a particular visual 
field; a singularity translated through and into the draw-
ing. I draw to find out what attracts my eye.  Yet I cannot 
determine what it is that attracts my eye until I allow myself 
to be led by it into the drawing process - and led to it - by the 
drawing process. The eye then responds not only to what it 
finds compelling within the external view, but also to what 

it finds and marks as interesting inside the field of the page.

After lunch we settle at the top of the building, into seats 
and a panoramic view over the city (Fig.7: Bristol Vista). 
While drawing here, I realise something that only occurs 
for me in observational drawing. For a long time my 
drawing practice has been largely concentrated on repre-
sentational drawings that describe imaginary views. Now, 
as I work from direct observation I am freer and looser in 
transcription from the actuality of the world that sits before 
my eyes. What I mean is that because it is already out there 
I don’t need to concern myself with the construction of it. 
Thus I am less ruled by concerns for accuracy or complete-
ness. It doesn’t matter if I edit portions out. The drawing 
of the observed is the imagination in response to external 
reality, a reality whose existence does not require my draw-
ing of it. Conversely, when I’m trying to fix the imaginary 
into representation my aim is to flesh out the elusive, to 
mimic it into a picture form that is more reality-like, more 
tangible than the flicker in my mind. I uncover this bit 
of information about myself drawing only from watching 
myself in the act of drawing, and then from contemplating 
the drawing that is the result of such activity.
This city-vista drawing commences and grows from grab-
bing at shapes here and there; then responding to still 
others that speak across from somewhere else. Then some 
marks on the page that were just fun to make, that may or 
may not be generated from glimpses of sight. It’s an activ-
ity of dynamic balances – an ever-changing choreography 
in and out of an equilibrium on the page. It’s the play of 

of vigour. It didn’t work! This becomes apparent in contrast to 
my drawings of stuffed birds from the museum, which I have 
all the time in the world for. 

Through comparing my methods to Lynn’s the concerns and 
methods that are specific to me as an illustrator become 
more apparent, in this regard our discussions reveal what has 
become embedded knowledge. For example, my selection of 
just one item (such as the shoes in fig. 8) that can stand as 
an analogy for a greater number of ideas was telling, for it 
betrays my illustrator’s training in finding a theme buried within 
a subject and finding a metaphor to encompass it. Furthermore, 
the activity itself encouraged me to pursue this analysis of 
the space by encouraging me to explore the subject in depth. 
Drawing encouraged me to spend an extended period of time 
with this exhibit, providing the opportunity for contemplation. 
As a result, I considered particular aspects of the city’s history 
more deeply than I would have done had I browsed the museum 
without my sketchbook.

Fig.7 Bristol Vista.
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hand and eye – it’s not about that vista – but about the 
wonder that occurred in the looking at it.  What do I see 
and what does it look like for me - rather than what is an 
actual accurate record of out there.

Day 3: Temple Meads Rail Station

 Finding it ‘difficult’ to draw is perhaps just as important as being possessed 
with a certain amount of natural talent for it… Sound draughtsmanship 
can be extremely dull if conventionally wrought. Individuality is as much 
about the shortcomings in our nature, or weaknesses, as about our strengths. 
Awkwardness in drawing is as interesting as fluency. (Lord 2005: 30)

Lynn [focus: strategies & failures & finding 
the ‘drawable’?]

Steph had a successful session here, but it just wasn’t hap-
pening for me. I couldn’t find a comfortable spot to sit, 
look, or draw. Everything seemed in the wrong position 
for the reach of observation; either too close or too far to 
contemplate. A ‘goldilocks’ kind of outing where nothing 
was ‘just right’. Possibly, this was an affective response to 
setting. I find rail stations places to move through; places 
attended with an impatience that is about getting out 
or getting going onto the next destination as quickly as 
possible. It is not where I could readily relax into the lin-
gering attentiveness (however quickly deployed) required 
for drawing. This leads me to acknowledge that even with 
quick and gestural drawing there needs to be a stopping 
to look, a pause of attentiveness. The hand can be – maybe 
should be – in motion during such attentions, but I have 
to care enough about what my eyes have met to stop and 
look! If I look over the drawings I attempted that day, they 
seem to sit disjointed on the page, reflecting my impatient 
unwillingness to find and hold the moment of time, to stop 

Steph [focus on form/style being appropriate 
for content]

Success might have been down to me packing larger (A3) 
paper to accommodate my chubby 6B solid graphite pencils. 
I used household paint sample tubes and washes of acrylic 
to block in shapes as compositional aids. It helps me to put 

Fig.9 Yellow train at Bristol Temple Meads.
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and look. No scene here pulled and slowed my eyes. down unselfconscious marks (made using my entire arm) and 
these gestures are a nod to the movement within the station. 
Doing so gave me confidence when tackling a relatively clean 
sheet of paper... it’s a safety net. This trip made the best of 
my tools in that my bold, unsophisticated scrawls represented 
an appropriate response to the gleefulness and energy of the 
place, the sunny day, and a magnificently cheery bright yellow 
train that pulled up opposite my spot at the end of platform 6.

Plus I had remembered to bring a cushion. 

Whilst it seemed frivolous to mention it at the time, the theme 
of comfort has cropped up in both our accounts of these 
drawing trips. Rather than be interpreted as an attempt to posi-
tion ourselves as cerebral ocular-centric researchers, we both 
acknowledge that comfort is an important factor because we 
are aware that we’re sentient, embodied beings, and that our 
physical condition will manifest itself in the marks we make. 
In this regard, my looser drawings from Temple Meads have a 
greater sense of giddiness about them than the stilted, self-
conscious pages from the M Shed.

Day 4: Hot summer’s day at Cabot Circus

 It is not just a physical tension that is conveyed by a gesture…but 
psychological echoes of emotion. If, as I am suggesting, gestured marks 
constitute a language of the body, the hope for their interpretation lies beyond 
the logic of sign, located instead in the resonance of feeling bodies – alone 
and in community. (Schneckloth 2008:280)

Lynn [focus: assumptions, what we didn’t 
‘know’ before we drew]

We meet on a day that is a blessed break from the contin-
ual rainstorm of this past summer. We’re undecided about 
where to draw and begin over coffee. Then we head to the 
city centre’s new-ish enclosed shopping mall. I attempt 
to continue my enquiry into multilayered vision.  Think-
ing this site will prove visually interesting; I begin with 
storefront windows with their merchandise displays and 
disclosures, the passing reflections, and the shapes and 
shadows of this strangely unreal and unnatural architec-
ture. Yet the pleasures of vision are thwarted. I struggle 
to feign attraction to the mechanized designs of contem-
porary commerce, to the bland aesthetics of retail chains. 
Another affective reaction perhaps, as it is just hard to 
sustain adequate interest for the eyes’ efforts of focus and 
re-focus. So here I find that another requisite for drawing 
(from observation or otherwise) is a genuine curiosity that 
is fed and satisfied through the process of drawing. I have 
to care enough in order to look, to want to know more, 
to want to invest my perceptual energy and attention.

Steph: [focus on criteria, revealing lack of 
understanding]

My drawings began with lacklustre attempts to make straight 
lines and perspective look interesting on the page – not a skill 
of mine, or an interest, and a shortcoming that lingered over 
the unsatisfactory M-Shed drawings. In comparison, my trip 
to Temple Meads was saved by my choice of location at the 
end of a sweeping platform, and the station’s ornate details. 
I’d fooled myself into thinking that the typography surrounding 
us would make for interesting drawings… but then I remem-
bered that I was thinking of other people’s drawings, largely 
because I’d seen a considerable volume of drawn reportage 
featuring foreign cityscapes recently.

My eyes fell to the shoppers moving through the space 
instead, and I found their organic forms more captivating than 
the hardness of the buildings. These produced more reward-
ing drawings, in that the trembling lines I used to describe 
them rapidly whilst they were in motion made descriptions 
of them in my sketchbook that had a little of their litheness. 
Getting my description of the people a bit wonky resulted in 
drawings that are still recognisably people, whereas errors in 
showing the angles of buildings simply don’t make sense as 
a believable space. They look like mistakes in representation 
rather than an acknowledged characterization of the figure 
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Yet at the same time, this hot summer afternoon brings 
people into the space.  They gather, move, sit, wait - often 
inside designated pausing places built into this designed 
landscape. (We recognize that there are other, varied 
another aspects of architectural intentionality to be dis-
cerned through drawing.) Now my interest is grabbed 
and sparked in the quick free sketching of uncertain and 
dynamic subjects who are not stopped nor still for very long 
within this transitory environment. The drawings Figures 
10 & 11: Mall People) come as loose record of animated 
life, and a pleasurable perceptual contrast to the static 
container that is the commercial construct of the mall.

observed. The figure as a dynamic object usually seen in motion 
seems to accommodate my somewhat flexible approach to 
scale. Furthermore, once we’d discussed our pitiful progress 
due to our shared dissatisfaction with drawing architectural 
forms, we became aware of the way that drawing the figures 
within the space had enabled us to evaluate the space differ-
ently. Neither of us had considered the provision of numerous 
seating and social areas within the shopping centre prior to 
drawing the figures utilising them, giving us an insight into 

the design process of those responsible for the architecture. 
Drawing revealed our blinkers in this regard, and encouraged 
a different perspective on the design.

The figure drawings have a little more of the ‘vitality affect’ 
that Sara Schneckloth describes as the visceral charge of a 
gestural drawing (Schneckloth, 2008:280, with reference to 
Carrie Noland). This is the life in the ‘rough’ that I try to pre-
serve within illustration, which is often ironed out by translating 
working drawings into final artwork. This isn’t to say that only 
gestural marks can carry this charge (a point made by John 
Vernon Lord with which I agree) for that would promote con-
trived posturing. Rather there needs to be some sort of tension 
within the drawing to give it a dynamic comparable to the loud-
quiet-loud of music by the Pixies. Within this project I’ve found 
this to arise from the oscillation between focus on the world 

Fig.12 Lamentable first attempt at drawing Cabot Circus.

Fig.13 People in Cabot Circus.Fig.10 Mall People.

Fig.11 Mall People.
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and focus on the page, by balancing the development of the 
picture with searching looks at the world outside to bring new 
information into the drawing. It takes me past my preconcep-
tions and my attempts to manufacture confident elegance 
in the drawing, and instead encourages me to attend to the 
object of study rather more carefully than I would if I were 
making a record of what little I know about it already. John 
Berger addresses this issue in his essay Drawn to that moment 
(Berger, 2005:65-72) where he argues for the practitioner to 
remain open to what is in front of them, which may result in a 
less traditionally ‘accomplished’ drawing, but one that relates 
to the object of study more successfully. In this instance, the 
quivering uncertainty of the marks describing the shoppers in 
Cabot Circus are of a different kind of int  erest to me than a 
carefully-wrought transcription of the solid form of a life model. 
Their attempt to balance line and volume in their own awkward 
way is a curious illusion.

Day 5: The Museum/Part II

 Drawings are ideas about form and space, about lightness and darkness. 
They involve the measurement and selection of things, observed or imagined. 
Drawings have a lot to do with trying to make sense of the world as we know 
it, and what we have seen, thought or remembered. They are thoughts and 
proposals turned into vision…They are messages and signs and they end up 
as themselves with a life of their own. (Lord 2005:30)

Lynn [focus: prior experience, adding layer 
of time & freeing the process]

Back to the Bristol City Museum and Art Gallery – the site 
of our initial outing. Back to the rooms with the glass cases 
and creatures. The layered shifts in seeing and chronicling 
are easier for me this time around. There’s a freer manner 
as my vision slides forward and back between the strata 
of focus; as of my hand marks to compose from the varied 
omnipresences that inhabit the seeming still single visual 
field. I catch my own image in the reflections and I start 
to play with self-portraiture: the self reflected among the 
hippos, with raccoon, then with bald eagle.  The latter two 
are self-portraits as fauna of (my native) North America.

What I also notice is that it is mentally tiring to maintain 
the unaccustomed degree of constant cognitive motion in 
shifting layers of visual attention, in not relaxing for long 
into the familiar comforts of maintaining a steady attitude 
and interpretation of gaze. Still the drawing process itself, 
the marking and making activity of the hand, is looser and 
surer than on the previous visit. It is just that there is also 
this kind of vertigo that comes from a continual movement 

Steph [focus on drawing as commentary]

We had both identified and refined our projects by this time, 
having tried different locations and evaluated our output on 
each occasion. Therefore I was content to focus directly on 
the object, in this case specimens that would make drawings 
with a provocative absurdity to them. This is amplified by the 

Fig.17 Vulnerable specimen.
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between levels of looking; a strategy that foregoes the usual 
balanced workings of sight. So in the last drawings of the 
day I unwind by dropping back a layer or two – just those 
birds there close-up in the case, maybe some shadows, 
maybe a bit of reflective form or shapes of distortions made 
in the glass.

inclusion of text from the display to highlight the lamentable 
situation the specimen is in, and the question of what we’re 
seeing when we visit these museums. The number of visitors 
cooing happily over the pretty birds and the cute furry mam-
mals is slightly at odds with the decrepit nature of many of 

these specimens and the fact that they are quite clearly dead! 

I choose to draw the specimens as they are, to accentuate 
this rather than to pretend that all is well. This is something 
that Lynn has termed ‘subversive accuracy’, and represents a 
shared theme in both of our projects. We’re both using drawing 
to help us to focus intently upon aspects of our subject that 
could easily be overlooked or that we are discouraged from 
attending to. In this respect the drawings are a collection of 
selective views of the objects which reveal and undermine 
taught notions of ‘accuracy’ being a benchmark by which draw-
ings can be measured. They take a different perspective on 
the museum’s displays, and this approach reflects my desire to 
bring that provocation to the attention of others – to encourage 
reflection and re-evaluation to some extent.

Fig.18 Threatened specimen.

Fig.14 Self w/Pachyderms.

Fig.15 Self w/Raccoon.

Fig.16 Bird/Woman.



124 125  

Lynn Steph

Day 6: The Museum/Part III

The eye is an instrument that moves itself, a means which invents its own 
ends; it is that which has been moved by some impact of the world, which 
it then restores to the visible through the offices of an agile hand. (Merleau-
Ponty 1961: 165)

Lynn [focus: disposition in/of drawing]

Having determined that the Bristol Museum, with its 
reflection-rich layering and its ironically presented 
menagerie, is the most successful and accessible for our 
drawing research purposes – we return for one more 
session. Returning to a known view allows another 

Steph [focus on dissemination]

The amusing aspect of these drawings was important in my 
evaluation of them, given that the overarching role of illustration 
is to communicate with others and (for me) the most enjoyable 
way of tackling this is to exploit any opportunity for silliness. 
The drawings I choose to show are often the funniest, both in 

layer to be included in the compositions; a layer of time 
that blends prior insights into the new work. I continue 
my self-portrait-among-wild-life strategy, and notice a 
natural impulse to infuse such layered-sight drawing with 
an intentionality of humour. I put first myself with our 
common ancestor – the chimpanzee. Then I sit deadpan 
among hippo and rhino, then beaver, bird, and raccoon. 
Can that bird appear to sit on my head? I wonder too if a 
loosened approach in drawing lends itself to a disposition 
toward humour (the unexpected) or to other subversions 
of outlook? Certainly, looseness of eyes and hand requires 
relaxing the rule of the mind; just has perhaps a slavish 
devotion to tight accuracy in rendering would seem to tilt 
mind and thought toward a fixated seriousness. There is 

terms of what is pictured or written and how it is shown. The 
question of how to show these to the wider world, of what to 
do with them, hovered over these sessions and informed the 
subsequent image manipulation I undertook prior to posting 
them onto my blog. 

At this point I return to my earlier argument for retaining some 
tension with the rough, and use the photocopier, scanner, 
paint, Photoshop and collage for the ‘picture-making’ aspect of 
my work. This allows me to translate the sketchbook drawings 
into new contexts without having to re-draw them. Whilst doing 
so I can highlight certain aspects or add in new information 
to enhance elements that I discovered as I drew, or may have 
imposed subsequently in the form of a brief that requires a 

specific emphasis.

Fig.19 Self w/Pachyderms, No. 2. Fig.22 Birds of Paradise.

Fig.20 Self w/Beaver.

Fig.23 Black-Cowled Oriole 1.
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This method enables me to use my sketchbook explorations, 
replete with erroneous marks and grubby smudges, and 
these contribute to a richer pictorial surface. It’s important to 
acknowledge that style, or rather visual richness, is important 
for me. Style is debated quite hotly in illustration, and there 
are a number of voices (John Berger, again, in Drawn to that 
Moment, and Phil Sawdon’s frank exploration of issues that 
arise whilst drawing in the essay What Shall I Draw?) who sug-
gest that style makes the drawing more about the product and 
the maker than attending to the subject. And if drawing is to be 
considered as a research method this shifts the focus of the 
study. To pretend that drawing doesn’t have a style – is dispas-
sionate and representational – would be to adopt a positivist 
position where the researcher is detached. Instead, I argue that 
the choice of subject matter, how it is framed, every mark made 
to describe it is in some way a reflection of the maker’s values 
and that these are being propagated by making and circulating 
such images. Sawdon explores Nicos Hadjinicolao’s assertion 
that style is ‘visual ideology’; it is a barometer of values and 
desires (Sawdon, 2005:74). I try to acknowledge this as best 
I can and put it to a purpose, in that by making drawings that 
aren’t overly tidied up they do not pretend to be a nonchalant 
representation of reality. I try to show that these are drawn 
from my point of view, which is quite possibly a flawed one.

And with this shift in focus from the practitioner to the viewer, 
if I can’t entice the viewer to spend at least a little time with 
the work, then any communicative intention I may have risks 
being pushed to the side. Which isn’t to suggest that the work 
fails if it is enjoyed for its surface qualities only, rather I’m 
suggesting that there needs to be a balance of these aspects 
within illustration. The workplace demands picture-making, and 
my method of reprocessing sketchbook explorations into more 

‘complete’ graphic images is my attempt to negotiate both that 
requirement and my desire to fill our visual environment with 
curious drawings.

something playful in allowing the movement of the eyes to 
overturn and undermine hierarchies of interest and nar-
ration. Through drawing, I can discover and question the 
differing weights of perception. I can transform the what 
and the how of my perceptual knowledge of the world. My 
eyes and hands engage their thought together, while the 
narrative text crawl inside my head only catches onto their 
newly uncovered surprises after the fact!

Fig.21 Bird/Woman, No. 2.

Fig.24 Black-Cowled Oriole 2.

Conclusions

Ideational drawing is a process and always in-process; thinking-in-action and action-as-
thinking…The process of drawing is at one and the same time mental and physical. Ideational 
drawing (as process and as artefact) is a thinking space – not a space in which thought is re-
presented but rather a space where thinking is presenced…When drawing is used to ideate it 
is in the present tense; it is in the immediacy of the thinking act. Thought, on the other hand, 
is of the past, in a sense concluded…I say ‘in a sense concluded’ because I acknowledge that 
even when a drawing expresses an ostensibly conclusive thought, there is an ongoing creation, 
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a continuing emergence of meaning, produced in the way a drawing is taken up by a spectator. 
(Rosenberg 2008: 109-110)

Again we recall that Christopher Frayling’s essay champions ‘deeds not words’ as research 
method for the artist-practitioner. One particularly apt area noted by Frayling is ‘research 
through art and design’ (rather than two other research modes defined as being either for or into 
art and design). The side-by-side outcomes and discoveries that arise from this collaboration 
between two artist-researchers support the unique authority of the practice-led mode or method 
in the visual arts. Drawing, in particular, is well-suited and important as both a research topic 
and tool.  Further, as an important discipline of thought and expression, drawing’s benefits can 
and should be utilized in activities beyond the narrow province of a ‘skilled’ or ‘talented’ artist 
class.  In other words, drawing needs to be made broadly accessible. As a tool and mechanism 
of everyday thought, it should be at the tips of many more fingers.

From having pursued a simple, open-ended drawing project we can identify areas of research 
that our project relates to, to which we can contribute through wider discussion and more 
rigorous research. Of particular interest as PhD researchers is the emphasis we have placed 
on using practice, to take a step into the unknown and trust these methods of activity-reflec-
tion-activity, and so on. Here we have allowed ‘deeds not words’ to generate ideas and to be 
the method through which to pursue our endeavour. And by starting with the practice as 
research premise, we bring to the surface many of the assumptions that lie dormant when one 
engages the practice of drawing but neglects to allow time for reflection. Throughout this 
project and paper we’ve sought to make explicit these ‘professional secrets’ that Berger writes 
of. In doing so we’ve combined Donald Schon’s the reflection-on-action of the researcher 
and the reflection-in-action of the practitioner that suggest the unique contribution made by 
the practitioner-researcher. By engaging in regular comparative discussion of our work and 
methods (both during and subsequent to each trip), we integrate the two modes of reflection.  
What is of note here to researchers is that with the inclusion practical activitiy – as both Schon 
and Rosenberg advocate - there is opportunity to expand the range of acceptable possibilities 
for research. As Rosenberg explains, this is a different relationship to the what-can-be-known 

than that usually accepted within academia. He cites Deleuze to explain that it differs from 
possessive knowledge (owned by the academic expert) as it is instead ‘potentia...knowledge 
that catalyses a potential to produce again and differently; to produce what is not presently 
constituted in the course of our history’ (Rosenberg 2008: 112-113).

Widening the scope of research in this way also ties into our interests for this particular project. 
We’ve examined our methods in the hope that by trying to pin down and articulate some of 
the decisions that we make whilst producing and editing drawings we may contribute and even 
broaden discussion as to how drawing can be appreciated and made accessible to those who do 
not believe they can or should draw. We both use and believe in a set of evaluative criteria that 
differ from traditional notions of representational ‘accuracy’ or carefully rendered ‘detail’ as 
the indicators of interesting drawing. Rather, we’ve moved away from skilful representation 
towards awkwardness, tension, the unearthing and communicating of subjective opinions, and 
towards subversiveness. So whilst we have departed from Rosenberg’s ‘ideational drawing’ - in 
the sense that we’re responding to external stimulus and not specifically the internal imagina-
tion of his examples - we still utilise a similar process whereby the drawing activity is used to 
identify our lack of knowledge, our newly-discovered knowledge, and those things that we’ve 
sought to investigate yet still failed to describe adequately. Our failures have proved beneficial 
to the end results, creating areas of interest and a certain friction that are worth preserving in 
any eventual or truly interesting outcomes.
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Abstract

This paper will outline a specific practice-based research approach to architectural 
drawing. It will describe an architectural research connected to the notion that 
drawing and the discourse of space are inseparable and that the limits of both are 
products of specific ideological and cultural practices. The theoretical position is 
one that understands drawing as a mode of thinking, a method of developing a 
form of thinking in the same manner as text or textual analysis.

Two different bodies of architectural research drawings will be discussed which 
develop analysis of chosen spaces relating to island and home. One set of drawings 
are a series of digitally produced collages which explore notions of island 
colonisation through the crossing of drawing methods of mapping used in geology, 
archaeology and architecture. These nissological research drawings endeavour to 
interrogate disciplinary boundaries of architectural occupation, materiality and 
construction. The other drawings have been made by hand. They are a series of 
collage drawings which attempt to visualise the qualities of home excluded from 

conventional, orthographic architectural drawing and which reference social, 
anthropological, cultural, political and architectural readings of the space. They 
also represent these as analysis, in the form of the drawings. 

The paper aims to firstly generate a discourse between the two bodies of 
architectural drawings. It will secondly use this discourse analysis to understand 
the occupation of architecture in drawings, as well as to question what are the 
functions and embedded knowledge of conventional architectural drawings. It 
builds upon writings on the potential of interdisciplinary research: in art and 
design by Christopher Frayling (1993/1994), Alexo Seago and Anthony Dunne 
(1996/7) and Malins and Gray (1995); in philosophy by Julia Kristeva (1997); and 
in architecture by Jonathan Hill (1998) and Jane Rendell (2004).

New Methodologies in Art and Design Research: The Object as Discourse

This paper expands upon the proposition by Alex Seago and Anthony Dunne in ‘New Meth-
odologies in Art and Design Research: The Object as Discourse’ to employ very different 
methodologies for alternative art and design research projects. Seago and Dunne (1996/7: 1) 
ask: “Should researchers in art and design adopt and adapt methodologies developed in other 
academic disciplines, or should they concentrate upon developing original methodologies 
which recognise the distinctive quality of discovery in art and design?”

Unlike Seago and Dunne, the object of study of our research is architecture. In this research, 
drawing is seen as a text and used as a method of textual analysis. That analysis of spatial dis-
course is made possible by a challenge to what Julia Kristeva (1997) examines as ‘institutional 
interdisciplinarity in theory and practice’. Kristeva (1997: 6) argues: 

 Interdisciplinarity is always a site where expressions of resistance are latent. 
Many academics are locked within the specificity of their field; that is a fact. 
Even if they demonstrate or manifest a desire to work with other disciplines, 
more often than not it turns out that, in fact, the work undertaken fails to 
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break new ground. […] Specialists are often too protective of their own 
prerogatives, do not actually work with other colleagues, and therefore do not 
teach their students to construct a diagonal axis in their methodology.

Reflecting on Kristeva’s proposition in ‘Architectural Research and Disciplinarity’, Jane Rendell 
(2004: 146) states: ‘Engaging with this diagonal axis demands that we call into question what 
we normally take for granted, that we question our methodologies (the ways we do things) […].’
As researchers teaching in a School of Architecture at Oxford Brookes University, our interest 
is in ‘teach[ing] [… our] students to construct a diagonal axis in their [drawing] methodology’. 
In this paper we outline the exploration by two of our postgraduate students who we argue use 
original design research methods that pursue both avenues proposed by Seago and Dunne i.e. 
that are interdisciplinary and ‘explore the distinctive quality of discovery in art and design’. 
Both students use the practice of drawing as a method of discourse analysis although their 
approach and architectural design drawings are vastly different.

The two students, Ileana Liaskoviti and Eleanor Wells were at the time enrolled in the Applied 
Design in Architecture (MArchD) programme and the Diploma in Architecture (Dip Arch) 
respectively. Both programmes when completed give the student professional qualification 
in the UK of the Architects Registration Board (ARB) Part 2. Liaskoviti and Wells were both 
enrolled in a Research-led Design module for which we were their supervisors. 

The Research-led Design module is a design specialisation where students spend a year pursu-
ing their own research and design programme, guided by their supervisor. Tuition in the course 
is mainly one to one.  Troiani supervised Liaskoviti and Carless supervised Wells.

Liaskoviti’s ‘House-laboratory of Nissology’: Island Research as 
Interdisciplinary Drawing

There is a famous story about the Casa Malaparte on the island of Capri. Malaparte recounts 
how Erwin Rommel visited the remote house in 1942 […]. He asked the writer if he had bought 
his house ready-made or designed it himself. Pointing toward the sea, Malaparte replied that the 

house had been there, but he had designed the landscape. “Any work of architecture before it is 
an object, is a transformation of the landscape” (Malaparte in Talamona, 1992: 41 in Liaskoviti, 
2012: 14).

Liaskoviti’s Research-led Design project is titled ‘Rediscovering The Island’. Its final format 
is a 210mm x 210mm book that includes an 10,000 word dissertation and a major architectural 
design project. Liaskoviti’s “House-Laboratory of Nissology’ is represented using experimen-
tal, interdisciplinary drawings using alternative digital media and only finally a conventional 
orthographic architectural plan.

Referring to Colin Renfrew’s (2004) Islands out of Time: Toward an Analytical Framework. and 
Patrick Kirch’s (1986) ‘Introduction: the Archaeology of Island Societies’, Liaskoviti sees there 
are many different attitudes as to what makes ‘islandness’ a phenomenon worth investigating. 
From her research, she establishes the following architectural design research questions: What 
is an island and how do we experience and perceive it? What kind of knowledge do we need to 
understand it? How is architecture affected by it and how does architecture affect it? In order 
to respond to these questions Liaskoviti adopts a purposefully unconventional methodological 
approach to her natural landscape site.

From the outset, Liaskoviti adopts a fictitious persona, that of architect-explorer. Born in 
Greece, she chose as her Research-led Design site a remote Mediterranean island of Despo-
tiko (36°58’ N 24°59’E). The strategy of adopting an architect-explorer persona emerged in 
part from Liaskoviti having been in The Greek Guiding Association (Figure 1). On a practical 
front it allows Liaskoviti (2012: 17) ‘the opportunity to architecturally rediscover the present, 
mark out the origins and estimate a future scenario of the island’. During the low season, from 
the 17th January 2012 Liaskoviti set out on a 5-day field visit to the island. In her Research-led 
Design dissertation Liaskoviti (2012: 20-21) states:

I had sought this strange land with a view to being its discoverer. When I 
found my sail I had to navigate myself to the Island. During the journey I 
could feel every motion of the vessel. […] When I finally dragged my boat 
onto the remote shore it was with the last of my strength. I threw down my 
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bag and sat on a rock. I needed a shelter. Common sense said I had to find the 
area least affected by the weather conditions […].

I quickly put up my tent as rain started to fall heavily. I withdrew into it for 
the night.

In order to be able to explore the layers of generational terrain of the Island 
I had to work with methodologies borrowed from two main scientific 
disciplines, geology and archaeology. On Wednesday the 18th I decided to 
take an experimental walk around the island. I had already completed the 
journey from the port/entrance/point to the camp site/shelter. But now I had 
to cover the remaining significant sites, the perimeter, the highest point, the 
geological quarries and the archaeological ruins. Concurrently, by using basic 
topographic skills I would map the land.

I took a journey to the extents of the island. I have recorded what I have seen 
in drawings and what I have said in writings.

As a geologist on the island, Liaskoviti discovers several tons of meters of white to yellowish 
white fine-grained dolomite marble. Liaskoviti goes about collecting artefact fossils that have 
been displaced from their original setting. On the way she is records her collection using pho-
tography and parametric style rock sketch drawings. Back on the mainland she undertakes 
geological analysis of the specimens in order to retrieve information about the island. 

At the ruin site working as an archaeologist she identifies two past generations that previously 
inhabited the now deserted island; she is the third. She deduces the ruins are the remains 
of a prominent monumental building, with spaces formed by carving out the landform rock. 
Through her study of the archaeological ruins, Liaskoviti uncovers nautical instruments, a 
deconstructed sailboat keel. The remains are from an explorer who she revives via research 
narrative as herself.

She takes from the Galapagos Islands the notion of island as natural laboratory and sets out to 
design a ‘House-Laboratory of Nissology’. She becomes both occupant of the house and its 

designer; she is architect-geologist-archae-
ologist undertaking scientific research on 
islandness. Like Malaparte, her architecture 
moves towards the landscape and landscape 
moves towards her architecture. Her preoccu-
pation is with the architectural archaeological 
footprint and the stone taken from the site, 
from which to build her home. She creates 
a drawing titled “Laboratory of Nissology 
Plan Trace” which emerges from lithological 
comparisons between building stones of a 
sanctuary on the island and geological units 
mapped on the island. This allows her to dis-
tinguish between locally derived and imported 
materials. She creates a geological collage in 
which her architectural design object is a stone 
landform, an extension of the island. Only at 
the very final stage of her Research-led Design 
does Liaskoviti produce a conventional ortho-
graphic architectural plan of her laboratory.

Even though Liaskoviti kept two digital websites of images that inspired her design, her pro-
cess of producing her digital collage drawings and architectural proposition was never made 
transparent. One could therefore question how thorough is her understanding and adoption 
of the data collection methods used by geologists and archaeologists? Is it possible to learn the 
disciplinary drawing practices used by geologists and archaeologists in the short time frame 
Liaskoviti had to design her laboratory home? Is it necessary to be true to the research methods 

Figure 1. Rediscovering the Island Explorer. 
Ileana Liaskoviti
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used in the scientific disciplines?

Liaskoviti’s research is not entirely systematic, nor does she want it to be. It shifts between a 
rigorous scientific methodology of data collection to an artistic, graphic interpretation through 
drawings that are both deliberately precise and imprecise. Her reading of literature outweighs 
the scant number of carefully produced drawings she produces and sits in marked contrast to 
the proliferation of drawings produced by Wells which set out to rediscover the home.
Insert Figs. 1-10 here.

Wells’s ‘House, Home, Family and Object’: Domestic Research as Interdisciplinary 
Drawing

Architectural research has been undertaken through drawing and text and will be 
analysed here under the title home. The drawings have been made as part of a research 
programme for ‘Domesticity and Attachment: A study of House, Home, Family and 
Object in an Age of Social Alienation’ by Eleanor Wells. 

It is important to establish the terms of the research and that home is understood to be a pro-
cess and the drawings analysed here provide a parallel to this. The drawings of home are to 
replicate this process. Home is the place where a thing or a life originates. It is differentiated 
through these drawings from the potentially oppositional conception of house. The questions 
of the research have been concerned with how this is to be drawn, more specifically what is to 
be drawn? What is included and excluded and what are the processes? This forms the focus 
of the discourse analysis. Daniel Miller’s (2008) The Comfort of Things, his anthropological 
approach and accounts of people’s attachment to objects have also been important in forming 
the archival approach to both the visual and text of the research. The collage as a process of 
arranging and ordering visual work deploys Miller’s (2008: 200) declaration: ‘But I see no 
reason to highlight homes and bodies as against pets, lovers, kitchens, friends or religion’.

Much of the drawing has been made by hand, as a series of collage drawings which attempt to 
visualise the qualities of architecture excluded from conventional, orthographic architectural 
drawing and which reference social, anthropological, cultural, political and architectural 

Figure 2. Girl Guiding Association. Ileana in red



Figure 3. Occupying the Island. Ileana Liaskoviti Figure 4. Mapping the Exploration Journey. Ileana Liaskoviti



Figure 5. Cartographing the Island. Ileana Liaskoviti Figure 6. Distorting the Island Cartography. Ileana Liaskoviti



Figure 7. In-situ Drawings. Ileana Liaskoviti Figure 8. Artefact. Ileana Liaskoviti



Figure 10. Geology of the Laboratory. Ileana LiaskovitiFigure 9. Entering the Island, Entering the Laboratory. Ileana Liaskoviti
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caught.

Such an approach to research means that the existing condition is analysed through the drawing. 
The gap between the two becomes the subsequent drawing and so reflexivity develops. How 
this is made explicit in terms of the research is an issue for further discussion. A proposal for 
this program of work, or a similar research method, is that finding other media, such as film 
to record the process of making the multiple layers of drawings might offer new insights, with 
the minutiae of inclusion and exclusion at the point of producing the drawings being clearly 
documented. There is however a legitimate position of refusal of such documentation when 
developing a discursive practice, as the notion of the explanation might empty out the very 
research that is emerging. Seago and Dunne (1996/7: 11) highlight a similar problem on this 
point, describing it as being one of the transparency of method which “can clash with artists’ 
craftspersons’ or designer’s suspicions about what might be termed the ‘demystification of 
process in creative work.”

The research also considers the object as a generator for design, so that home becomes 
cabinet of curiosities or museum. The object in this instance is non-functional, concerned 
more with expression and attachment. This is then relocated to a 1960s housing estate, as 
a set of drawings and analysed as a spatial formation that has emerged from a function-
alist agenda, but which here, has its own history of the everyday overlaid. The collages and 
drawings plot this as part of a design process, taking up the methodology posited by Seago and 
Dunne (1996/7: 14) who write ‘The project attempts to re-examine the potential of closing the 
gap between art and everyday life by developing objects that fulfil more complex and abstract 
needs’. The project also provides here ‘A more complex solution to the problem of combining 
academic research with creative studio based projects’ (Seago and Dunne (1996/7: 14) where 
the nature of the text and the studio design production follow a corresponding, fragmented 
and process driven discourse analysis.

The collages refer to plans, in their mode of recording objects. One set of the collages uses cast 
objects from a domestic interior that are then made into surface drawings, like plans which 
describe the material arrangement of their surfaces. This method of drawing architecture 

readings of the space, as well as represent these as analysis in the form of the drawings. The 
collages have been both iterative, over time, as a visual log, continuous and accepting of the 
notion that the architectural drawing is constructed in a fictional and fixed moment in time, 
as an artificial stillness in space. The notion of collage drawing and image making has been 
one of a constructive reading of home, like the layers of building revealed in the cuts made by 
Gordon Matta-Clark (Lee, 2001), but one of building up and accretion rather than removal over 
time. The notion of them being hand drawn is important only in that they work at and into the 
surface of the drawing itself and they emerge within the boundaries of the surface of the paper. 
They are not continuous and without edge like those of purely digital architectural production.

The architectural collage here has affected a process of selection, editing and creating and 
developed a reflexive discourse. A grid of images has been arranged in relation to each other and 
then, through a process of partial erasure. Notions of the home have been removed. Their traces 
remain as fragments and become embedded in the next drawing. This meticulous recording of 
processing the images means that unlike much architectural design drawing the origins of the 
drawing is articulated. The drawing is no longer silent. The edges, limitations and boundaries 
of the space, its occupation, and material qualities and components remain discursive subjects.

The collages are a spatial practice and begin with looking at what appears to be and question 
this through drawing. John Berger (2005: 77) describes such a process, saying that:

 Image making begins with interrogating appearances and making marks. 
Every artist discovers that drawing - when it is an urgent activity - is a 
two way process. To draw is not only to measure and put down, it is also 
to receive. When the intensity of looking reaches a certain degree, one 
becomes aware of an equally intense energy coming towards one, through 
the appearance of whatever it is one is scrutinizing. The encounter of these 
two energies, their dialogue, does not have the form of a question and answer. 
It is a ferocious and inarticulated dialogue. To sustain it requires faith. It 
is like a burrowing in the dark, a burrowing under the apparent. The great 
images occur when the two tunnels meet and join perfectly. Sometimes when 
the dialogue is swift, almost instantaneous, it is like something thrown and 
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translates as a craft, like the method of building, construction or making space. A number of 
strategies are employed through the collages, like cutting, erasure, casting, etc., as a series of 
spatial practices, until all of the architectural design is understood to be strategies, or actions, of 
a continuous practice rather than a resolved design. The continuity and multiplicity of drawings 
and text of this research have a structure but it is one of a series formation of multiple conclu-
sions intended to embrace the subjective of the notion of home and to play upon the concept 
that ‘objectivity is what is left when something is finished’ (Berger, 2005: 68). As a research 
and practice this also takes up the value critique of a fine art practice as a point of departure 
rather, with an interdisciplinary approach to both representation and research method. 

Wells use of social anthropology in her architectural drawing research is a conscious attempt 
to embrace the possibilities of the interdisciplinary as a mode of innovation. She recognises 
her own significance in the position of researcher, understanding her own immersion in the 
subject (and object) of her research. This is made apparent both through her selection of three 
generations of her family home studies, (of her Grandfather’s, her Father’s and her own houses) 
and the selection of the wider estate that she inhabits as her object of study. She also makes a 
connection with the marginal condition of the interdisciplinary and its potential for generating 
a new knowledge, Wells (2012: 6) writes 

 My study is combining text and image, verbal account with visual. In 
comparing art and anthropology, Schneider and Wright (2010: 1) state that 

‘primary divisions between the fields, from either of the two disciplines, 
often mask an ensemble of heterogeneous discourses that in fact have much 
common ground’ It could be suggested that the same is true of architecture 
and anthropology.

While the research is deeply immersed in what Wells (2010: 7) understands to be an “Auto 
ethnography” drawing objects, family and home in relation to her own context she uses the 
convention of the architectural drawing to frame these subjective readings. The architectural 
drawing here provides a constant reference in an otherwise shifting framework of research. 
Texts and methodologies are produced and used for the research almost in an inventory format 

and conclusions to the research emerge intermittently, but in a non-linear mode. 

Wells’ project also conducts what Christopher Frayling (1993/4: 5) categorises as research 
through art and design, and simultaneously conducts research for art and design through a 
process where ‘thinking is, so to speak, embodied in the artefact, where the goal is not primarily 
communicable knowledge in the sense of verbal communication, but in the sense of iconic or 
imagistic communication’. Most significantly the drawn and designed elements of the research 
project by Wells asserts the potential of architecture as a communication medium itself.

The selection of the multiple elevation drawings, known as a ‘developed surface drawing’, was 
intended as a point of departure for the collage and assemblages as it attempts a multiple rep-
resentation, rather than more traditional architectural section drawings. It is a drawing that 
was used from the mid eighteenth century as an interior domestic representation. Robin Evans 
(1997: 200-203) describes it in ‘The Developed Surface’ as being one that:
 

 Could show all of the inside elevations of any given room folded out relative 
to the rooms depicted plan. This was a more comprehensive representation of 
an internal decorative scheme than could be achieved through the traditional 
architectural section drawing which could only show in detail one inside 
elevation of  any given room at any one time. 

The significance for this research is that it also plots occupation. There is the sense that 
the origins of this research are within an interior frame, potentially occupying an existing 
inhabitation at an intimate scale and drawing it out towards an architectural scale research 
programme.

New Methodologies in Architectural Design Research: The Drawing as Discourse

In our eyes, what is significant is the interdisciplinary drawing methodology that Liaskoviti 
develops. By wishing to use alternative drawing methods to record historical and geological site 
data about the island landscape, she shows the desire to develop, as Seago and Dunne argue, an 
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original methodology, in this instance an original architectural design research methodology 
where the object is an architectural design proposition. Unlike clearly defined orthographic 
architectural drawings, Liaskoviti designs an architectural proposition that is the image of an 
architectural home as island. This is an in-situ stone vernacular modern house that emerges 
from the landscape using drawing methods related to the study of land and it’s historical memory. 
Her house-laboratory is designed to concede to all of the environmental changes, erosions and 
transformations that the island has und ergone over time.  As a form of practice-based research 
(Malins and Gray, 1995: 3) described in ‘Appropriate Methodologies for Artists, Designers & 
Craftspersons: Research as a Learning Process’ Liaskoviti as ‘researcher/practitioner is central 
to the inquiry as is the context in which the research is taking place”. The contention by Malins 
and Gray (1995: 4) that practice-based research is subjective due to ‘the difficulty of aesthetic 
and even functional evaluation of objects’ could well be levelled at Liaskoviti’s project. Still 
through a dialogue with peers who adopt multiple perspectives her interdisciplinary architec-
tural design research project offers a platform for on-going research into the design of other 
types of site emergent architectural design mixing scientific and fine arts methodologies but 
also to generate a discourse between the two bodies of architectural drawings.

Wells developed, through both her drawings and text a set of readings of the home and domestic 
space. These social readings can be understood to be ways of seeing and creating an analysis of 
the architectural and other subject matter. Their significance in this context can be understood 
by referring to Florian Beigel, 1992: ?), the Director of the Architectural Research Unit at 
London Metropolitan University, and his conception of architectural research, as “Uncover-
ing the essential meaning the intrinsic nature, the indispensable quality of things. It means 
journeys of discovery and struggles leading to redefined ways of seeing”, bringing to the fore 
the role of the designer as both innovator and interpreter.  

Wells, like Liaskoviti uses the interdisciplinary to develop a critique of architectural draw-
ings. She deliberately concentrates her research on orthographic drawings rather than three 
dimensional visualisations or models, understanding that these plans and elevations are selec-
tive filters within the architectural discourse. The overworking of the drawings and reflexive 

collage enabled a re-presentation of these drawings of space, This is Michel Foucault’s process 
of de- naturalisation in The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972: 47-48). This method of disclos-
ing the drawings’ modes of specialisation and limitations, particularly of occupation raises 
another discourse, it dispels the routine, instituted knowledge contained within this form of 
drawing, this is done here not from a privileged vantage point but simply from another beyond 
the frame of the architectural institution. The argument is that once the routine is disrupted 
in this way, then what is known through the drawing becomes less assured and new orders of 
knowledge are constructed. The sequential density of production of these drawings over time 
is about constructing an architectural discourse also. Often in the architectural studio the 
sketch drawing becomes refined, successively, over time as a process of design with the resolved 
drawing as a conclusion. Here this process becomes the resolution itself and there is no final 
drawing, rather a series of conclusions.
The argument presented here is that the series of drawings produced to develop designs 
for the housing estate were the site for this architectural research, rather than the site of the 
estate itself. Wells conducted her own archaeology of the surface of the drawing, digging 
through the layers of paper and mark making to retrieve understandings about the spaces. 
The process of bringing seemingly arbitrary, subjective and other objects to the drawings 
formed a disparate reading of the space, but established the self reflexive dialogue on 
notions of home and occupation of the space associated with it.
 
In the Illegal Architect, Jonathan Hill (1998: 20) argues that ‘Architects monitor and 
patrol their domain in order to exclude critcs from within and intruders from without.  
They deride any threat as ignorant or mistaken and imply that there is a truthful and 
correct interpretation of a fixed body of knowledge’. One method of interrogating the 
institutional boundaries of architectural production proposed by Hill (1998: 20) is through 
the challenge to ‘the principal drawings used by architects, such as plans, sections and 
elevations’ by drawing in occupation or inhabitation. ‘The knowledge that architecture 
is, however, not just the work of architects, increases the desire of the profession to 
claim architecture as its ‘private property’ (Lefebvre, 1991: 89). Consequently, architects 
attempt to prevent two intrusions, one into the body of their profession, the other into the 



Figure 11. Domesticity and Attachment Classroom. Eleanor Wells Figure 12. Split Detail. Eleanor Wells



Figure 13. Developed Surface Drawing. Home. Eleanor Wells Figure 14. Developed Surface Drawing. Home. Eleanor Wells



Figure 16. Grid. Housing Analysis. Robin Hood Gardens. Eleanor WellsFigure 15. Developed Surface Drawing. Home. Eleanor Wells



Figure 17. Developed Surface Drawing. Home. Eleanor Wells Figure 18. Developed Surface Drawing. Walled Garden. Eleanor Wells



Figure 19. Developed Surface Drawing. Existing Pedestrian Walkway. Eleanor Wells Figure 20. My Grandfathers Photographs. Eleanor second from left
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body of their architecture’ (Hill, 1998: 16). It is our desire to have shown that Liaskoviti 
and Wells have through their interdisciplinary architectural design methodologies made 
important incipient intrusions to both the body of the architectural profession and the body 
of their architecture. We argue this contestation of the boundaries of drawing practice is 
made possible ‘because their work and strategies are characteristic of the marginal spaces, 
identities, and existences traditionally inhabited by women. The feminisation of the 
profession is not just the result of women entering the workplace but also a transformation 
in the nature and product of the work itself’ (Haar in Toy ed., 1999: ii). Both women work 
site specifically through their drawing of the object of architecture. Their work is a form of 
craft production. These are modest, thoughtful and sensitive interventions. Both projects 
close the gaps between art, architecture, occupation and the everyday.
The essence of all of the research is that interdisciplinarity offers the possibility of 
designing architecture in new ways, particularly by making drawings outside or beyond 
the limitations and conventions of the normative architectural schema. It is a research 
made possible by the architect researcher drawing away from the home ground.
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Abstract
This paper investigates the practice of drawing as a 
central element for development of creative processes in 
sculpture classes. 

From first to third year, students are encouraged to 
develop and maintain a graphic journal with relevant 
information concerning the progression of their work. 
For this purpose, drawing emerges as an important 
activity in many phases of the tridimensional work of 
the students.
Recording, scribbling and sketching to generate ideas are 
the main strategies of the drawing practice in the classroom. 
Other practice, such as drawing the ongoing work-piece 
and create from that drawing, a new tridimensional 
form, revealed to be a successful process to achieve a 
tridimensional work.

Special attention is given to the latter case, for which 
drawing is both, but not simultaneously, representation of 

Elias | Approaching sculpture through drawing: 
tensions between a drawing for itself and a 
drawing towards a referent as a mean to create 
tridimensional work.
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an external referent and drawing for itself. In a first stage the piece is represented; 
the student then elaborates freely over it, cutting the link to the original referent. 
The student works bi-dimensionally with operations such as filling positive the 
negative spaces or distorting measures, scale and perspective, pursuing solely the 
formal consistency of the drawing itself. Finally, the drawing is reinterpreted as the 
drawing of something external again a new tridimensional work may now emerge. 
In such, the creative process is moved by the tension produced between a drawing 
for itself, and a drawing towards a referent, a drawing that has a referent to be 
materialized in space.

Introduction

Drawing is a tool for creativity, thinking, research, problem solving and self-expression and 
communication. Drawing is a name for an artefact, a subject or a mean, but its definition is 
unsatisfactory and incomplete as Deanna Petherbridge points out (Petherbridge 2008). 
The paper does not attempt a positive definition of drawing; in fact the difficulties and the futil-
ity of the task are emphasized in the text. Instead, the paper investigates the consequences of 
the fact that drawing is “for itself”. The Hegelian notions of bein-for-self and being-for-other 
are recast and simplified as “drawing towards a referent” and “drawing for itself”. “Drawing 
towards a referent” designates the subsidiary activity that integrates many graphic and picto-
rial activities. “Drawing for itself” designates the true consequence of drawing as such. These 
modes are equated to Peterbridge’s separated and coalesced forms of drawing, respectively.

The paper thus expounds what are the processes at work when drawing emerges as an autono-
mous practice and how that impacts the creative processes in sculpture. It is suggested that 
drawing, no longer committed to its initial moment, in this case a sculpture work, functions 
as an excess of the situation, adding creative potential to the original artistic practice. The 
theoretical standpoint is Badiou’s description of a truth procedure released by an event.

It will be describe several examples of the work of the second year students, where firstly, drawing 
emerges as an important activity in many phases of the tridimensional work. Recording, scrib-

bling and sketching to generate ideas are the most followed strategies of the drawing practice in 
the classroom. Another approach, such as drawing the ongoing model and create from that draw-
ing, a new tridimensional form, revealed to be fruitful for the achievement of a tridimensional 
work. In this, drawing emerges as an autonomous activity and thus no longer subordinated to 
the representation of the external referent. This moment is the materialization of an event that 
releases a truth procedure. This stage of autonomy becomes a necessary condition for the crea-
tive development of a new tridimensional form. 

What drawing is…this and that?

Literature usually relates drawing to the improvement of visual literacy and intelligence and the devel-
opment of creativity, drawing as a tool for thinking and problem solving, drawing as a mean to map 
concepts, organize methods or visualize mathematical concepts, or drawing as a mean of self-expression 
and communication. 

Depending on the artistic contexts in history (at least since the 15
th

 century in Europe), drawing was 
denominated the grammar for art, ”the element linking artistic disciplines” (Petherbridge 2008) or a 
tool and a resource for a variety professionals in their creative processes (Phipps 2006), especially in 
disciplines such as painting, architecture, sculpture, design or printmaking. Drawing is also acknowl-
edged as an autonomous form of art.  

No matter how many uses, manifestations and applications we can find for drawing,  the attempt for 
its definition is unresolved and still a main issue among many research debates; it has obsessed many 
practitioners and theoreticians along centuries (Petherbridge 2008; 2011). 

Drawing is this and that. 

It is a practice and a medium and an artefact (Petherbridge 2010), that is the material outcome 
of a practice on a medium. Petherbridge (2010) described it, recently, as having a double 
condition, structured in a binary opposition that sets a continuum between its separated and 
coalesced forms: drawing as finished and autonomous on one end and drawing as something 
within a process, something to be finished by another medium or activity. This evokes the 
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Hegelian notion of being-for-self; the separated state of drawing would be for itself “in so 
far as it transcends otherness, its connection and community with other, has repelled them 
and made abstraction from them. For it, the other has been only as sublated, as its moment; 
being-for-self consists in having so transcended limitation, its otherness” (Hegel 169, p. 158). 
In its coalesced form, drawing would find its Being-for-other, “the indeterminate, affirmative 
community of something with its other” (Hegel 1969, p. 126). 

The continuity between these forms stems primarily from the difficulty in pinning down the 
specific character of drawing, the awareness that “hair-thin differences” (Petherbridge 2010) 
between drawings and other material expressions art easily find themselves blurred. A defi-
nition of drawing based on taxonomy of material outputs of artistic practices should thus be 
doomed to fail; grouping by the type of material, the use of colour, the primacy of delineation, 
etc., always reveals itself inadequate.

As other forms of art, drawing is a manifestation without an existent end, since it engenders 
a “description without place” (Badiou in Newman 2007). In Badiou’s terms, the place where 
the work of art exists redefines its own space. Particularly drawing, “being a complex of marks, 
traces, lines, forms, are not inclusive or closed into the background” and so, these elements 
of drawing, generate an open space. One may find in Badiou’s general definition the reason 
why taxonomic attempts to define drawing are necessarily inadequate. The results of a given 
practice can only be positively classified if the set of all possible outcomes is closed and mapped. 
Clearly this is not the case for an activity that continually generates its own space.

Surely, this is the case for all artistic practices. Yet, the status of drawing is somewhat different. 
Petherbridge (2010), p. 432, states her belief that the potential of drawing has been repressed 
and that it needs to be rediscovered and revaluated. Hence it could be argued that drawing 
undergoes a double emancipatory route. On the one hand, drawing, like all other artistic 
forms, has, in the last 150 years, consistently been evading its proper place: the principle of 
adequateness between forms of expression and objects of representation has been challenged 
and, episodically, abolished; the result is the singularization of artistic practice where genres 
are abolished and the nature of the object is disconnected from the mode of representation. This 

is loosely the passage from representative regime to the aesthetical regime of arts, in Jacques 
Ranciére terms (see eg. La Partage du Sensible). Such passage is not performed in history 
(both regimes may coincide in time) but was especially visible during the “anti-mimetic” and 
emancipatory turn of modernity (a useless term for Ranciére, lest we forget), associated with the 
notion of avant-garde, and the, often called post-modern (another useless term for Ranciére), 
drive to expand the proper place (the field) of artistic practices. 

On the other hand, drawing has had to overcome condescending views that, while affirming 
its importance role in the creative process, would simultaneously affirm its tributary nature. 
This stems directly from the interpretation of the Plinian myth of the origin of painting, where 
delineation, identified with drawing, sets in motion a chain of creative processes that must be 
completed in another medium, painting, in that case. Drawing thus becomes associated with 
the private, the spontaneous and the unfinished, that that will be finished by another medium.

Evidently, as Petherbridge (2010), p. 18, points out drawing is also outward directed, public 
finished work, the result of an autonomous activity, presented as such. The emancipatory route 
has been successfully travelled. The issue now is thus to understand what makes possible such 
emancipation. To be clear, whatever is at work in drawing as an emancipated practice must 
already be at work in drawing as a subsidiary activity. This is so because emancipation applies 
to something that already is. Emancipation is not subjectivation.

This lead is back to the issue of being, of what is drawing the name. 

Attempting a positive definition of drawing is probably, as argued before, a too daunting task. 
Also, we believe that is an unnecessary one since the objective is to characterize and evaluate 
the consequences of the fact that drawing is.   
We sustain that the best way to pursue this evaluation is not observing drawing as a separated, 
emancipated activity. Rather, keeping in mind that the Hegelina notion that the other has been 
sublated as a moment of being-for-self, drawing as an autonomous activity may come into being 
irrespectively of its origin; the original moment may well be the need of representing something 
or the need to give material existence to some concept. At some point this original moment 
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may be shut off so that the processes at work in drawing are liberated. 

As a result, we sustain that the consequences of drawing as such are best evaluated in contrast with an 
original moment that is extraneous to drawing.

The Hegelian notions are, for the sake clarity, recast and simplified as “drawing towards a referent” and 
“drawing for itself”. “Drawing towards a referent” designates the subsidiary activity that integrates many 

graphic and pictorial activities. “Drawing for itself” designates the true consequence of drawing as such. 
It is an excess that can be incorporated in the stream of other activities or presented as autonomous work. 
The processes at work in drawing for itself are set free by some event, voluntary or involuntary. If such 
event is absent, drawing towards a referent would still take its course, but no creative excess would be 
added to the original art practice. 

The switch from “drawing towards a referent” to “drawing for itself” and its consequences for a particu-
lar art practice, sculpture, are observed in section 3. In this section the work of second year fine-arts 
students (UL Lisbon) is taken as a significant example of the switch from “drawing towards a referent” 
to “drawing for itself”. Students are encouraged to intercalate their sculpture practice with drawing, 
incorporating into the sculpture work elements that come into being during the drawing phase. There 
are no methodological constraints, emphasizing the random nature of the event that sets free the pro-
cesses of “drawing for itself”. Thus it seems that Alain Badiou’s description of a truth procedure, set 
free by an event, constitutes an appropriate metaphor to evaluate the consequences of drawing as such. 
An event is “a rupture in the normal order of bodies and languages” (Badiou 1988) and necessarily cre-
ates new possibilities. It is not, Badiou emphasizes, the realization of possibility that already resides in 
the situation. Hence, “drawing towards a referent”, the depiction of a situation, cannot add novelty to 
a creative process. A rupture is thus necessary; the point of rupture is random and inaugurates “draw-
ing for itself”, i.e. sets free the truth procedure. A truth procedure is an “ongoing organization of the 
consequences of an event” (Badiou 2009). The truth procedure assigns a fixed measure to the excess 
of the situation. In the examples of section 3, this may be understood as the novelty of forms that are 
then available to be incorporated in the sculpture work.

The application of Badiou’s description of a truth procedure is not exempt of difficulties, as it does not 
explain the moment when excess is folded back into the extraneous situation. However, in what con-

cerns drawing, this is the least problematic issue since there are abundant examples that, unlike what 
happens in the political realm, the situation can be disrupted again and again. This much is observed 
and discussed in the next section. 

Creative tension in class: drawing towards a referent and drawing for itself 

During the 60s and 70s, with the art practices committed to dematerialization of the art object 
and the concepts of the expanded field ((Maciunas 1965; Lippard 1968; Krauss 1979) applied to 
many of art disciplines, drawing became a medium of choice for expressing art as idea (Kovats 
2005). This fact has been quoted by several authors as a shift-moment allowing drawing to 
became accepted, progressively through the years, as an artistic practice on its own rights, 
assembling a wide range of mediums, forms, methodologies and outputs and thus enlarging 
the possibilities of what a drawing might be ((Kovats 2005; Dexter 2005; Darling 2009).

Within this «expanded drawing» framework, second year students are encouraged to develop 
a graphic journal along with their sculpture practice 
(figure 1). Without methodological constrains, stu-
dents are asked to think the role of drawing for the 
development of their own tridimensional works. In 
so, students can use drawing as a tool for thinking, 
exploring ideas, observing and manipulating infor-
mation (figure 2) bearing in mind that the result of 
the drawing activity or the drawing activity itself may 
end up as a feature of final sculpture work. (figure 3). 

For semester IV students are asked to choose an 
indoor/outdoor space inside the Faculty as a start-
ing point for the creation of a sculpture (figure 4 the 
space as referent). The program is opened to multiple 
mediums, alternative methodologies and research 
perspectives.  The project work involves three main 

Figure 1 graphic 
journal and the 
practice of sculpture
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stages: research about the space/place; experimentation and development of small scale models; 
conception of the final work and installation. In early stages of the sculpture practice, drawing 
helped students to approach the referent they have chosen to work with by means of observing 
and sketching, allowing them to discover new shapes in previously unrecognized geometric 
configurations in their sketches finding visual analogies, remembering relevant examples, 
recording ideas and schematizing procedures such modeling and constructing processes. 
Students explored a variety of ideas, concepts and techniques through experimentation, which 
could provide individual approaches. Drawing projects of some sculptors are also discussed 
in class as examples of possible relationships between drawing and sculpture in art practice. 

Initially, marks in the paper are meant to merge into a recognizable image – the referent. Sketch-
ing, for instances, may have a central role in creativity since “denseness” and “ambiguity” of 
sketches enables multiple interpretations (Garner 1989). New connections are established as 
the drawing is developed and the relationship with the referent vanishes progressively. (figure 

Top: Figure 2 – graphic journal: some 
of the uses of drawing

Middle: Figure 3  -drawing exhibited  
with sculpture proposals)

Bottom: Figure 4 the space as referent

Figure 5 form sketches
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5). The introduction of other means and procedures also transform the relationship between 
the elements of the drawing that together, symbolically, stand for the external referent.

Densification of lines, the progression of shades, the position of fore and background, planes and 
perspective can be renegotiated as the drawing progresses.  With this approach, a group of students 
explored a variety of operations such as distort, bold, reduce, multiply, overlap, rotate, dark, light, to 
name a few (figure 6) Some of these operations were performed using digital media (figure 7).  Thus, in 
the drawing, the set of elements that are combined to create a visual symbol is dismantled. Marks are no 
longer standing for the referent and they are now free to be experimented and explored in relation to 
each. The marks can be the result (Davidson 2011) rather than a means to an end – the representation 
of the given referent. 

This former stage led some students to sum up the achieve-
ments and develop a methodology to generate tridimensional 
forms: 1- produce drawings from the observation of the refer-
ent; 2- intentionally work these drawings to detach then from 
the given referent (e.g. – by discovering new shapes in the 
unrecognized configurations; 3 – assume these new draw-
ings as referents to generate a tridimensional model; 4- from 
the ongoing tridimensional work-piece develop new drawings; 
4- create from that drawing, a new tridimensional form, and 
so on as many times one finds appropriate to develop the final 
sculpture. 

This process resulted in drawings with different sets of spatial rela-
tionships which students found appropriate as new referents for the development of their proposals. The 
drawing itself is now the referent (figure 8).  

In what concerns drawing, we can identify a double state within the process we have just 
described. Drawing towards a referent: drawing as tool for learning to see and perceive the 
space one has chosen as a referent for the tridimensional study; Drawing for itself: drawing is 
detached from the initial purpose and is considered as autonomous to the sculpture project: 
the purpose is no longer the mean to an end – the representation of the given referent - but 
a relationship of assembled elements which configure a new drawing.  In this, drawing is not 
subordinated to sculpture and stands for a self-reference. After achieving this condition, the 
drawing produced becomes the external referent for development of the sculpture project 
(figure 9) A creative tension arises from the subsequent shifts of drawing as drawing towards a 
referent and as drawing for itself. Such rupture and conformation in what concerns the purpose 
of drawing generates a series of tridimensional solutions for the elaboration of the sculpture 
(figure 10 drawings and elaboration of tridimensional solutions from drawings).

Figure 6 – positive 
and negative 
spaces/foreground 
and background 

Figure 7 – the 
referent and 
consecutive studies
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Final remarks 

Drawing has always been considered an effective way 
of learning to see by the enhancement of perception, 
through the promotion of capacities of observation, 
analysis, comprehension, memory and judgment and 
will be, as commonly accepted, at the core of the 
artist disciplines. 

Drawing can be regarded as an activity that continu-
ally generates it on space. Alain Badiou’s description 
of a truth procedure, set free by an event, creates an 
appropriate metaphor to evaluate the consequences 
of drawing as such. This process of disengagement 
from the former referent can be found in the draw-
ings performed in modern times, when traditional 
mimetic activity of drawing was rejected in the ser-
vice of mark-making and itself-referential relations 
(Butler & Zegher 2011). In this context, drawing 
established a “commitment to the veracity of its very 
practice”(Petherbridge 2008).

As the students draw, the relationship with the exter-
nal referent vanishes and new configurations are 
played within the drawing. This very moment cre-
ates a truth procedure that constitutes the creative 
potential for the birth of a new tridimensional form. 

Thus drawing is no longer committed to its initial moment, in this case the depiction of a refer-
ent. Drawing functions as an excess of the situation, adding creative potential to the original 
artistic practice (sculpture). 

Figure 8 – drawings 
as referents for 
the elaboration of 
sculptures

Top: Figure 9 drawings are now the 
external referents for the elaboration of 
the sculpture

Bottom: Figure 10 drawings and 
elaboration of tridimensional solutions 
from drawings



180 181  

Acknowledgments to Rui Ferreira for the discussion of Being and Event  and professors 
Virgínia Fróis, João Castro Silva, Sérgio Vicente as well as to the students Inês Sousa, Inês 
Gomes, António Abreu, Viriato Menezes, Rita Machado, Vasco Calado and Igor Jesus. 

Bibliography
Badiou, A. (2007) Being and Event London and New York: Continuum

Butler, H. & De Zegher , C. (2011) On Line: Drawing Through the Twentieth 
Century (ed.) David Frankel, New York: MOMA

Davidson, M. (2011) Contemporary Drawing key concepts and techniques, New 
York: Wattson Guptill

Darling, M. (2009) Target Practice: Painting under attack 1949-78, SAM, Seattle 
Art Museum

Dexter, E. (2005) “Introduction”, in Vitamin D: New Perspectives in Drawing. 
London: Phaidon Press Limited

Gardner, S. W. (1989) Drawing and Designing: Exploration and Manipulation 
Through Two-Dimensional Modelling. In Dater 1989, pp 43-50 

Krauss, R. (1978) “The Expanded Field of Sculpture” in October vol. 8

Lippard, L. (1971) “The Dematerialization of Art” in Changing. Essays in Art 
Criticism New York: E. P. Dutton & Co

Maciunas, G.(1965)Expanded Arts Diagram, George Maciunas Foundation, http://
georgemaciunas.com/?page_id=1850 

Macfarlane, K. (2007) The Drawing Book (ed.) Tania Kovats. London: Black Dog 
Publishing

Newman, A. (2007), Drawing: the network A one day forum on drawing research 
(ed.) Stephan Farthing, Anita Taylor, Avis Newman, Aileen Stackhouse, Phil 
Sawden, Eillen Adamns, Jayne Bingham, Steve Garner, Kelly Chorpening

Petherbridge, D. (2008) Nailing the liminal: the difficulty of defining drawing, 
Writing on Drawing. Essays on Drawing Practice and Research Readings in Art & 
Design Education (ed.) Gardner, S. W., Bristol: Intellect Books 

Petherbridge, D. (2011) The Primacy of Drawing, Histories and theories of practice, 
New Heaven and London Yale

Phipps, B. (2006) Lines of enquiring: thinking through drawing, Kettle’s Yard, 
University of Cambridge (text published to accompany the exhibition)

Ranciére, J (2010) Estética e Política A Partilha do Sensível Porto: Defne Editora





183 

Stephen Felmingham

Biography

I am a visual artist and educator currently researching 
for my practice-led PhD in drawing, landscape and the 
contemporary sublime at the University of Leeds. I am 
a visiting lecturer in drawing on undergraduate and 
postgraduate programmes at University College Falmouth, 
Norwich University College of the Arts and recently at 
Leeds College of Art, where I also led a Professional 
Practice module on the BA Fine Art programme for 
four years. I studied at Middlesex Polytechnic and the 
Wimbledon School of Art where I completed an MA 
in Drawing in 1999. I was nominated a member of the 
LAND2 Research Network in 2009, was shortlisted for the 
Jerwood Drawing Prize in the same year and was a finalist 
in the Celeste Art Prize, New York in 2010. My work is 
represented in collections nationally and internationally 
and I have a forthcoming solo show with my gallery Lucy 
Macintosh in Switzerland later this year. 

Felmingham | T-shaped thinkers: Drawing and its 
role in art school professional practice.



184 185  

The boss’s strangest mania was this: he was one of those men who lick their fingers before turn-
ing the page of a book…actually, I noticed he licked his finger every time he was about to open 
anything: the desk drawer, a window, the safe. Once I saw him licking his finger before raising 
the hood of his Lancia.

(Primo Levi 2010:  p.40)

This paper will be setting out the case for the synergy between drawing education and profes-
sional practice in forming creative graduates. I will be arguing for the agency of drawing and 
the fundamentally useful contribution that it can make to the teaching of professional practice 
in art and design education. As a means of communication in collaborative practice, as an 
expression of personal voice, as a way of generating ideas and revealing new forms I will propose 
that drawing is a key process in the evolution of divergent thinking and the development of 
the arts graduate as entrepreneur. The paper holds as core themes the centrality and agency 
of students, the necessity of looking beyond disciplinary and institutional boundaries and the 
developing of the reflexive and “T-shaped” thinking essential in negotiating an uncertain 
future of discontinuity and accelerating change. Key to this is collaboration, across levels and 
disciplines, and the evolution of a community of drawing practice that leads debate and group 
critique. The context to this approach is also key and the paper will discuss current develop-
ments in art and design education and their impact on the professional practice curriculum. 

 I would like to begin by thinking in a particular way about drawing knowledge. Drawing can, 
of course, be described in many different ways, some of them running counter to each other 
or in different directions. I will begin with the proposal that drawing is hand-craft. That is to 
say, if drawing is a form of embodied thinking, then it can be identified most closely with the 
hand and specifically the hand as utilised in drawing as a mode of human thinking compared to 
what might be seen as the merely grasping mandible of animals. Heidegger in his essay ‘What 
Calls for Thinking’ posits that ‘only a being who can speak, that is, think, can have hands and 
can handily achieve works of handicraft’ (Heidegger, 1999: pp.369-391). The hand carries its 

Abstract

Teaching through drawing is fundamental to all areas of creative art practice and 
begins with challenging student perceptions of what drawing can be: attitude not 
outcome, process not medium. Drawing is the nearest activity to pure thought – 
through the agency of the ‘thinking hand’ comes invention and through this the 
construction of a ‘middle road’ between theory and practice, that of poesis (the 
uncovering of meaning through making).

This paper describes the synergy between drawing education and professional 
practice in forming creative graduates, stemming from drawing’s ‘attitude’ and 
the idea of the  entrepreneur as a ‘noticer of opportunities’. It argues for the 
agency of drawing and its role (in the context of an increasingly instrumentalised 
art school curriculum) in developing student’s professionalism. As a means of 
communication in collaborative practice, as an expression of personal voice, as a 
way of generating ideas and revealing new forms drawing becomes a core process 
in the evolution of divergent thinking and the development of the arts graduate as 
entrepreneur. The paper holds as core tenets the centrality and agency of students, 
the necessity of looking beyond disciplinary, institutional, geographical and 
cultural boundaries and the developing of the reflexive and “T-shaped” thinking 
essential in negotiating an uncertain future of discontinuity and accelerating 
change. Key to this is collaboration, across levels and disciplines, and the 
evolution of a community of drawing practice leading debate and group critique. 

The paper proposes that the cycle of teaching and learning that begins with 
drawing as the agent for the development of critical thinking, collaborative 
practice and the social construction of knowledge leads to a situation where 
students are actively engaged in the professional world they will inhabit as 
confident, opinionated, creative practitioners.
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the edge of a ‘becoming’, what Michael Serres calls ‘small generations, numerous becomings, 
abounding possibilities and disappearances’ (Assad 1991: p.278).

 At this point drawing intersects with what is currently termed professional practice in art 
and design. It also, quite naturally, intersects with other non-art disciplines and their need 
for teaching newcomers how to operate in their domains, but it has a special synergy with the 
teaching that happens in art schools. To understand why we need to look at what is happening 
in the teaching of professional practice and what is being imparted to students. We also need 
to understand what being an entrepreneur means in terms of being an artist.

 The original meaning of entrepreneur, derived from the French verb ‘entreprendre’ mean-
ing ‘to undertake’, is a person who creates or starts a new project, opportunity or venture. It 
is literally a person who in some way moves forward and takes or picks up, either an object, 
idea or a project.  It has a tactile sense and thus is an expression of the human hand at work.  
The entrepreneur, though, is not only someone who ‘seizes the day’ with their hands, bodily, 
but also someone who can project outwards from themselves into other futures and contexts, 
using their vision to extend their reach. In this manner Israel Kirzner refers to the entrepre-
neur as someone who has “the ability to notice … opportunities that have hitherto been 
overlooked” (Kirzner, 1979: 48). These interpretations show how entrepreneurship has a far 
broader significance across the breadth of the curriculum than the teaching of students how 
to start up and manage businesses or mount exhibitions (as important as these functions are 
nevertheless). This concept of ‘noticer of opportunity’ also fits much more comfortably with 
the experience of the creative student and is perhaps the key to introducing entrepreneurial 
experiences and opportunities within the creative curriculum.

 Seeing entrepreneurism as ‘opportunity spotting’ is part of developing a heightened sense of 
the creative process and its relevance to the wider context of society, to encompass networks, 
social or commercial enterprise or other cultural activity. It is to argue that entrepreneurism is 
a set of beliefs, attitudes and competencies that cut across all areas of life, making it more than 
a subset of business studies. It is here that the term becomes close to what many have regarded 
drawing as being for some years: an attitude not an outcome, a process not a medium. An entre-

rich craft into the life of the human being, welcoming, extending greeting, receiving welcome, 
holding, designing, carrying and signing: ‘Every motion of the hand in every one of its works 
carries itself through the element of thinking.’ (ibid: pp. 369-391) Francis Bacon described in 
1620 the ‘manipular’ way in which we order the world, making sense of the ‘noise of the infinite 
by holding that which is near in the finite pace of the hand’. (Bacon, 2000: p.192) We are in our 
environment: ranged around us are its constituent parts more or less to hand or requiring our 
effort to reach them. As Terry Rosenburg says ‘to grasp something is to know it’. (Rosenburg 
2008: p.111) Touch, it has been proposed, is the original sense,1 with vision a means to sup-
plement that which is further than our ability to reach and the hand the prime mover in 
this field of perceptual touching. We find our place in the world through the agency of 
the hand: what is near to us falls within our locus and becomes the place of our bodies.2

 If the hands are a way of establishing place (and I use this term rather than ‘locating 
ourselves in space’ deliberately) then it follows that drawing as hand-craft must also be 
intrinsically bound up with this basic need, in a defence against the continual surprise of 
every succeeding moment and insuring us from the fear and invasion of the accidental 
and ambivalent (Berger 2005: p.109). However, it is also possible for drawing to provoke 
doubt and instability in the viewer, destabilising Berger’s defence against the unexpected, by 
revealing presence at the edges of the perceptually known. Thus, a paradox of drawing is that 
can be a defence against a loss of place and, at the same time, its agent of provocation. It could 
be this that supplies drawing with its poetry. Deleuze talks about drawing constructing an 

‘alternative poetic’, to ‘enable us to approach the “architecture of the impossible” (Rajchman 
2000: p.132).  It is here, with Deleuze, that I start to move closer to the theme of the paper. 
Drawing for Deleuze is a way to construct new knowledge, what he calls the ‘altogether-other 
of our invention, the surprise of what is not yet possible in the history of the spaces in which 
we find ourselves’. (ibid: p.120). He terms this knowledge (after Spinoza) potentia, one that 

‘catalyzes a potential to produce again and differently; to produce what is not presently consti-
tuted in the course of our history’ (ibid: p.71). This is very different knowledge to that which is 
validated by academia, that of potestas, which is the possessive and authoritarian knowledge 
of the state. The knowledge in a drawing is therefore ‘knowledge-in-potential’, hovering on 

 1. Alva Noe, in his 
theory of enactive 
perception, describes 
vision itself as ‘touch-
like’ after Berkeley 
([1709] 1975) who ‘held 
that touch is the only 
genuine spatial sense’ 
(Noe, 2006: p.96)

2. This discourse has 
occupied other writers 
including Primo Levi in 
The Wrench (cited at the 
head of this paper) and 
Richard Sennett (2008) 
in The Craftsman, Yale 
Univ. Press, New Haven 
CT.
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foreground of art school practice. The passing on of tacit knowledge, learning-by-doing and 
the ‘thinking hand’ now mean different things from when the art school set out to teach the 

‘craft’ of art production. It is pertinent to the argument to examine what position it occupies 
now in terms of entrepreneurship and drawing knowledge

The art school (and I use this term to describe art programmes in universities as well as the 
few remaining independent art schools) develops critical thinking, including the capacity for 
self-criticism; it gives the student by various means an apprenticeship that conveys in practical 
terms the nature of the profession that lies outside the institution; and it can be seen as a “half-
way house…a shelter for artists” or “as a space where the freedom to experiment, to negotiate 
ideological positions and to fail are not only accepted, but defining”. (Relyea 2007: p.81) The 
curriculum has been opened up to allow discussion and peer interactions now predominate. As 
I have indicated, the field of traditional art school learning has all but disappeared, to become 
the transmission to individual student-clients of a grasp of the whole art-world, a map of the 
multinational field of art-related practices and their various connections and affiliations. As 
James Elkins states: ‘the mechanism of contemporary art, rather than the results, should be the 
field of academic knowledge. Instead of studying works and canons, we should study processes 
and strategies’ (Elkins 2007: p.146). 

We could see this turn as being the result of a new communications paradigm in which we 
‘research, discuss, categorise, editionalise, refine and enrich raw information to produce high-
grade knowledge’ (Relyea 2007: p.85) or a response to the dematerialisation of the art object. 
The turn has nonetheless prioritized networking. Artists are valued for the number of functions 
they enable, for the diversity of the information or resources they obtain or cross-reference. 
Art schools year by year produce such networks of loosely affiliated young creatives within a 
dispersed yet coherently defined professional field. A student seeks to leave their art school 
experience with a choice selection of contacts and a wide social circuitry from which to gain 
job tips, project ideas, social introductions and professional relevance: to become interesting 
and well-connected people. This description could of course have been applied to the gradu-
ates leaving any art school in the last sixty years, except that now it would seem to be one of the 

preneur is one who makes things happen, a creative thinker, a go-getter. It can also be an 
artist who approaches their creative practice with the same mindset and starts to combine, 
juxtapose and teeter on the edge of failure. It is an alternative way of viewing the world and 
can help art students make the transition from institution to the wider world of their work 
in society. It is perhaps time to reclaim and reframe the word away from the business sector, 
as it can be argued that the creative sector has greater claim to it.

 Student perceptions of the entrepreneur fall into the positive and negative. The negative 
stereotype contains images of commercial gain, confrontation, profit and lack of concern 
for the environment and as such is antithetical to their own creative practices. Students tend 
to rate financial sustainability over financial growth: in a positive way a true entrepreneur 
delivers social and cultural benefits to society as an alternative to economic value, cultural 
over monetary capital. Good networking, creativity and problem solving are characteristics 
ascribed by students to entrepreneurs and are characteristics they value in themselves. The 
view therefore could be that art and design education is already inherently entrepreneurial, 
through the tendency for its students to innovate through their practices and to become self 
employed or start businesses. Following on from this we would also expect art and design 
students to be highly critical and questioning of prevailing norms: their education is based 
on problematising and on divergent thinking, not a quality valued in other, convergent, 
disciplines where answers already lie in the knowledge of the domain (eg. medicine). 

We might agree that entrepreneurship already exists in the prevailing practices of the sector, 
but how can it be teased out, taught and enhanced as a positive attribute in art and design? 
Teaching it as a practice is bound up with the knowledge, development, pedagogies and 
professional practices of the subject area.  In many ways the situation that art and design 
education finds itself in now is a perverse one with respect to the ideas we have covered so 
far. We have seen an education in the visual arts move away from teaching the practices of 
production in the last twenty years towards an education that preferences the imparting 
of strategies and connections. There is not space here to expand on the practical, cultural 
and historical reasons for this but it has undoubtedly happened and it now occupies the 
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form of workshops and seminars that encourage debate, critical thinking, collaborative practice, 
research into practice, idea generation (ideational drawing practice) through experiential learning. 
Experiential learning in this context is through non-verbal language; tacit knowledge; gesture 
and its link to the haptic process of making; gathering information by touch; the inter relationship 
between hand-making and the individual body’s physique and temporality and rhythm in learning. 

 My approach aims to foster divergent thinking through drawing practice: memory drawing, 
blind and touch drawing, filtering stimuli, collaborative drawing practices, disrupting student 

Fig. 1 BA (Hons) 
Illustration students 
in a sensory drawing 
workshop

principal outcomes rather than an accidental result of the process.

 Against this background we also seem to be increasingly asking institutions and students to take 
employability, progression and the idea of the entrepreneur much more seriously. I would argue 
that this message misses students unless the teaching of professional practice and entrepreneurism 
becomes more aligned to what the student wants to know and is delivered in a way that has relevance 
to their practice as artists. Allan Gibb, in ‘Towards the Entrepreneurial University’, states that it 
should be ‘acquired on a ‘how to’ and ‘need to know’ basis dominated by processes of doing, solving 
problems, grasping opportunities, copying from others, mistake making and experiment’ (Gibb 
2006: p.5). Further, he writes:  ‘the world of the entrepreneur is one that values tacit knowledge 
and the heuristics (mental maps) of judgment and intuitive decision making’ (ibid: p.5). Deanna 
Petherbridge calls tacit knowledge, ‘a residual category, a holding place for many unverbalised 
forms of knowing, including but not limited to knowledge gained through visual elements and 
touch’ (Petherbridge 2008: p.34). Tacit knowledge is a form of silently imparted or implied know-
ing. Humans, if they are not speaking, are often imparting information with their hands and bodies. 
Petherbridge intimates in her statement the element of touch and it is here that tacit knowledge 
comes close to ‘tactile’ knowledge. It is a learning that takes place without active teaching, in group 
or shared activities that rely on the presence of the others in the same space (I will acknowledge 
that tacit knowledge could be communicated remotely eg. through social networks although this is 
a larger debate). Providing these situations can be difficult to orchestrate: however drawing in the 
curriculum provides a natural context for this and is something that generates much enthusiasm 
amongst students. 

 How could this work as a learning model? There is growing evidence that an alternative approach 
to entrepreneurial learning, one which ‘seamlessly embeds’ (Raffo, C. and O’Connor et al 2000: 
p.356) learning within the main curriculum, is the most effective approach. Live project based 
activities can allow entrepreneurial skills to be delivered almost ‘by stealth’ with students able to 
connect the lessons learned directly to their own needs. Students can be ‘switched on’ to the con-
cepts behind entrepreneurialism and professional development. My own teaching practice begins 
with expanding student perceptions of what drawing can be and fostering construction of new 
knowledge, idea generation and cross-level ‘communities of drawing practice’. This has taken the 
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broader appreciation of the landscape in which the specialization fits.” Secondly there is also 
the creative who has depth in one domain but knows a little bit about every other domain, or 
empathises with them. There is an important distinction between having empathy towards other 
disciplines and having skills in those disciplines. Empathy enables one to work alongside those 
disciplines, to understand their languages, to build upon ideas from those disciplines, and to 
succeed within the systems that bring those disciplines together. Having skills or knowledge 

Fig. 2  BA (Hons) 
Fine Art students 
in a collaborative 
visualisation 
workshop

perceptions of drawing as an index of vision and reintroducing it as an ‘attitude’ in creative 
practice. Drawing practice is carried through into entrepreneurial workshops, where students 
are asked to visualize their futures, describe their practices and collaborate in drawing to re-
envision what professional practice could be. Through the development of discrete workshops 
that foster critical thinking, problem solving, sense making and the social construction of 
knowledge (exploration, discussion, debate criticism of ideas are the stuff of collaborative 
learning) I aim to encourage dissent, a questioning of each other’s ideas within a group as 
a necessary part of learning through experience based, purpose driven, collaborative and 
entrepreneurial approaches to education.  Thus the teaching shifts the model from one of 
Apprenticeship- Certification- Entitlement to one of Discovery- Ownership – Accountability, 
key attributes of the entrepreneur as we have seen above.

 The provision of situated learning experiences and placement opportunities helps students 
to understand how creative practice is balanced with commercial reality and allows them to 
integrate into networks and communities of practice. Students can be ‘switched on’ to the 
concepts behind entrepreneurialism and professional development: my recent teaching practice 
has taken the idea of ‘student conference’ with drawing as its central strand to foster practice 
advocacy, defending work and ideas, cross disciplinary dialogue and development of break-
out workshops. This prepares students for professional engagement with the creative sector, 
through drawing as a prime mover.  The aim is that under these circumstances an education in 
Art and Design will have produced people adept at working across boundaries and categories 
and under conditions of uncertainty and risk: as natural ‘noticers of opportunity’ through the 
practice of drawing.

What do we mean by working across boundaries? How does collaboration work as a process 
in education and in the outside world?  A key metaphor for thinking about this is that of the 
T-shaped thinker. David Guest, in 1991, was the first to suggest that creatives in the design 
sector should develop great depth in one sense (the vertical stroke of the T) and breadth in 
another sense (the horizontal stroke). There are two different ways of understanding this 
metaphor. First, as the vertical stroke of the T as a “specialization” and the horizontal as “a 
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We could even replace the model of horizontals and verticals with a one that consists of many 
verticals of different lengths, a visualisation of portfolio or subset skills that vary in importance 
throughout one’s professional life. A fundamental understanding that comes from learning in 
a ‘social situation’, in experiential and situated learning where learning-by-doing simulates 
real-world environments and the idea of a community of practice is the key towards initiating 
empathy towards other disciplines rather than just a sense of ‘skill-sharing’.  In this sense draw-
ing can foster empathy with other disciplines, collaborating with students from other disciplines 
in drawing events and workshops leads, not to a learning of the other’s skills, but to an empathy 
that comes from the practice of a fundamental activity in a group situation. Students construct 
the learning that they need through taking part in experiences that are relevant to them and 
this is at the core of learning in the studio. 

In one sense we would seem to have lost something important from art and design education, 
and not just the workshops, space and skilled staff who provided the ‘education for the hand’ 
who are increasingly becoming a rare breed in the modern art school. We have lost a more 
fundamental understanding of the world that comes through thinking through doing. This, of 
course, begins much earlier than post-compulsory education and is bound up with how children 
are taught from a young age. As art educators, we do however receive some of the best ‘do-ers’ 
and thinkers in any generation and it is up to us to capitalise on their natural entrepreneurial 
flair. If  the education has become less and less to do with the imparting of technical skills 
then its replacement could be the ‘doing’ implied in professional practice and often that is 
what students see as relevant and exciting: working within a community of practice, with their 
peer group and to a common end. In my view drawing has a key role to play in this process, 
not only as a way of re-emphasising the ‘thinking hand’ in the curriculum but also as a way of  
engendering deep learning and a realisation of the student’s own potential.

in other disciplines can also enrich one’s own work, but this is different than having empathy 
because technical skills and knowledge can be disconnected from their original disciplinary 
and professional contexts. T-shaped thinking means going beyond breadth of skill and knowl-
edge towards a broad understanding of the environments of a professional practice. A skill set 
based on “a little bit of everything,” is decreasingly useful in specialized situations. There is a 
suggestion that the T shape should be followed by a second and a third vertical: the ‘m’ shape. 

Fig. 3 Human Kite 
Flying: a collaborative 
action workshop for 
Fine Art students.
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Jessica Glaser

As with most designers, being sure that I explore and select 
the most successful, memorable and stimulating designs is 
a vital aspect that underpins each project I undertake. For 
me, the beginning of a new challenge has never been as 
simple as asking myself what might be the best avenue to 
take and then sitting down at a computer and attempting to 
fulfill this idea. After researching the subject matter, I will 
almost always begin with a sheet of paper and pencil and 
draw out a variety of design options to help bring together 
and develop the breadth of ideas that are maturing in my 
mind. In this paper I look forward to exploring the use of 
drawing and mark making as an integral part of the creative 
process or designing with type.

I have found that exploring design alternatives on paper 
using drawing and mark making is the best way for me 
to ensure that I’m moving in the right direction with a 
project. I should also add that I think this working process 
is the most successful way that I have found of stimulating 
unexpected design solutions that might otherwise be very 
unlikely to come to light. 

One of my earliest memories of a description of the use of and impor-

Glaser |The role of drawing within the 
development and realization of designing with 
type. 
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tance of drawing to stimulate ideas with type comes from ‘Herb Lubalin’ by Gertude Snyder 
and Alan Peckolick. “When Lubalin approaches an assignment, he would first sketch his ideas 
on tissue – anywhere from 3 to 30. He edited the tissues down to a select few which he would 
present to the client, and turned these over to a handletterer for tighter rendering. When the 
comps were returned, Lubalin would often take an element from one and with it develop an 
additional logo.”

Figure 1 Abigail Irwin 
Visualising type

Caption: An example 
of mark making that 
helps to formulate 
design ideas for 
working with type and 
image using changes 
in mark making to 
indicate different 
levels of type. 

In this paper with the aid of examples 
sourced from graphic designers and graph-
ics students, I aim focus on different types 
of drawing and mark making as problem-
solving tools and skills that are a vital part of 
visualizing and exploring design alternatives 
involving quantities of type. 

Acknowledging the textural and tonal 
qualities of type within drawing 
Letterforms, lines of type and words come 
together having different tonal values as 
well as varying characteristics of patterning; 
depending on the darkness of tone generated, 
together with the scale and nature of texture, 
a viewer is attracted to a greater or lesser 
degree. Some highly acclaimed examples 
of this can be found by looking at the news-
paper and magazine designs of Jacek Utko. 
Looking at each of these sample pages, the 
viewer is presented with a number of dynamic 
levels of text created by different typefaces, 
point sizes, weights and measures, as well as 
imagery. The changing tonal values in par-
ticular tempt and guide the reader through 
the pages in a specific sequence.

Figure 2 Jacek Utko. Utko’s award winning 
layouts not only make dramatic use of textural 
and tonal diversity but also use striking contrast 
of scale.
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The textural and tonal qualities within layouts are as much used to help guide the audience 
in a specific order, as simply for aesthetic reasons. These qualities can be effectively captured 
through drawing and mark making if the preliminary visual for a concept is to be sufficiently 
realistic to enable adequate design judgments to be made. This can be easily achieved by using 
a variety of relatively speedy, design shorthand practiced by and familiar to many designers. 
Larger type is lettered in, capturing the stylistic essence, weight and proportions of desired 
letterforms; text can be lined or ‘greeked’ in using a mix of mark making techniques, pens, 
pencils and or varied pressure to indicate textural and tonal differences. The examples featured 
in this paper can go only some of the way to demonstrating and capturing the infinite rhythms 
and varieties of typographic alternatives and combinations but they can however successfully 
highlight that even during early stage drawing for visuals, capturing subtleties and changes of 
pace, is vital. Drawing styles and mark making can be developed to indicate and capture the 
textural and tonal difference that for example are present when working with all capitol sans 
serif letterforms as opposed to the very different visual rhythm that might come from upper 
and lowercase characters. 
In highlighting the refinement of this type of design drawing, brief comment should be made 
on the tools that can be used to express these subtle typographic nuances in drawn form. In 
the UK, many graphic designers draw and visualise on layout paper. I’m highlighting this point, 
as the semi transparent properties of this material are invaluable for speedy refinements of 
drawings, allowing design options to be developed and refined by tracing through from one 
sheet to another. In putting together this paper, many of the graphic designers and design 
students I’ve spoken to have talked about using a mix of mark making implements, dependent 
on the character they wish to create, some work with marker pens, others prefer fiber tipped 
fine-line pens and some draw with soft pencils. The one aspect that these choices seem to have 
in common is that each drawing tool allows the user to vary the quality of mark they create, 
simply by altering pressure. Press hard and create a thicker, darker mark, press more gently 
and create a lighter, finer tone.

Referring back to the earlier description for this style of visualizing as being ‘relatively speedy’, 

in reality this process can be time consuming and although results are not necessarily huge 
in detail, this thoughtful approach can be the most time efficient, creative way of developing 
design alternatives when working with type, particularly in the context of completely new 
design challenges.

The drawing and mark making in visuals being discussed here functions on a number of levels. 

Fig.3 Aleksandrs 
Golubovs compositional 
visual. In this example 
Aleksandrs Golubovs 
layout deals with 
compositional aspects 
only and does not show 
hierarchy, changes of 
typeface, point size, 
weight, or leading. 
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Drawings can capture alternatives of the textural and tonal details of layout; they can also be a 
vital way of exploring different compositional alternatives and can be extremely helpful when 
used as ‘templates’ or patterns to help efficient interpretation to final design. 

Typographic texture and tone make different facets of a design more or less prominent. Choices 
of face, color, type size, tint, weight, inter-character spacing and line spacing, plus general 
spatial distribution affect the density of type and as a consequence create differing degrees 

of lightness and dark. All of these aspects can be 
captured with drawings and mark making, impact-
ing not only on tonal values, but also on the subtle 
textural qualities of type. In some cases visuals 
might only capture the scale and position of type 
without interpreting more detailed characteristics. 
The examples shown here illustrate that the sug-
gested form of mark making is not hugely time 
consuming but involves sufficient variety to convey 
a realistic and satisfying impression of different 
style of type. 

Why is visualizing so helpful to designing with 
type? Similar to many graphic designers, I take 
the view that using drawing and mark making to 
produce visuals is an excellent way of developing 
ideas and extending design to explore creative pos-

Fig. 4 Jessica Glaser visualising changes to 
typographic character. These visuals are some of 
the possible examples of different mark making 
styles that demonstrate changes in weight, scale, 
leading and case. 

sibilities and alternatives. Drawing can push the graphic designer into unexpected and exciting 
avenues of design that otherwise might not be explored. The amazing link forged between the 
brain and the hand, effectively enables the translation and visualisation of even the most subtle 
design ideas and the act of drawing is the manifestation and expression of this link. There are 
plenty of well know quotes about the connections between the head the heart and the hand, 
including John Ruskin, who in the late 19th century said “The education of a young artist should 
always be a matter of the head and heart and the hand.” Art and design, Ruskin said, “must be 
produced by the subtlest of all machines which is the human hand” 

Professor Richard Guyatt, (1950) the British designer and academic, described the 3 interre-
lated elements of design as the combined action of the head, heart and hand. The head provides 
logic, the heart, emotional stimuli and the skill that gives form to design concepts, is executed 
by the hand. 

As part of my work with students and within my own design practice I often use 2 different levels 
of drawing to visualize. These 2 forms I would describe as Micro and Macro. Micro visualising, 
within more complex design challenges, explores alternatives of detail ‘close in’, for example 
how a heading, sub heading, and paragraph of text might come together or how an image and 
caption unite. When a most successful combination is decided upon, the relationships and com-
binations can then be developed and applied across other micro aspects of the design challenge. 
Taking a number of these successfully resolved micro visuals it is possible to then move on to 
a second level of drawing for visualization, that I’m referring to here as macro visualising. By 
using the semi transparent properties of layout paper, options can be traced through to bring 
together a group of micro visuals to form an entire ‘page’ or grouping. It would be at this stage 
that the page parameters could be added, trying out different relationships of scale and also 
allowing experimentation with varied compositional possibilities. 

Searching out the most complex aspect of a design challenge, is an excellent starting point for 
visualising, the reason being that by beginning with drawing and design development to cope 
with the most difficult scenario, it is going to be easier to apply the resulting design systems 



206 

Fig. 5 Jessica Glaser micro thumbnails for 
Sticky Graphics published by RotoVision 2006. 
These images show some Micro thumbnails for 
my book design for ‘Sticky Graphics’ In these 
design drawings, (Following pages) I’ve indicated 
possible textural and tonal variations and 
hierarchy for the design credits and captioning 
(6); I have also taken note of the compositional 

aspects needed for these ‘micro’ elements of the 
design (7). The final image shows some primary 
digital interpretations of these drawings (8) .

Fig. 6

Fig. 7
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and relationships to other more simple settings within the project as a whole. In the context 
of a completely new design project, the use of drawing to develop design ideas for type, helps 
to ensure that a design outcome is not in anyway restricted by an initial starting point on the 
computer or by the comparatively simple manipulations that are often very tempting to pursue 
but not necessarily the most appropriate or stimulating. Drawing helps to position most suc-
cessful design outcomes, firmly centre stage and then pushes the designer to find a way of best 
achieving these typographic results. By starting with a blank sheet of paper and pencil and of 
course after undertaking research to help with inspiration, it means that design wise, ‘the sky 
can be the limit’. 

It can be very tempting to re-use a palette of typographic styles that have been successful previ-
ously in a different project, simply for ease and speed. I know I have, taken this option when in 
fact, taking the time and effort to try out alternatives and develop completely different design 
options would have enhanced the result of the design challenge in hand and for that matter my 
own levels of satisfaction.  

Fig. 9 Abigail Irwin micro and macro thumbnails 
for news spread. These 3 images are by graphic 
designer Abigail Irwin. In these examples she 
is developing designs with type for a news 
spread within a magazine. These pages will 
ultimately contain 5 separate smaller articles 
that come together under a common theme. In 
the first 2 images she is exploring alternative 
ways designing these articles. In the third image 
Abigail has started to show how she might look to 
bring these 5 articles together in the one spread.
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A vital aspect of producing detailed, explicit visuals for designs, is the successful translation of 
the nuances of mark making into the final designs. This stage involves making detailed, par-
ticular visual judgments and assessments of design drawings. The refinement of mark making 
that produces subtle contrasts of tone and texture within visuals, should be very helpful in 
building up a valuable picture of the use of type and image and for that matter, every aspect of 
design decision making. This progression involves the careful analysis of the subtleties of mark 
making in visuals and taking them as a starting point and aid not just to the development of 
compositional alternatives but also as an excellent origin for selecting the nuances of typeface, 
weight, tracking, kerning, scale and even leading.
Making the transition from smaller paper visuals to screen for web design or full size print 
can be difficult and I often discuss this issue with my students. A system that seems to work 
well at this point, all be it one that is totally reliant on visuals being generated in proportion 
to the final design, involves scanning or carefully photographing designs so that they can be 

Fig.10 Micro visuals for Layout Making it Fit 
Published by Rockport 2005. These examples 
show some of my initial micro visuals for my 
book, Layout Making it Fit. The design drawings 
explore textural, tonal, hierarchical and 
compositional options (Fig. 11 & 12 overleaf) and 
the 2 examples of double page spreads show some 
of the digital interpretations of aspects from these 
design drawing (Fig. 13 & 14 overleaf).

Fig. 11

Fig. 12



Fig. 13

Fig. 14

Fig. 11 Jessica Glaser and Carolyn Knight 
translating visuals. The first step shows a 
visual for the front page of a newsletter. The 
design is drawn and lettered out in soft pencil 
highlighting variations in tone and priority as 
well as composition. The second image deals 
with the initial translation of this design drawing 
and shows an image of the visual being used 
as a template and starting point from which to 
develop more finished visuals – aspects of the 
digital design development, including type are 
shown in magenta simply to try and highlight 
the difference in layers for the purpose of this 
paper. The third image (Fig. 12) shows the digital 
design at a slightly more finished stage, with the 
template removed ready for more final changes 
and manipulations.
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Fig. 12

‘dropped in’ to the background of a digital file and be used as a template upon which to build 
the final artwork. When the design is sufficiently complete the template can be deleted leaving 
the translation to digital document in place. 

The ease and instant gratification of rapidly generating a design straight on to a computer screen 
is very tempting. There is no doubt that acceptable concepts can be and are generated this way, 
but if a designer aspires to a wide spectrum of visually interesting and appealing concepts, it 
is very unlikely that these can be achieved by working solely in this manner. In no way am I 
belittling the computer as a totally invaluable asset for the designer, but I firmly believe that 
it should not replace the intuitive pathways between head, heart and hand. The sequencing 
of design drawings followed by computer generated visuals is not categoric; either one can 
precede the other, working in tandem to explore and develop the most successful solutions for 
audiences and designers alike.
If ideas are to be maximized, I am convinced that drawn concepts should at least be a part of 
the design process.  In Typography Sketchbooks by Steven Heller and Lita Talarico, Sumner 
Stone, one of America’s most well respected type designers, describes his use of drawing as 

“visual feedback”. He says “My process depends heavily on it. Part of this is thinking with a pen 
and pencil. Sometimes the hand seems to know things that are not conscious, and the act of 
drawing allows these to emerge. Also the activity of making sketches creates an environment 
that seems to promote creative thinking”

There are no rules or precise styles that designers need to follow, although I would advocate 
that sufficient accuracy and detail be included in order to successfully convey sufficient infor-
mation to make valued judgments. Although I have long recognised that there are no set ‘dos 
and don’ts’ within the design process, for me there is no doubt that a sufficient level of drawing, 
mark making and experimentation is bound to improve final design solutions with type. 
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Joe Grahame and Lucy O’Donnell

‘Abstract

This proposal intends to focus upon the approach and 
attitude of drawing, deferring assumptions associated with 
outcome by employing ‘exquisite corpse’ as a collaborative 
drawing performance. The drawing will be expanded,1 
looped as a live feed across six locations, created by 
two over head projectors (drawing supports), which are 
simultaneously filmed and digitally re-projected onto two 
screens. The project will be presented as a video essay, 
accompanied by an academic paper as sound track to unite 
the drawing performance and all its locations into a single 
channel video.

By challenging the significance of the frame/support, we 
question what part the mark plays as a visual and physical 
activator of space. We argue this project provokes a 
reflexive reappraisal of drawings physical, material and 
perceptual elements. This interwoven relationship is 
investigated through a Phenomenological understanding, 
prompting an analytical inquiry of the mark, which seeks 
to challenge the determinacy of drawing. 

Grahame & O’Donnell | Drawing in the 
Middle Distance  
How is drawing as an experimental approach and attitude distinct 
from drawing as an outcome and discipline?

1. A surrealist technique, 
which is undertaken 
to exploit accident, 
generally ‘played’ 
in groups to collect 
‘collaged’ words or 
images. See link http://
www.exquisitecorpse.
com/definition/About.
html

http://www.exquisitecorpse.com/definition/About.html
http://www.exquisitecorpse.com/definition/About.html
http://www.exquisitecorpse.com/definition/About.html
http://www.exquisitecorpse.com/definition/About.html
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The collaborators (Joe Graham and Lucy O’Donnell) utilize performative drawing 
and phenomenological debates to question drawings location. Husserl’s premise 
of object having a ‘pole of identity’ and Heidegger’s notion of ‘horizons’ which 
respects the interpretive influence of the past (historicism) become tools for the 
project to make explicit the space of drawing in the performance and it’s editing.2 
The paper intends to be presented as a video essay, however both collaborators 
intend to be available at the conference to introduce it and take feedback.

Introduction

‘This project focuses upon the approach and attitude of drawing, in order to defer assumptions 
associated with the notion of an outcome by employing ‘exquisite corpse’ as a means to generate 
an open ended drawing.  
Exquisite corpse was selected in recognition of its surrealist origins as a method for collective 
assembly, negating singular ownership and thereby circumnavigating individual control. This 
method was employed to enable a collaborative drawing performance between Joe Graham and 
Lucy O’Donnell, undertaken within a specifically designed feedback loop in order to create a 
particular dialogic space in which to draw. 

The project is re-presented here as a video essay, combining visual elements from the perfor-
mance with a separately recorded audio track. By combining the drawings multiple locations 
into a single channel video, the aim is to present the work as a unified, dialogical engagement.

‘The collaborators (Joe Graham and Lucy O’Donnell) combine the practice of performative 
drawing with a discussion concerning the phenomenological notion of ‘horizons’ to question 
drawings location. Husserl’s premise of object having a ‘pole of identity’ is considered here in 
relation to the drawing constituting a kind of index, pointing beyond itself towards that which 
has yet to be actualized. Heidegger’s notion of ‘horizons’ which, respects the interpretive influ-
ence of the past (historicism) becomes a tool to question the dialogic nature of collaboration, 
where each participant interprets and adds to the composition in sequence. 

Together these notions allow the project to make explicit the unfolding space of drawing, by 

2. For Husserl’s pole 
of identity, identifying 
objects various 
appearances are in 
expectation, as having 
a sense yet to be 
actualised, see Husserl. 
E Cartesian Meditations, 
trans. Dorian Cairns, 
Martinus Nijhoff. The 
Hague. 1977. Pg 45-6
For Heidegger’s 
considerations of 
“historicism” and 
“historicality” and their 
relation to hermeneutic 
theory see Schalow, F 
and Alfred, D Historical 
Dictionary of Heidegger’s 
Philosophy,. USA 
Scarecrow Press, Inc. 
2010. Pg 139.

recognizing that the participatory nature of exploratory drawing generates an awareness of 
the extended horizons, both physical and theoretical, prompting further acts of reflection. 

‘The drawing was understood as expanded, looped as a live feed across eight visible locations 
two over head projectors (OHP’s)’s, two projector screens, two camcorder screens and two 
monitor screens.  These screens were then simultaneously filmed via two digital camcorders 
and the resulting feed from each was switched over and re-projected onto opposite screens. 
This provided the collaborators with a ‘feedback loop’. The two monitors inserted into the 
loop were for viewing the ‘drawing’ exactly as the cameras were recording it. The drawing as 
a totality was spread across all the screens and as the drawing progressed a time delay can be 
seen in each due to the nature of the feedback. In addition, in order to provide the feedback 
both cameras were only able to ‘see’ the projected drawing within a limited exposure range, one 
that was strictly speaking incorrect for each camera, but correct together. None of the visible 
locations could be said to individually represent the ‘whole’ drawing. Rather, the expanded 
drawing is understood as distributed throughout the entire loop, and as such it’s existence 
constitutes more than the sum of its parts. 

‘By challenging the significance of the frame and support, the collaborators go on to question 
what part the ‘mark’ plays as a visual and physical activator of the space within which we draw.

‘The format of this presentation will from this point, take place as a discussion between the two 
collaborators. This is to continue the dialogic nature of the project in its reflective reconsidera-
tions. The collaborators recognize the language and format as not adhering to a conventional 
academic paper, however argue this as necessary to make explicit the play of understanding as 
rooted in the consideration of both theoretical and physical horizons as they unfold.

‘The collaborators argue this project provokes a reflexive reappraisal of drawings physical, 
material and perceptual elements. This interwoven relationship is investigated through a 
Phenomenological epistemology in order to prompt a manor of thinking that allows us to step 
back and analyze the essential qualities of mark making, and to challenge the ontology of 

‘determinacy’ within drawing.
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‘‘Dialogue…between Joe Grahame (JG) and Lucy O’Doonnell (LOD)‘
LOD   … however the limitations of looking at your OHP was, it didn’t have the marks that I 
made so if I wanted to particularly make some reference between some marks that you made 
and some marks that I made, I found myself constantly revising where I needed to look, to 
identify both makers marks …  to construct the drawing so they acknowledged both sets of 
marks… rather than just the marks on the OHP.  

JG Mmm, we talked about if that was half a drawing…

‘LOD Yeah

‘JG … but it’s not is it, cos you’ve got your OHP sheet and my OHP sheet they were not half ’s, 
they were not those two together make…

‘LOD/JG ‘this’ 

‘JG …umm it’s interesting… because your sort of sitting there, drawing on the OHP and realising 
that it is only a very small amount of what constitutes what we are looking at now…

‘LOD mmm…it would be interesting to know … if its possible to know how many components 
there are to the drawing. Because, in terms of horizons, the components were multiple… if 
your thinking about the connecting leads, the light sources, the shadow sources and all those 
variables… it would be really rather difficult to note what the components were. 

‘JG Well yes, where that drawing was at any one time, from what I understand, was distributed 
throughout the feedback loop

‘LOD mmm, mmm

‘JG so, in a sense we had that moment when the first time we did it when we looked at the wires 
crossing where and I decided that is probably where what you were drawing and what I was 
drawing met. That was the only place I could identify… but it was not visual

‘LOD mmm, yeah!

‘JG … you couldn’t say for definite that is where it is…

‘LOD yeah, and that’s a blind space…

‘JG yeah

‘LOD you couldn’t see it…

‘JG no you couldn’t see it …

‘LOD you could say that’s where it is but you couldn’t see it…

‘JG yeah, but even that was a hypothesis… I looked at it and thought well that is the place the 
drawing crosses…

‘LOD yeah

‘JG … but of course also it is in where you’re looking. There is a crossing of the cables between 
the equipment of the loop, you know, to get the loop happening,, but there is also a crossing of 
gazes in a way, you are looking at my projection and I am looking at your projection… and I’m 
looking over to see what you are doing…

‘FUZZ FUZZFUZZFUZZFUZZFUZZFUZZFUZZFUZZFUZZFUZZFUZZ 

FUZZ

FUZZ

FUZZ

FUZZ 

FUZZ 

FUZZ 

FUZZ 

FUZZ 

FUZZ 
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FUZZ 

FUZZ

FUZZ

FUZZ

FUZZ

FUZZ

FUZZ

FUZZ

‘JG … feedback

you revisit, you keep revisiting what you thought you understood and you don’t really get, I 
wouldn’t say you get any..

‘LOD so is the implication here, that this demonstrates the point of drawing as revisiting? 
Revisiting… what you need to think about to think about it?

‘JG Yeah, I mean it challenges an understanding in that you think you understand what it is you 
are doing but you are learning by making the marks the only way you can, the only way I’d say 
you can really understand this space is to make marks within it…As we said before you activate 
the space, but you also activate your understanding of the space… because looking into this 
space, you don’t know where or what sort of depth you are looking at, it’s a feedback loop. You 
are looking at the same space represented over and over and over and over again… and the only 
way to sort of make sense of it is to make a mark, but even that doesn’t really make you any closer 
to what you think might be an understanding. As we are sitting here now it is still not apparent…

‘LOD no

‘JG where that shadow is in relation to this mark

‘JG but they are joined in the sense that the shadow, this person, you know either your hand or 

my hand creates the mark…

‘LOD mmm

‘JG you feel like, well I understand now, but mmm 

‘LOD or I’m beginning to…

‘JG or I’m beginning to, yes!

‘LOD I’m beginning to explore the marks, the space, and my understanding of them, or the 
significance of them, what there doing, what there saying, how they are behaving … what the 
are not doing, what they are not saying…

‘JG and this is all added into trying to produce a drawing which is in some way offers a dialogue 
between us, which is creative, which is not simply dots and dashes…

‘LOD yes, its not using a formula or becoming formulaic

‘JG … its is a way of intuitively guiding yourself through the space, you know, you are proceed-
ing in it… its sort of proceeding in darkness, the traits must proceed in the night! Umm, yeah!

‘LOD tee-hee

‘JG I mean…

‘FUZZZ ZZ     ZZ ZZ Z    Z ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ     ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ    ZZ  ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  
ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ    ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ      ZZ 
ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ
FUZZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  Z     Z ZZ ZZ     ZZ ZZ ZZ     Z  Z ZZ ZZ  Z      Z ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ 
ZZ  Z     Z ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ     ZZ ZZ  
ZZ ZZ Z7     ZZ  ZZ ZZ  ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ Z               zZ Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz zzzz   27     zzzzzzzz   
zzzzz zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz  zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz     zzzzzzz zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz  zzzzzzzzzzz    
zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz zzzzzzzzzzzz zzzzz   zzzz  zzzzz zzz zzzz  zz  zzzzzzz zzzzzz  zzzzzz  zzzzzz zzzz
zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz zZ Zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz zzzz             zzzzzzzz     zzzzzzzzzzz 
zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz     zzzzzzz zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz    zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz zzzzzzzzzzzz zzzzz   zzzz  
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zzzzz zzz  zzzz  zz  zzzzzzz zzzzzz  zzzzzz  zzzzzz zzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz FUZZZ 
ZZ     ZZ ZZ Z    Z ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ     ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ     2Z  ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  ZZ ZZ 
ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ    ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  ZZ Z      Z ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ      ZZ ZZ 
ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZZZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  Z ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  ZZ ZZ ZZ 
ZZ ZZ ZZ      ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ  ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZ ZZZZZ ZZ 

‘JG mmm…

‘LOD can’t be removed, can’t be ignored…

‘JG …no, its embedded within it. I mean in the end you kind of, like all drawings you start to 
run out of space, and that’s another set of horizons that you can only go so far with

‘LOD and another set of drawings!

‘JG Exactly and of course every time it, (the OHP) moves and wobbles and we don’t see the 
drawing, we are aware that something is happening else where

‘LOD yeah

‘JG …you know when you were moving your sheet around, it could have been that I was looking 
else where, because I was looking all over the room… so you know this wasn’t my experience 
of the drawing at all…

‘LOD no…

‘JG only this is now the audiences, experience of the drawing, watching this, this is how it exists 
for them… but its not how it existed for us

‘LOD no… which is arguably… always the case?

‘JG yeah… yeah…

‘FUXXX,  FUZZZ,  FUXXX,  FUZZZ,  FUXXX,  FUZZZ,  FUXXX, FUZZZ… FUXXX, 
FUZZZ, FUXXX, FUZZZ, FUXXX, FUZZZ, FUXXX, FUZZZ

FUXXX,  FUZZZ,  FUXXX,  FUZZZ,  FU*K,  FUZZZ,  FUXXX,  FUZZZ

FUXXX, FUZZZ, FUXXX, FUZZZ, FUXXX, FUZZZ, FUXXX, FUZZZ

FUXXX,  FUZZZ,  FUXXX,  FUZZZ,  FUXXX,  FUZZZ,  FUXXX,  FUZZZ

FUXXX, FUZZZ, FUXXX, FUZZZ, FUXXX, FUZZZ, FUXXX, FUZZZ

FUXXX,  FUZZZ,  FUXXX,  FUZZZ,  FUXXX,  FUZZZ,  FUXXX, FUZZZ

‘LOD … the understanding was reliant upon the duel activity, the dialogic activity of the work 
but also the dialogic activity of revising the work or going back to the work, of discussing it 

‘JG yeah!

‘LOD …of processing it once more 

‘JG… in a time frame, which was given to us. In the sense that we are working to a brief, for a 
video for a conference, a set of time frames, that we had to think in…. And in a sense we were 
presented a problem at the outset. We realised that we were trying to work out the space for 
drawing, and had a set amount of time to think about that… you could probably think about that, 
not forever, but you could keep revisiting that, and I think probably in the end you would get 
more practiced at drawing in that space, but keeping the sense of wonderment, the sense of play…

‘LOD yeah, maintaining the inquisitive…  

and all those cusps… and all the ‘what’s?’… 

Asking what could happen? …  And questioning, what if my mark is here? What if I judder the 
screen… there was all of those ‘what if ’s’…

So it was very much setting up an opportunity to be in a very new, a very different arena, some-
thing that we had not experienced before, which tapped back into that wonderment… didn’t it?

‘JG yeah that’s what for me makes drawing interesting, it’s a space to practice thinking, but not 
to get too practiced, there’s sort of a window if you like …

‘LOD so what does that imply to drawing knowledge? If its about a space, if drawing is about 
an opportunity for thinking, it offers that kind of conceptual and physical space for reflection, 
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then what are the implications for drawing knowledge?

‘JG I think if your thinking about what kind of space you want to set up for yourself, to draw 
within, to think within, then its not necessarily about coming to a resolution about understand-
ing that space in that time, but its perhaps what you learn is how to set up future spaces for 
yourself within which to think…

‘LOD future spaces or future questions? 

‘JG probably something of both… if you want to continue to wonder and continue to learn and 
continue to be…

‘LOD inquisitive

‘JG inquisitive, then may be you can’t see the resolution each time, set yourself a question and 
come up with an answer, you learn how to set up frame works for doing that… which is where 
perhaps this frame work we have set up for ourselves has come from… you recognise that you will 
learn in the end, that perhaps as a human, you will adjust to an environment, and you will make 
more sense of it, but there is lots to be said about the journey towards making sense, isn’t there? 

‘LOD mmm, understand something too well, and you loose something… the experiential nature 
of it…

‘JG yeah, its held in balance I think, I think its held in a kind of …space, and you make a space, 
you make a space to learn within, you make a space to draw within…

‘LOD …recognising inquisitive pursuits as a positive and necessary mode of inquiry without 
relying upon definite conclusions. Its not about making an arena for definite conclusion, its 
more about recognising the pole of horizons as a sequence of potentials…

‘JG well they are always becoming, that’s implicit in a horizon pole, or a pole of identity, its 
locked in….  it is what it is to be conscious… to always to be aware of more than of that which 
is presented to you. Its an intrinsic part of that way of thinking where you perhaps understand 
it is not limitless. If you are going to follow Husserl’s way of thinking, you would say its not 
limitless, there will be limits, but we can never, unfold them all. We just want to set up spaces 

to think about those limits.  To set up spaces to see how far down the line we can see… and in 
that reflection, in that sort of reflecting on the possibilities… that is the outcome …in a sense 
all the material that you gain that’s the out come…it’s the thinking through verses the solution

‘LOD mmm… that’s it…

‘Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz  fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz       Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz   fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

                                                fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

 fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

              fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz                                    fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

‘fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz     fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz  Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz  fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

                    fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

 fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

                     fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

‘LOD/JG tee hee…

‘JG yeah, its funny, watching it back you are still … its, its, its, more joined up, but its still not 

‘Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz  fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz 
fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz  fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz 
Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz  fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz  fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz  fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz 
fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz
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Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz  fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz 
Fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz  fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz fuzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz

Click on the video below to see Grahame and 
O’Donnell’s video essay.
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Dr Simon Grennan

Abstract

Utilising examples from the work of Debbie Dreschler 
(2008), Frank Miller (2005) and Joe Sacco (2001), this 
paper will examine the ways in which intentionality and 
alterity describe a divided subject, as revealed in the 
production and reception of narrative drawing and theory. 
As Patricia Hempel (1989) has neatly observed, ‘The 
story also has a story’, identifying the relative subjective 
positions that underpin perception, and the consensual (that 
is, social) conventions of production and reception that 
constitute communication. To understand the significance 
of the divided subject in visual narrative theory and 
practice, the paper will position readings of Dreschler, 
Miller and Sacco in relation to the theoretical work of 
cognitive scientists Daniel Dennett (1991) and G. H. Mead 
(1967) arguing that the emergence of a self-observing 
subject creates a causal duality of possibility and constraint 
in works-in-practice and works of theory. To unpack this 
idea, the paper will introduce Malcolm Quinn’s (2010) 
suggestion that the faculty for critical enquiry in practice 

Grennan | Drawing and adjudication: 
subjectivity and consensus in theory and 
practice.
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is in fact the creation of a ‘second practice’ – a self-conscious manipulation of 
the divided subject, alternating between positions of intentionality and alterity 
as a strategy for both production and comprehension. The paper will introduce a 
series of three original drawing experiments by the author of the paper (2010) in 
which a single comic strip script in English has been drawn first in the style of a 
commercial comic of the 1950s, then in the style of a commercial comic of the 
1960s and finally in the style of a commercial comic of the 1970s. It will propose 
that these drawings are theoretical in ways habitually apportioned to text and 
will argue that the privileging of text as a domain of absolute intentionality in 
relation to the alterity of practice is a social constraint which obscures the divided 
subject, misapprehends the social base of communication and diminishes the 
field of theoretical possibility. Utilising Matt Madden’s (2006) visual narrative 
exposition of the work of Raymond Queneau (1947), the paper will finally argue 
that apprehension of the divided subject is in fact a rubric for bringing practice into 
the agreed domain of theory as both method and output.

Introduction

In this paper, I want to reflect upon some of the relationships between theory and practice, with 
particular reference to the production of comics on one hand and the theorising of comics on 
the other.

Here are three pages by comic book artists Drechsler, Ware and Miller:
Figure 1 Debbie Drechsler ‘Daddy’s Girl’ (2008:58)

Figure 2 Chris Ware ‘Jimmy Corrigan, the Smartest Kid on Earth (2000:10)

Figure 3 Frank Miller ‘Sin City. The Hard Goodbye’ (2005:162)

Is there any way in which we can attempt to describe them as theoretical drawings? The term 
itself is a strange one. A theoretical text, we all know. We know theoretical diagrams, which are 
types of drawing, but theoretical pages of a comic book? Of course, a famous example exists 

Fig 1. Debbie 
Drechsler ‘Daddy’s 
Girl’



Fig. 2 Chris Ware 
‘Jimmy Corrigan, the 
Smartest Kid on Earth

Facing Page – Fig. 3 
Frank Miller ‘Sin City. 
The Hard Goodbye’
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in the form of Scott McCloud’s theory of comics drawn as a comic, where the theory is part of 
the script and the medium extrapolates that script. McCloud himself insists on the distinction 
between message and medium, so that’s where I shall begin.

Theory is an activity that requires the factoring-out of the self in communication with others. 
It is a type of communication in which medium and message are never confused, and in which 
the role of medium is consensually ignored. In order to become theory, theory requires that 
we set aside our subjectivity as theorists and readers. Instead our agreed focus is upon theory’s 
object, which is what is communicated in the text: theory’s message in the medium of text. In 
theory, meaning is approached as an object in the text, in a situation agreed upon by theoreti-
cians and readers themselves.

As a result, a characteristic of theory is its pretence to absolute intentionality. In theory, what 
is meant is communicated only in the content of the text, not in the material of the text, the 
relationships represented by the text’s production or the interaction of productive intentionality 
and receptive alterity on the part of subjective writers and readers.

I think I should make a distinction here between theoretical writing and other types of writing. 
Writing can be described as a communications register, containing within it multiple writ-
ten genres, according to linguists Douglas Biber and Susan Conrad. Theory is one of those 
genres. Writing at the level of register does not necessarily entail the convention of absolute 
intentionality.

Many types of writing instead require a self-conscious awareness of alterity and intentional-
ity in order for them to be comprehensible. In journalistic celebrity gossip, for example, the 
situation of reading and the material presentation are as important to communication as the 
content of the text.

I should also explain that I define alterity as the subjective stance. It constitutes both the subject’s 
reciprocal relationship with others in communication and their own view of themselves in that 
relationship, constituting perception and self-perception. As well as reading a text or viewing 

Fig. 5 Grazia (03 
December 2007)
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a drawing, we always have a view of our own act of reading or viewing and an associated set of 
ideas about the views and self-views of other people. This is an important idea, which I shall 
return to a little later.

To exemplify theory’s agreed objectification of the content of the text, here’s part of a theoretical 
text by Thierry Groensteen, chosen at random from ‘The System of Comics’: 

‘It sometimes happens that the contents obey a strict periodisation imposed 
by the narrative program. Thus, gridding is revealed as an essential operation, 
which aims to assign to each story sequence part that… etc.’  Groensteen 
(2007:145)

We can easily understand what the text means. In the terms I’m outlining here, what it means 
is defined entirely as what is communicated in the text as content. Even if the text is difficult, 
we will not look outside its content in order to understand it. We agree that everything we 
need must be found in the content of the text, because we agree on its absolute intentionality.

Here’s a page by Kaz from ‘ My Little Funny’ of 2004 (Figure. 7). What does it mean?

We can’t possibly understand it in the same way as the theoretical text. Why not? First, we agree 
to approach the page in a way that is quite different to the way in which we agree to approach 
theoretical text. Drawing belongs to a different register of communication to writing. This 
difference in register is created by the consensual adoption of a different set of rules of engage-
ment. As a result, we cannot find the whole meaning of the drawing in the content of its text 
because there is no objectified ‘text’ in the drawing in this sense. There is no agreed absolute 
intentionality for us to focus upon. Instead, we agree to find meaning in a more complex rela-
tionship between intentionality and alterity, represented in the material form of the drawing: 
the drawing’s medium. Unlike objectified theoretical text, we agree upon the inclusion of the 
subjectivity of producers and receivers in finding meaning in the form and situation of drawings. 

Daniel Dennett summarises the particular characteristic that I ascribe to drawing in his 1991 
book ‘Consciousness Explained’. He writes: ‘… the space and time of the representing is one 

form of reference: the space and time of what 
is represented is another… That is what it is 
to be an observer in the world, a something it 
is like something to be.’ (Dennett 137)

Although this idea is equally applicable to 
every type of communication, when produc-
ing and reading theory, we choose to ignore 
it, whereas in producing and looking at draw-
ings, we take it very much into account. With 
drawings, both the material (which Dennett 
calls the ‘space and time of the representing’) 
and the meaning (which Dennett calls the 

‘space and time of what is represented’), are 
significant. With theory, they are not.

To illustrate this further Dennett quote 
the fiction author Patricia Hempel. Hempel 
writes: ‘Every story has a story. This secret 
story which has little chance of getting told is 
the history of its creation.’ (Hempel 1989:37). 
In this context, the story displays intentional-
ity, so much objectified in theoretical writing, 
whereas the story of the story reintroduces 
alterity, which theory ignores with our con-
sent.

Fig. 7  Kaz ‘My Little 
Funny’ Kaz (2004:28)
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Here I’d like to return to the idea of perception 
and self perception that I mentioned earlier as 
one of the underpinnings of alterity. 
Here’s another page by Kaz to entertain you 
while I explain.

Hempel’s ‘story’ and ‘story of the story’ are 
reciprocal in the same way that perception and 
self-perception are reciprocal. For example, 
seeing and seeing that we see together form the 
foundation of all our relationships with other 
people, as well as all our judgements about 
their actions, productions and traces, accord-
ing to cognitive scientist G. H Mead. This is 
the case even when we agree to approach the 
content of theoretical writing as objectified.

So what types of stories of the story can the 
theorist tell? The stories behind the story of 
drawings and the stories behind the story of 
theoretical writing are quite different. Con-
sequently, the stories that theory and practice 
are able to tell are also different.

Making theories is not making drawings, not 
only because writing and drawing are materi-
ally different, but precisely because in making 
and reading theory, we agree to pretend to the 

absolute intentionality of the text. This is not at 
all the agreement that makers of drawings have 
with viewers of drawings, wherein the medium 
itself is agreed to be communicative, allowing 
intentionality and alterity a dynamic dialogic 
relationship

In his 2007 paper ‘Practice-led Research and 
the Engagement with Truth’, cultural theorist 
Malcolm Quinn discusses this relationship 
between theory and practice in relation to aca-
demic research. Quinn describes the position 
of theory in practice-led research as a second 
practice, the existence of which demands a self-
conscious oscillation between intentionality and 
alterity on the part of the producer. For Quinn, 
self-consciousness is key in that it is only by con-
sidering one position from the point of view of the 
other, whilst maintaining the active possibility of 
both, that learning takes place. Another paral-
lel with perception and self-perception emerges, 
locating research as an activity that manipulates 
mutually enlightening points of view in relation 
to a field of reciprocal relationships with other 
people.

So to return to my opening example of a drawing 
by Frank Miller:

Is such as thing as a theoretical drawing possible? 

Fig. 8 Kaz ‘My Little 
Funny’ Kaz (2004:31)

Fig. 9 Frank Miller ‘Sin City. The Hard 
Goodbye’ (2005:162)
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According to the options I have considered briefly in this paper, if we bring the agreed conven-
tions of theory to bear upon practice, we could make and look at drawings in a different way. 

We could maintain a self-conscious oscillation between the agreed conventions of the two 
pursuits of theory and practice as both producers and readers, following Quinn’s model of 
research involving practice.
We could first consider drawings in terms of theory’s conventions and therefore approach draw-
ings as though they represent complete intentionality, as though they comprised theoretically 
objective content. Then we could attempt to approach this theoretical stance itself in terms of 
our conventional approach to drawings, bringing form and situation into a now wholly theoreti-
cal reading of the drawing and, as a consequence, bringing subjectivity into view. In this way, 
we could read drawings as theoretical whilst being enabled to consider the whole form of the 
drawing as theory, not only a theroetically objectified content.

A theoretical drawing?

Earlier this year, I made a series of drawings that attempted to work out a theoretical problem. 
I considered how I might communicate with drawing the idea of the ‘generalised other’, that 
G. H. Mead writes is a prerequisite of intersubjective relationships.
Mead’s ‘generalised other’, I should explain, is a socially shared typification of people and 
their actions, in which the typification itself is seen as a fully realised subject. As such, the 

‘generalised other’ is a social definition of genre.
However, I want to focus on the process of communication in theory and practice here, not 
the specific theoretical problem, so I shall leave G. H. Mead aside and describe my process. I 
drew three new comic book pages. Using a single short script extrapolated from a comic by Jim 
Medway, I drew a page in the way that a commercial comic book artist of the 1950s might have 
made the drawing, a page in the manner of an artist of the 1960s and a page in the manner of 
an artist of the 1970s.

To do this, I had to conduct a wide-ranging formal analysis of period comics, their production 

and milieu, to arrive at a typification of form 
or, in Mead’s terms, a generalisation. More 
than this, however, I had to use this typifica-
tion as a set of rules with which to constrain 
my own drawing. I am, after all, not a com-
mercial comic artist of either the 50s, 60s or 
70s. I operate under different constraints in 
a different time and place. In other words, I 
attempted to constrain my own subjectivity 
according to the typification and then draw 
within its subjective constraints rather than 
my own.

Here are the final drawings. In the manner 
of the 1950s.

Figure 10 1950s Grennan 2010

In the manner of the 1960s.
Figure 11 1960s Grennan 2010

And in the manner of the 1970s.
Figure 12 1970s Grennan 2010

Are these theoretical drawings? They do not 
illustrate an independent text as adjuncts 
to content. Rather their form itself frames 
questions, if their form is taken to include 
the material of which they are made and the 

Fig. 10 1950s Grennan 2010
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situations in which they are made and seen. 
The drawings do not perform as theoretical 
text performs, because the material and 
situation of their production and reception 
is agreed to be a part of what they com-
municate. In fact, they are meaningless 
without them. 

With theoretical text, the form and situa-
tion of the text is consensually ignored in 
favour of an objectified content alone. With 
theoretical drawing, on the other hand, the 
relative subjectivity of producers and read-
ers requires the consideration of alterity as 
an aspect of what is communicated, repre-
sented in the material and situation of the 
whole work. As a result, the entire form 
of a theoretical drawing communicates 
content by making explicit the particular 
relationships between intentionality and 
alterity that, through consensus, the genre 
of theoretical text does not.

Figure 11 1960s Grennan 2010

Figure 12 1970s Grennan 2010
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Bruce Mutard

Abstract
This paper arises out of what I call a moral problem where 
period settings have been used in my art practice as a 
graphic novelist. It first outlines the nature of the medium 
and it’s signifiers, specifically, drawn images juxtaposed 
to one another on a support. This usually gives rise to a 
narrative by generating a sense of place and time: one 
which a reader or viewer can immerse themselves in. It is 
proposed that this occurs due to redundancy, where images 
are linked by thematic, stylistic and visual correlates to 
create iconic solidarity. The repetition of visual signs 
from multiple points of view builds a place in the viewers 
mind. Examples from my work, Spiegelman, Lutes, 
Uderzo, Moore and Campbell will be shown. In Italian 
Renaissance fresco cycles, the veracity of historical fact 
was less important (and unknown) than the theological, but 
contemporary historiography demands a high degree of 
authenticity based on primary sources. The historian has 
always been primarily a storyteller and their work becomes 
contestable secondary knowledge, but the one generally 

Mutard | Space = Place: Drawing As Knowledge 
Making In The Historical Graphic Novel. 
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received by the public. Historical recreation or dramatization has become the 
norm for the contemporary television documentary, picture books, dioramas and 
computer generated interactive displays in museums. For historical graphic novels, 
there is normally insufficient visual reference to manage redundancy, therefore, the 
artist relies on extensive creative manipulation of reference material, if not outright 
imagination, to fill in the blank spaces. It is as if the gutter between panels is as 
wide as a tier or even a page, and the artist must fill that in; the artist is literally 
making history with drawing. This entails ethical issues, because the line between 
fact and fiction is blurred; is there a responsibility for the artist where his or her 
recreation may become part of the corpus of human knowledge, to be passed on as 
fact and the basis of future reference? 

A comic definition. 

The definition of comics is the site of interest, owing to the nascent quality of scholarship into 
its formal properties, as opposed to the content. The most common definition is sequential art, 
or, images whose content is linked via thematic, aesthetic and stylistic signs shown in sequence. 
This is insufficient, as it can also apply to film and PowerPoint presentations; they present images 
in sequence within the same space, whereas comics present a sequence of images in fixed rela-
tion or juxtaposed to one another on a larger support, such as a piece of paper or wall. This is 
extremely important, as it has considerable effect on how these images are viewed or read. From 
this, any work where images and text is co-present in an integral visual unity, juxtaposed to 
others of the same, are of this medium. This includes, but is not limited to Italian Renaissance 
fresco cycles, the Bayeux tapestry, airline emergency instruction cards and flat-packed furni-
ture assembly instructions. It does not apply to a gallery show where the images are presented 
(and sold) as unique -even if thematically linked, single panel cartoons, editorial illustrations, 
hieroglyphic and ideographic scripts where they do not accompany pictorial images. 

 In comics, bounded images, word balloons or thought bubbles, onomatopoeia and grawlixes 
-symbolic illustrations of the sense of touch -such as vertical wavy lines for heat, are the common 
signifiers that make up the sign of the form. The juxtaposition of these images into tiers normally 

follows a culturally heterogeneous reading order. A reader follows the story and character(s) with 
whom they have identified, through both word and image. This causes a cognitive disjuncture 
because whilst the image is perceived quickly, the reader is forced to remain near it in order to 
read the words. This is a substantially slower process. The fovea is only optimal on four to five 
letters at a time, regressing asymmetrically with a preference to the right or left depending on 
reading orderi. It is a linear activity that is industriously learnt over many years, largely because 
words and their symbolic visual representation in the form of letters, are abstract, standing in 
for, but not depicting the sound of speech. The eye being restless, flits between the words and 
the image, encouraged by the tails of word balloons and thought bubbles to the speakers. This 
precipitates a closer look at an image, adding to the text to make a whole message.ii

The rule to basic storytelling, ‘show, don’t tell’, applies more aptly to comics (and film), than 
literature, where it is commonly taught. Whereas in the latter, an author enlivens the text with 
descriptions that paint a mental picture of the character or setting, in a comic, this is supplied 
by an image. The consequence is that the images must be ‘read’ in order to extract maximum 
content. If a both the text and image in a comic can be read, I would argue that all images can 
be ‘read’, that is, they narrate, or tell a story. A narrative image is one that invokes the illusion 
of occurrence -a sense of before, during and after, depicting an action that the reader knows 
takes time. This effect is amplified in juxtaposed image narratives because images representing 
the before and after moments are present; a sense of motion is induced. Implicit in the above 
is the requirement that juxtaposed narrative images be representational, because sequences 
of purely abstract images will largely make no meaning. Abstract art has nothing that could 
be considered to be ‘happening’ or temporal, though I argue there is always a narrative in the 
maker and the making of a work. Anything man made has a story behind its creation: why, what, 
where, when and how are questions that an interested viewer may try to ‘read’ out of the work 
aided perhaps, by a title card or manifesto.
The use of representational images allows readers to engage with people or characters in a 
manner very similar to the real world where we perceive several forms of language at once: the 
spoken word, the manner of speaking – tone, inflection – body language and facial expression. 



248 249  

Prose can describe these features, but laboriously, whereas drawings can communicate them 
immediately, as we do in experience. Thanks to common humanity, there is a universal set of 
signs that viewers and readers can understand: a creased brow, red face, shouting, stabbing 
gestures signify anger; fear is signified by a pale face, wide eyes, open mouth and a shrinking, 
defensive posture. In comics, these signs can be assisted by grawlixes, such as sweat drops, exag-
gerated, stylised type to illustrate shouting, although often, highly representational ‘realistic’ 
comics aver from these. In life, there are cases where a person deliberately restrains themselves 
from showing the usual signals of say, anger, but even there, subtle signs prevail: a stony face, 
monosyllabic replies, stiff posture, cutting off a conversation and walking out. Within a series 
of juxtaposed panels, graphic stories can replicate this narrative of human experience. It does 
rely upon the viewer to ‘read’ the images in order to extract maximum content, even if – as in 
life -this opens the problem of interpreting visual signs accurately; there can be multiple read-
ings or open interpretation. We use the verb to read, to describe the process of interpreting 
body-language, facial expressions and so on, thus, in art, viewers can be considered readers of 
representational and figurative images. In this sense, when creating historical fiction, we rely 
upon the knowledge that human beings have in recorded history at least, largely look, think and 
act the same way. That the work of Homer, Aeschylus, the epic of Gilgamesh and the Bhagavad 
Gita still have influence is due to modern readers identifying with these human traits.

A known known.

Knowledge is an activity of res cogitans, first and foremost. It is information processing that 
mixes sensorial information with the subjective memory of experience. The accumulation of 
experiences form dynamic memories. The brain is a physical structure that changes as new 
information is absorbed, memories are accessed, new ideas and connections made. It’s this 
plastic physical quality of brains that may go some way to explaining the flexibility of minds, 
and also, why memories can seem to blur with age. Knowledge is remembering something 
useful or meaningful, though not necessarily practical or informative; it could be amusing, 
salutary, irritating. Memories are associative, often with emotion; we remember the highlights 

and lowlights of life more than anything else. Things that accord with existing beliefs, or are 
important to ones chosen interests, work and entertainments become embedded. For example, 
one may only remember a few images from a film, but the impression made is frequently retained.

History is knowledge of events that historians believe happened, based largely on primary 
sources, though often, secondary sources that are contemporaneous with the time described. 
The further into the past, the greater the paucity of documentary evidence. History is also sub-
jective. Historians project a narrative back on to these artefacts based on their understanding 
and knowledge of life as lived, now. They assume that living things from the past were born or 
sprouted, grew, learnt, mated, fought, ate, defecated, died violently or by accident as they do now. 
His-story is a narrative written by humans for humans, because we all live as the protagonist in 
the narrative of our lives. But it is not necessarily what actually happened. A primary source is 
turned into a secondary document, from which the narrative alters like news over the backyard 
grapevine. In some ways, all knowledge suffers the Rashomon effect, with the resultant diver-
sity of interpretation, differing opinions -informed or not, dissimulation and outright deceit.

In this age of post-modernism, it has been argued that history is a fiction embedded in a power 
structure that determines the discourse; true objectivity is impossible1. If this is the case, then 
historical fiction is as valid as history, only with a different objective: to mine the past for stories 
and vicariously revel in them. One need only look at how often Cleopatra, Emperor Nero, King 
Henry VIII and his daughter Elizabeth I have been re-imagined in fiction, let alone histories, 
to say nothing of Jesus. Lord Byron wrote in Don Juan, that truth is stranger than fiction, in 
which he pointed out how the imagination could never match facts for being unusual; indeed, 
the use of facts (or these days, research) can make for superior fiction. At the time he wrote, 
historiography was primitive by today’s standards, which emphasise the interpretation of pri-
mary evidence. Knowledge is made, not found. It is the meaning we make of something that 
forms knowledge, and this includes abstract concepts. For instance, honour is not an object 
but a value judgement of one person of another. It has no direct visual correlate, but it can be 
represented via analogy, such as a knight’s helmet, heraldry, a war medal, where honour is 
commonly associated with martial values.
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There are three ways of telling historical fiction: a dramatization of something that sticks closely 
to what is believed to have happened; a revisionist version which puts a new interpretation on 
what was thought to have happened; or, an entirely fictional version that utilises historical 
persons and characters. As a novelist frequently working in period settings, I frequently find 
my historical research gives me ideas for scenes that help to shape my characters transitional 
arcs, adding context and ‘flavour’ to it in ways I never could have imagined, though not neces-
sarily in the manner Woody Allen did with Zelig. As with life, major events and decisions by 
people in power have real consequences and affected everyone; it would remiss to have ones 
own characters not notice.

The redundant image.

Comics utilise what Thierry Groensteen calls ‘iconic redundancy’ -the variation in depictions 
of the same object across panels. . In prose, a writer has only to mention say, a city by name, 
the district and then describe a building or scene once; it is redundant to describe a characters 
appearance setting over and again. In juxtaposed narrative images, this redundancy is essential, 
if almost definitive; ‘comics are founded on a dialectic of repetition and difference; each image 
linked to the preceding one by a partial repetition of its contents’2. This does not mean that 
there must be something obviously repeated. As with all narratives, scenes change; there can 
be multiple narrative threads following several characters, so in a comic, ‘narrative continuity 
is assured by the contiguity of the images’3. which means, the artists style -a set of unique signs 
to an illustrator’s visual art. Yet, a reader can also engage with a story that possesses several 
illustrative and writing styles that also jump across many seeming disparate settings and times 
by the fact they know from the start, they are holding or, standing before a work where an author 
has deliberately juxtaposed them on a support. Intention is the sign of an authorial presence.

Redundancy in comics allows the author represent the spatio-temporal matrix we inhabit. It 
can develop a sense of place. Subconsciously, humans map the spaces they encounter, usually 
against a horizon, with respect to the perpendicular that gravity compels. It is this fundamental 
visual reference that made three-dimensional illusionism so compelling in western art, although 

by no means a universal method of representing space, allied to the representation of figure 
(literally) on ground. Redundancy can also indicate the passage of time, through both the jux-
taposition of panels into tiers (usually), which are then read in sequence according to reading 
order. Time can be represented in a story by signs like daylight, night, colour of the sky, clocks 
on walls or on buildings, someone in bed or getting up looking bedraggled, commuting and so 
on. Often, the presence of such signs in panels will not have the indication of time as its primary 
informative task, but subsidiary. The reason an author can achieve this is because the process 
of reading panels and interpreting the information in a sub-conscious way is the same one 
the mind uses when it registers sensorial information and builds mental maps of the external 
world every day. The reader interprets the low-resolution drawings and paintings of figures 
doing things against their own experience to make meaning. By drawing say, a man pouring 
water from a kettle into a teapot, I rely upon my readers sharing a common experience. They 
can imagine the weight of the kettle, the heat of the steam, ‘hear’ the bubbling sound it makes.

Due to the rapid incidence of visual ennui where images are depicted from the same point 
of view, the illustrator of a graphic story has to create manifold points of view of objects, like 
making a two-dimensional model sheet but often, without any reference beyond one or two 
points of view. For objects and places that are wholly imaginary, this presents no problem, but 
for those that exist, short of photographing locations and models, which is not always possible, 
it has to be created from intelligent guesswork. 

The illustrator has no choice in this, but so long as the result is convincing -a subjective quality, 
certainly -it will pass. The curious aspect of this conviction is that it relies upon the reader to 
reference the new work against their own conception of the past, an amalgam of popular sources: 
fiction films, television, picture books, historical recreations in the form of site visits like histori-
cal sites, museums and theme parks. Most of these are sited within a context far removed from 
their original. Thus, the popular perception of historical space and place is largely one of the 
imagination, so the illustrator of comics likewise, taps into his or her memory stock -the same 
one as his or her readers -by default. Often, under the pressure of deadlines, the illustrator 
will mostly use secondary references; the creations of other artists, writers, filmmakers. This 



252 253  

is an important point; the image of say, a dinosaur is a series of artistic renderings that for me, 
tellingly look like dragons and mythical monsters painted in a medieval bestiary. I will return 
to the consequence of this, later.

As a preferentially visual species, images are perceived by humans with greater alacrity and 
accuracy than words. This builds the public conceptions noted above, and becomes an evolving, 
collective consciousness, perhaps drawing from the unconscious. Memory and thus knowledge 
is dynamic; facts are ephemeral in that the meaning and significance attached to them vary 
with time, with culture, with place, from person to person. Yet, there is a seeming instinctive 
human need for a vera causa that validates knowledge. Given the subjective nature of truth, all 
a maker of comics can do is make sure the milieu of their historical setting feels right, which 
is to say, ‘convincing’ within the context and intent.

A graphic problem.

When it comes to historical juxtaposed narrative images, there is a problem: the need to illus-
trate a space from multiple points of view combined with usually, a poverty of visual reference 
material. If a story is set in a known historical setting, say, within a specific city and building, 
then the illustrator is obliged to make it recognisable as that place. He or she is likely to be 
drawing the building in not one, but across several panels, from both the exterior and interior. 
Imaginative recreation becomes the primary source material. Some comic’s artists obfuscate 
the problem with their style, making their drawing suggestive, impressionist or reliant upon 
generalist representations and visual clichés. Those whose degree of representational verisi-
militude is comparatively high, such as myself, Jason Lutes in ‘Berlin’, Eddie Campbell in ‘From 
Hell’, effectively make new knowledge. They are adding to the visual record.

In historical recreation, the devil literally is in the detail; every aspect has to resemble the time 
depicted: buildings, interiors and exteriors, costume from all classes of society, hairstyles, 
make-up, vehicles, wagons, accoutrements, food and drink, utensils, weapons, weather, light-
ing at night (if any), domestic and wild animals, flora. Further detail comes with representing 

characters: social customs, manner of speech, beliefs, class relations, gender differences and 
this on top of the usual development of characters that possess an individual psychological 
depth. Nothing is so anachronistic as contemporary mores and speech patterns in a historical 
setting, although that is not to say classic stories cannot be updated.

Depending on the context, an even greater level of veracity is required when representing actual 
historical persons and events. Likeness is the first requirement, for without a visual recognition, 
it will fail to represent that person. Their manner of speech, deportment, dress etc. must be close 
to that on the historical record. Where there is scant reference material, there is a necessary 
leeway for imagination, although deviating too far may raise consternation. This is certainly 
the case where the work is intended to serve as history proper, and not fiction. Appropriating 
historical persons for fictional purposes is a common, enjoyable, but fraught exercise. One 
can cite the case of Shakespeare, where because so little is known about the historical person, 
conspiracies have speculated that he never existed, but was variously, Marlowe, Francis Bacon, 
Edward de Vere and so on. It shows how history is always a site of contest. This does not mean 
that historical figures cannot be appropriated into another setting, Abraham Lincoln, Vampire 
Hunter, is a case in point.

Generally speaking, the further back in history, the greater the paucity of visual reference 
material, especially if a story is set in a culture that either produced little in the way of visual 
artefacts, or something that could endure. Whilst a writer can scamper over the gaps with 
words, using them help a reader build a subjective individual picture, the visual artist has no 
choice but to interpolate between the references and make the rest up. In essence, it is as if 
there were very large gutters between panels, which the illustrator has to fill in order to make 
the panel transitions work smoothly. When confronted with one or two reference images of a 
building, vehicle, street sign, clothes, the illustrator has to imagine the subject from the other 
points of view, including close ups where none may have existed and in so doing, raise the 
level of detail required. As a practitioner, my aim is to be convincing rather than completely 
felicitous, which is impossible.
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A fictive knowledge.

Do the interpolated drawings constitute new knowledge? I argue that it does if the recreation 
becomes accepted in the place of any other document. This is a practice that has been common 
to illustrated historical works, particularly picture books aimed at children, where an illustra-
tor had been employed to visualise the past. Museums create dioramas and models to ‘bring 
to life’ say, a dinosaur in its environment. Recently, documentary films frequently recourse to 
dramatizations that use actors in costume and make-up to recite scripted lines, dressed studio 
sets, exterior scenes that substitute for an original backdrop, or use digital effects to animate 
the whole ambience of a historical scene. In the age of information, dominated by the image, 
creating fact from fiction techniques may even be necessary. As a writer of words and images 
am aware that what I do may be used as history in schools. For me this is a responsibility that 
compels me to do enough research to ensure that the space and place are convincing, but I 
will always stress it is fiction, not fact. My characters did not exist. They should not become 
meta-persons -fictional characters that are now often thought historical, like Sherlock Holmes 
or King Arthur.

Recreations become new knowledge through usage, such that it becomes the popular imagina-
tion of a past era -the same one that forms the default imagination of the author. The images of 
what, say, Neolithic man looked like, and lived has evolved in a dynamic, collective imagination 
replicated in illustrated stories and films over the past century and a half. He is usually imagined 
as shaggy haired, square jawed, beetle browed, dressed in an animal skin, carrying a club, but 
also like Fred Flintstone or Raquel Welch in One Million Years B.C . There is little documentary 
evidence to what they looked like, so the gap is filled by a representation from the imagination. 
I argue that this is permissible because as Magritte showed, a representation is not the object 
itself. Readers accept or permit the new knowledge in the context it is presented, history is 
history and fiction is fiction. But this boundary is itself, fictive; literally, one of the imagination.
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Abstract

This paper, discusses a recent pedagogic research project 
conducted at Plymouth University, which investigates 
the use of the iPad with Brushes app as a tool for 
understanding ones drawing processes and drawing 
practice, through the use of critical and reflective practice. 
Under the current method of teaching drawing within HE 
we have two models, lecturer taught/demonstrated, and 
student-practice and discussion. Both these models rely 
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heavily on the use of final ‘drawing’, to act as a discussion point, to learn about 
the very personal act of ‘drawing’. The iPad and other related digital tablets, 
path a new way of group learning. The software Brushes, supports students 
understanding of their own drawing, by allowing them to work in a taught 
controlled environment (life room), but with the added element of being able to 
watch back the video of themselves drawing (the software plays back the drawing 
mark-by-mark), allowing the student to locate themselves in a different frame of 
mind (out of the life room), where they can be more objective about their drawing 
process. The paper will discuss: 

•	 The potential flaws in using technology – after all, are drawings drawings 
if they have not been drawn but generated? 

•	 What we have learnt and best practice

•	 The anonymity of digital drawing/the draw of the technology 

•	 The possible future implications of teaching drawing, in educational 
institutions within the digital age.

Main Text

In 1956, the film maker Henri-Georges Clouzot, teamed up with the then and now world wide 
phenomenon that is Pablo Picasso, to make a documentary film called Le mystère Picasso 
(The Mystery of Picasso). The films title leads us to believe that we are about to see the inner 
workings of a master, that there is some kind of mystical ingredient behind making works 
of art above and beyond just doing it, and the film was to unveil that mystery. This does not 
happen. Picasso is a performer and although it is magical to see Picasso’s work emerge on the 
screen – which has been produced by the camera filming the back of a well lit canvas – it is not 
telling either us, nor Picasso, much about his practice (other than his unrivalled adaptability). 
But it does highlight that the idea of using current technology to capture an artist’s working 
process is viable, realistic, and how captivating and insightful watching the artistic process 

unfold before your eyes can be.

In 1956 you needed a full camera crew, heavy equipment, highly refined technical knowledge 
and a hefty budget to record an artist’s working practice, and that hasn’t changed much since 
then. Camera equipment has got cheaper and lighter and the development of digital film has 
made it accessible to do this, but very few have, because it is still quite a cumbersome, lengthy 
process. A high level of technical skill is often required, and the process is often deemed to be 
too intrusive to be beneficial.

2011 was the year the iPad burst on to the scenes and caused a general (fairly considerable) 
stir because of what it offered in terms of portability, but mainly for what it offered in terms of 
sexiness. The argument about the genuine need for products such as the iPad is a modern and 
complex one. The undeniable success of the iPod and later the iPhone, led us to believe that 
Apple knew what the consumer needed and therefore we must need an iPad, but ‘…this product 
has divided critics, raising questions about its purpose’ (Brabazon 2010). For several years, 
the artist David Hockney had been using his iPhone to make drawings, and with the invention 
of the iPad, he was quick to pick it up and utilise it as a digital sketchbook, similar in size, he 
even got his tailor to add an iPad sized pocket to the inside of his jackets. Hockney uses the app 
Brushes, it is by far not the only drawing app available on the market but the main difference 

– and the difference that has caused us to develop a research project – is that the Brushes app 
plays back your drawing, plays back your drawing in the same way that Clouzot’s film shows us 
Picasso’s line appear action-by-action as if by magic, but the Brushes app does it automatically; 
in fact you can’t actually stop it from doing this. 

The anonymity of digital drawing 

Just at the same time that Hockney was embarking on his ipad drawings for the Royal Academy 
show in 2012, we started to think that this device, and more importantly this app, would be a 
great learning tool if we could put in place a system to use it that would allow a greater sense 
of self-reflection; as Hockney himself puts it ‘it was the first time I had ever seen myself draw’ 
(Gabbatt 2010). This is key, as the majority of teaching of drawing that goes on, is based pre-
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dominately on either demonstration led, or supervised, with most if not all critique happening 
at the end of the act with the resulting ‘final drawing’. Little can be discussed at length or depth 
about the ‘drawing process’ as it happened, because it has gone, and all is left is your memory, 
which if you were truly engaged in the act of drawing, you will not remember accurately what 
changes were made etc. 

The title of this paper, the draw of technology, highlights one of our main concerns about using 
technology for this project. As I eluded to earlier, the iPad and mac products are designed to 
be desirable, and that being so, we knew that the students would be motivated to use them but 
we were also aware of the ‘dark side’, the inevitable pull to make ‘digital drawings’, drawings 
that makes everyone’s drawings look the same, slick and refined. It would be detrimental to 
the whole project if this happened, as we were concerned not with making drawings, not with 
making digital drawings, and not with sexy technology but with the fundamental idea of each 
student understanding their own drawing process. This comes from our hypothesis which is, 
that if the student can see themselves draw, if they can watch themselves repeat mistakes, then 
they can learn to change those habits that are hindering their progress. 

 In simple terms, reflection within education acts as a means of learning from experience. (Dewey 
1933) It is a way of thinking, a way of working, which can be applied within aspects of educa-
tion and can alter the way in which students learn. It is a holistic approach, which incorporates 
many different aspects. Reflective learning is an intentional social process ‘…where context 
and experience are acknowledged, in which learners are active individuals, wholly present, 
engaging with others, open to challenge’ (Brockbank, 1998: 33). 

Donald Schön (1983) the philosopher, emphasised the importance of reflection when trying 
to bridge the gap between theory and practice. If you can reflect upon your own practice and 
apply theory to this, then learning is enhanced. Schön used the terminology reflection-in-
action and reflection-on-action to describe the two stages reflection can be broken down into. 
Within the creative world, more specifically when drawing, reflection-in-action is a constant, 
natural process.

 According to conventional wisdom, thinking interferes with doing in two 
ways. First, artistry being indescribable, reflection on action is doomed to 
failure; and second reflection-in-action paralyses action. Both arguments 
are largely, though not entirely, mistaken. They owe their plausibility to 
the persistence of misleading views about the relation of thought to action. 
(Schön 1991: 276)

 All learners have a preconceived idea of what they will do in a given situation: their espoused 
theory (Brockbank 1998),1 in this case a preconceived idea about how they draw, students 
believe they are drawing and therefore learning in a certain way, when in fact the reality may be 
entirely different, decisions made during the drawing process, these moments of reflection-in-
action, can be cataloged by the iPad and Brushes app (without interrupting practice), enabling 
reflection-on-action and therefore a reevaluation of personal espoused theory. 

Some quite fascinating instances happened, some that I had assumed might happen and some 
that were quite unexpected. The first being the enthusiasm to use the iPad, this I had assumed 
would occur and was I think, in part due to the hype built around the device, but also the hunger 
of the students in general to engage in technology. The less obvious element of the experience 
was the noise: there wasn’t any, it was markedly quieter due to the fact drawing on an iPad 
doesn’t make a sound, drawing on paper does, this might seem minimal in the grand scheme 
of things, but it led (I think) directly to a deeper level of immersion than is normally present in 
the life room. After a forty five minute pose one student remarked, “ I could have carried on 
for ages”, continuing “ I feel much less tired than usual”, pointing to the fact that he normally 
would have been engaging his whole body, on a much more physical level when drawing at an 
easel. This is both a positive and a negative, drawing should be a physical activity, and that loss 
is a slippery slope, the physical helps engage the mental, on the other hand the ability to sustain 
the concentration for a lengthy pose is helpful when you are learning.

I am taking into account this is the first time we have introduced this project, and we may be 
experiencing the honeymoon period, but it was very encouraging to see the level of sharing that 
the video playbacks promoted, and to a small degree, this continued with the drawn images, 

1 This ‘espoused 
theory’ is, according to 
Brockbank, opposite 
to our ‘theory-in-use’, 
which is what we actually 
do in practice.
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students engaging with each others work in a more meaningful way than simply “that’s good”, 
turned into, “how did you do that?” This is a link I hadn’t anticipated; that the level of group 
learning would extend to the ‘drawn’ drawings as well as the iPad drawings. This is something 
we had wanted to happen but did not try and push. By setting up each week with half the students 
having iPads and the other half using paper, the idea was to not try and make a big thing of the 
devices but merely use them as another drawing tool. 

From the analysis of qualitative data collected during this research, we were able to see that 
the students overwhelmingly regarded the device and software as ‘handy, easy, fun, enjoyable, 
useful, fast, frees you up, comfy, playful, gives you more freedom and a lot less mess’. This 
would indicate that the user feels less pressure to get things right when using this device in 
a learning environment. The word ‘freedom’ was cited a lot and the students felt liberated by 
this ‘freedom’, and were able to share and enjoy the sharing of each other’s process. Which all 
in all is good learning, but is it drawing?

Often when discussing what drawing is, writers occasionally turn to definitions and use the 
adage that drawing is both a noun and a verb, a thing and an action (Hill 1966, Hoptman et al 
2003). In doing this they are highlighting that one cannot happen without the other, to draw is 
to act and to produce, and this simultaneous activity is drawing. But here is where technology 
muddies the water: drawings made by the use of technology (and I mean this in the ‘computer’ 
sense) are not drawn they are generated. So although they produce a drawing, that drawing 
has not been drawn. It is verbless. This might seem picky and should be left in the world of 
semantics but if left to unpick that slightly, we may get a better overview of why it is important.

There are purists on both sides of this argument, some pro technology and some ardent analogue. 
I like many sit in the middle, I personally don’t like digital drawing; but neither do I think it is 
a lesser art form. What I am interested in is a way in which we can all use the tools available to 
us, to better understand the world around us and the world within us. Michael Craig-Martin 
(1995:10) attributes ‘…spontaneity, creative speculation, experimentation, directness, simplic-
ity, abbreviation, expressiveness, immediacy, personal vision, technical diversity, modesty 
of means, rawness, fragmentation, discontinuity, unfinishedness, and open-endedness.” as 

characteristics of drawing. All of these can be attained by digital means, but equally it is true 
to say that the digital mark ‘represents’ these attributes, but does not embody them, because 
as Craig-Martin also points out ‘What drawings have in common is greater than their differ-
ences.’ Making the point that the paintings of Rembrandt represent the values of his time, but 
the drawings of Rembrandt, are as relevant to us now as they have ever been. Digital drawings 
do often represent their time, they represent the computing power available of that age, draw-
ings made by physical means, which fit the list of attributes above, are timeless. Petherbridge 
(2010) argues that describing what drawing is, can be futile, offering the notion of ‘Drawing 
as Continuum’, it is in flux, a constant movement and change. The ways of creating digital 
drawings will always change and be at the forefront, but as they do move forward, the drawings 
made by each progressive stage will stay in that time, while the physical drawings will continue 
to move with time, speaking to each progressive generation, about the now, as well as the past.  

Digital Futures

So what have we learnt? iPads and the Brushes app are a good tool for reflective learning, if 
the right learning outcomes are set-up for the student to work from, if good guidance for self-
reflection is put in place. Reflection doesn’t come easily to some and most do need support. We 
have learnt that most students will study each other’s videos in order to learn from them and on 
the whole, students will embark on a change in methodology with much more keenness than 
with traditional means. 

The implications of this are complex. Using technology to ‘generate’ and play back your draw-
ings for you, works exceptionally well for lower achieving students, they know who the better 
draughtsman are in their peer groups, and will gravitate to those student’s videos in order to 
learn from them, they were able to actually ‘see’ how others made drawings and try it out for 
themselves, instead of looking at finished drawings and believing that they could never reach 
that standard. They were able to change their practice with ease, as they could keep erasing and 
starting again without fear of it failing, they were able to ‘compete’ with the higher achievers, as 
all the work fitted into a equal level of competence, and because they were engaged in critical 
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reflection, their work benefitted ten fold. On the other side of the coin, the students who were 
already high achievers lost something, their beautiful variance and quality of line was lost to a 
generic mark, and their sensitive understanding of tone was replaced by a standard gradation. 
At the higher end, it was noticeable that the ‘person’ was missing from the drawing: that the 
drawn was missing from the ‘drawing.’ It was interesting to note, within their reflective journals, 
that these higher-level students all recognised the iPad as a good tool but preferred traditional 
materials; they recognised something wasn’t quite right but weren’t able to articulate what 
that was. We could argue that the device is acting as a third party, in a two way relationship 
between model and artist, that we can never really tell what that person felt about that relation-
ship through their drawing, because it was always channeled through this third party, a third 
party that does not and cannot understand or feel. ‘The computer does things that people may 
not be able to do, but at a price. There is something about the struggle and the energy used to 
make something that is being compromised.’ (Glaser 2008:16)

Technology will make more and more impact on teaching and learning in higher education, as 
Bradwell (2009) states ‘the next stage of technological investment must be more strategic. The 
sector currently lacks a coherent narrative of how institutions will look in the future and the 
role of technology in the transition to a wider learning and research culture.’ This project has 
proved, that on our programme of study, the iPad and the Brushes app can be part of a healthy 
drawing practice, both for individuals and group learning, with the caveat that the drawings 
made on the iPad look good, they are refined, they can be used on various platforms, they move/
animate, they stay looking fresh and therefore look appealing – and are appealing – which 
means, that it looks like students know what they are doing, it looks like staff know what they 
are doing, it fits the enterprise agendas and the employment agendas, but as I sit here typing 
this, I can’t help thinking of John Berger’s words on Van Gogh.

 He dips his pen into brown ink, watches, and marks the paper. The gesture 
comes from his hand, his wrist, arm, shoulder, perhaps even the muscles 
in his neck, yet the strokes he makes on the paper are following currents of 
energy which are not physically his and which only become visible when he 
draws them. (Berger 2001:89)
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I was told, at an early age, that I should consider being an artist “because I could draw”.  What 
my advisors meant was that I could make flat marks on paper, which looked very much like the 
3-D objects and scenes the marks aimed to depict.  I was, apparently, ‘good’ at drawing.
I went to art school.

On foundation, during figure drawing classes, apart from being introduced to the idea that paper 
could be considered a 3-D ‘object’ (emphasized by students being asked to tear off a corner of 
the very expensive paper we were each given and then chew it into a ball), I was exposed to the 
idea that the depicted object could ‘emerge’ from a collection of seemingly relaxed and possibly 
spontaneous marks until ‘something’ ‘appeared’, which looked a little like the figure I was 
depicting.  In this instance the ‘little’ was significant as depicting the ‘object’ was less about 
an accurate representation and more about the impression of what was being observed. There 
was a slight ‘blurring’ here, between the drawn marks and the object (figure) they referenced. 
The result, although extremely simple, was something more than an accurate depiction of an 
object and something less than a series of flat marks (perceptually).

We appear to take drawing very much for granted while, at the same time, celebrating its inva-
siveness and global vocabulary.  Unsurprisingly, in the first lines of the introduction to Vitamin 
D,1 Emma Dexter acknowledges the ‘earliest experiences’, the ‘global visual language’, the act 
of ‘treasuring’ and an adult’s ability to use the process to ‘dream’ through doodles and scribbles.  
Much of that dreaming is based on marks made onto a flat surface.  What disruption occurs if 
the mark is taken off that surface and located in space?

The luminous projected mark – Where? How? 

By converting a drawn mark into an image which can be projected across a space, an oppor-
tunity arises, allowing that mark to become luminous and transcend some of the perceptual 
and conceptual norms.  The resulting information appears to be in a ‘place’ between 2-D and 

1.  Dexter, E. (2005) To 
Draw is to be Human. 
In: Vitamin D, New 
Perspectives in Drawing, 
London & New York: 
Phaidon Press.

Abstract

Based on a number of workshops delivered to BA fine art students across all years 
and two institutions, this paper examines a selection of experimental results from 
participants.  It also includes a discussion on the workshop methodology of spatial 
mark making and how this can be used as a tool for exploring surfaces, drawn 
interventions, and participatory group works.

We ‘draw’ on surfaces but, by moving the ‘mark’ off that surface, and allowing 
it to be ‘seen’ in more than on space, there is a subtle (but noticeable) shift in the 
perceptual and conceptual analysis of these new marks.  They exist in a ‘space’ 
between sculpture, installation and drawing.  Their unfamiliar location offers an 
opportunity to look more closely – a state of ‘slow’ reading.

Using light from lo-fi, semi-redundant sources, including 35 mm and overhead 
projectors, these workshops examine methods of manifesting marks on multiple 
translucent screens, existing architecture, smoke, columns of steam, clouds 
of water and rapidly oscillating webs manipulated in real-time by workshop 
participants. 

Many of the results experienced within the workshops are pseudo three-
dimensional, creating marks, which appear to be solid and can be viewed from 
multiple angles.  This raises questions about our perception of the ‘solid’ and 
the ‘flat mark’ as well as prompting discussions around validity of the process 
(particularly in fine art), the place of the spectacle in contemporary art practice and 
how much the tail is wagging the dog.

Introduction

We tend to lock ourselves into a basic, but significant, impression of what we understand draw-
ings and objects to be – a 2-D/3-D paradigm.  Although this is clearly not a universal view, and 
there are excellent examples which suggest otherwise, we do, most often, consider drawings 
as ‘flat’ and objects as ‘three-dimensional.  
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Ephemeral, ghostly, transient, otherworldly, alien.  The simplicity of the installation hid the 
complexity of its production.  A stationary, white tetrahedron, drawn on a wall in a dark space, 
would not have had the same optical intrigue

The geometry of a projected drawing

We are all familiar with projected images.  A small image in a projector (slide, video, film) is 
projected across a room until the light falls on a rectangular screen where we see a larger ver-
sion of that image.  We face the rectangular screen with the projector behind us and try not 
to  ‘get in the way’ of the projection path.  Cinema, video projection in galleries and 35mm 
photographic slide shows tend to use this fixed configuration, which forms the basis of our 

‘engagement’ with projection. Fig.2

Fig.2 The ‘basic’ 
relationship between 
a light source, its 
projected path and the 
display screen.  

3-D.  This ambiguity can be a useful vehicle, which not only helps to interrogate aspects of the  
‘where’, but also those of the ‘how’.

The recent installation by Ruairi Glynn Fig.1, at Tate Tanks,2 although not a projection, the 
luminous object and its apparent ability to ‘float’ in space certainly helped prompt an audience 
to reassess what they were looking at and where it might be in the space they each occupied.  

Fig. 1  Ruairi Glynn, Fearful 
Symmetry, Tate Tanks, Tate 
Modern, London, July, 
August 2012.

2. Ruairi Glynn, Fearful 
Symmetry, Tate Tanks, 
Tate Modern, London, 
July, August 2012.
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simple of these disruptions and has been used with a number of fine art students as an introduc-
tion to light projection and transient mark-making.  Other opportunities present themselves 
by projecting marks onto and through multiple opaque or translucent screens, through clouds 
of steam, smoke or water. Artists have used these ‘soft screens’ as projection interventions in 
their practice since the early 1970’s5 and developed a vocabulary relevant to their conceptual 
and practical installations.  Evidence exists to indicate experiments in this field were being 
undertaken as early as the 1800’s.6

Workshop models

A number of workshops have been developed by the author for practice-lead teaching within BA 
(Hons) Fine Art courses at Nottingham Trent University and the University of Lincoln.  These 
have been based on content developed at the Academy of Media Arts Cologne.7  Although the 
UK University workshops each included similar practical demonstrations and live experimenta-
tion/participation, the aims, content and delivery of each workshop differed.

The Nottingham Trent light workshop was one of a number of mini workshops offered to 1st 
year fine art students during the early weeks of an intensive introductory period when they 
began their course.
It took place during a single day (repeated over two days to accommodate larger numbers of 
students) and was made up of two two-hour sessions.  One took place in the morning, in a dark, 
closed, studio environment and the second in the afternoon, using the open, light, first-year 
studio spaces.

During the ‘dark’ morning session, 35mm slide projectors (with blank transparent slides – no 
image) were introduced as sources of light capable of projecting large, luminous, rectangles 
across the room onto a large white screen.  This conforms to our basic engagement with pro-
jection, as detailed above, but with the lack of a recognizable image being projected.  Here the 
group dealt entirely with a rectangle of light.  

Students were encouraged to ‘interrupt’ the light, either by standing in the beam or placing 

5. Schmidt, G. (2011) 
Weiche Displays, 
Projektionen auf Rauch, 
Wolken und Nebel, 
Berlin: Wagenbach.
6. Ibid. pp 9-24

7. Several light sculpture 
seminars were delivered 
by the author to post- 
and undergraduate 
students between 
1992 and 1995 at 
the Academy of Media 
Arts (KHM) Cologne, 
Germany, within their 
media arts diploma 
course. <http://www.
khm.de>

These basic parameters have been manipulated by artists, designers and architects to add 
nuance to the projection vocabulary.3 Furthermore, technological advances allowing digital 
images to be projected spontaneously onto surrounding surfaces using hand-held (pocket) 
video projectors4 enhance flexibility. However, even with these innovations, the projections 
tend to remain mostly a linear process: 

Projector      Light through space       
Flat screen

Disrupting the linear process

It is possible, and simple, to disrupt this linear projection model, allowing an expanded vocabu-
lary of mark-making on, and off, the surfaces more normally associated with drawn marks. Fig.3

The act of standing in the projection path and obliterating part of the image is one of the more 

Fig.3 Interruption of 
projected mark using 
multiple screens.  

3. Examples include:Tony 
Oursler <http://www.
tonyoursler.com>; Ron 
Arad <http://www.
roundhouse.org.uk/ron-
arads-curtain-call>
4. A number of 
manufacturers produce 
‘Pico’ or ‘Pocket’ 
digital projectors which 
can be connected to 
portable computers or 
mobile phones: Aiptek: 
<http://www.aiptek.
eu/index.php/en/pico-
projectors>  and 3M: 
<http://solutions.3m.
co.uk/wps/portal/3M/
en_GB/PocketProjectors/
Homepage>
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who are less engaged (there are always a few), and gently allow them access to the projection 
surfaces and group activity. 

Multiple luminous rectangles

Once the instant and basic visual conversion of three-dimensional objects into flat shadows has 
been introduced, extra 35 mm slide projectors are included, which project onto the same screen 
from oblique angles.  The resulting ‘image’ becomes very complex very quickly, particularly 
with an energetic group of students. The ‘processing’ of information (3-D to 2-D) and the 

‘disposable’ nature of the projections appears to encourage a relaxed engagement with rapid 
experimentation.  Ideas can be tested, observed, adapted, retried and dismissed in seconds.  
There is also a distinction between active participants (those students currently moving into 
and out of the projection path) and observatory participants (those watching the activities as a 
performative event). Discussions around placement, direction, transparency, trajectory, velocity 
and permanence begin to be identified, alongside issues of the ‘mark’, the ‘object’, ‘flat’ and ‘3-d’.

Once this rapid experimentation has been experienced, other sources of light are introduced 
in the form of overhead projectors, again used to define a rectangular area on a white screen.  
Gravity becomes a defining factor here as students place objects and found items (rarely them-
selves) onto the projection ‘table’.  One of the opportunities with overhead projectors and 
their illuminated ‘table’ is the frequent use of translucent, ‘scrunched up’ or ‘fine’ objects 
such as cellophane, fabrics, thread, string, tape and plastic water bottles.  Although this often 
emphasizes the graphic nature of the resulting ‘shadows’ Fig.5 which is sometimes a limiting 
factor as there is an attempt to ‘make pictures’, it does introduce an extra level of observation 
relating to the nature of the resulting shadow/mark and how these change when some areas 
are no longer opaque. 

As a final activity, students are encouraged to consider ways of using the light sources which 
no longer rely on the rectangular projection screen, but which begin to acknowledge the sur-
rounding architecture of the black space and any physical objects within it.  This workshop 
often takes place in a dark painted space, allowing students to experience the effect of projected 

found objects in its path. Fig.4  Participants were given very little preparation time and needed 
to use either their own bodies, or objects which were readily accessible. They were asked to 
acknowledge and examine the resulting shadows.  Although simple in its basic setup, a great 
deal of very rapid experimentation can be achieved in an extremely short time. The resulting 

shadows, many of which were animated (through body/object movement) or overlapped to give 
the impression of ‘shading’,8 provided students with an opportunity to consider shadows cast 
by objects as 2-D ‘representations’ of those objects in a similar way that drawn marks can be 
used to represent objects. Simply by introducing this opportunity within a practical context 
allows students to consider projected mark-making as a rapid method for spatial ‘sketching’. 
There is also an element of group interaction, where ‘bunching’ of participants and their objects 
within the beams of light causes physical crowding which participants need to manage.  The 
performative aspect of these activities, although peripheral to the methodology, becomes an 
integral aspect to the practice and the workshop leader needs to acknowledge those students 

Fig.4 Interruption of 
projected light using 
multiple light sources.

8.  This shading, and the 
proximity of other shapes 
can further distort how 
we perceive information 
on the screen. Surface 
and reflective values 
can change depending 
on surrounding content. 
Purves, D. and Beau 
Lotto, R. (2011) Why We 
See What We Do Redux, 
A Wholly Empirical 
Theory of Vision, 
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This movement into a bright location offers students an opportunity to explore aspects of 
luminosity – having to compete with changing ambient lighting conditions and the fact that 
the projectors they are using as a source of light are now clearly visible and very much part of 
any installation they might develop.  Questions of ‘visibility’ and ‘disguise’ become apparent.  
What value do the machines (the method of light production) have on the marks and distor-

tions they help generate?  In the previous, dark, space, the machines were not visible9 – with 
much more attention being given to the effect they helped generate. 
As the surrounding architecture of the building is much more visible, it has an impact on place-
ment of projected marks and how that might influence the passing observer. 

In this wider, open studio situation, it becomes very easy to introduce aspects of health and 
safety, with practical consideration for trailing cables, electrical connections, and use of equip-
ment in shared spaces.

Fig.6 Using the 
building structure 
as a basic three-
dimensional ‘screen’ 
onto which ‘marks’ 
are projected

9. The projectors are 
clearly identified as 
a ‘source’ but their 
physical impact and their 
trailing cables are hidden 
by the darkness of the 
workshop space.

marks onto black surfaces – a physical and optical contrast to the standard rectangular (white) 
projection screen.  At this point there is often an increased use of multiple projection sources 
around the space and the building of constructions (using existing furniture or objects already 
in the space) onto which marks and shadows are projected from multiple angles.  Add image 
here In effect, the projection ‘screen’ becomes three-dimensional.

White Out

During the afternoon workshop students move their light sources (35 mm and overhead projec-
tors) into the bright, white-walled, studio space where they begin to experience the combination 
of ambient lighting, projected light/marks, a more ‘open’ architectural space, and existing 
marks made on walls and floors left over from previous activities. Fig.6  There is also the added 

‘advantage’ of having other students in the same space who, while working on their own activi-
ties, inevitably ‘get in the way’ of projectors and temporary constructions.

 Fig.5 Graphic shadow 
image from overhead 
projector using found 
objects.
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and symbols (single and multiple lines, grids, squares and circles) were used in the practi-
cal demonstrations.10 Initially these were projected onto the traditional white screen, which 
subsequently displayed luminous, flat, marks on an extremely black background. Fig.7  This 
background is important in these experiments as, in effect, it removes the need to deal with 
the visual distraction of a background at all and allows emphasis on the projected mark and its 
location on the screen.  Norman Bryson highlights the issue of a background, in relationship to 
drawing, by suggesting that marks emerge from that background which becomes ‘perceptually 
present but conceptually absent’ (Bryson 2003: 11). By intentionally ‘removing’ the background, 
its perceptual presence is replaced by the structure of the projection screen or, in later experi-
ments, the walls of a building in which the projection is housed, multiple surfaces onto which 
the projected light falls or ‘soft’ surfaces such as smoke and water.  We have the opportunity 
here to concentrate on the mark.

10. Although these 
35mm slides 
were produced by 
photographing black 
marks drawn on a 
white background using 
Kodolith ortho film to 
produce very high-
contrast results with no 
greyscale, slides can also 
be produced directly from 
digitally produced files.

Fig.7 Drawn images 
projected across 
workshop space onto 
wall and participants.  
Photos Sarah Potton.

In More than One Space - The extended workshop and opportunity to 
contextualise

Workshops carried out at the University of Lincoln differed significantly from those at Trent 
because of their longer duration and the different abilities/aspirations of the participating 
students.  Here the workshops were part of an ‘elective’ program, where second- and third-year 
fine art students chose to take part.  The ‘In More Than One Space’ elective was designed to 
run for 2 hours a week during 14 weeks. Its premise was to explore projected mark-making and 
the opportunity to manifest and manipulate simple drawn marks in simultaneous and multiple 
locations.  Many of the participating students (in contrast to the first-year students at Trent) had 
identified their practice (particularly the third years) and chose to engage with the workshop, 
as it might contribute to aspects of their own work.  Participants were partly ‘invested’ in the 
workshop content.

The extended contact of this elective allowed a very different method of delivery.  In most ses-
sions a particular projection technique could be introduced, explored, discussed and questioned.  
Students had a significant period (within the two hours) to carry out their own individual and 
group experiments and to record their research outcomes.  Alongside this was an opportunity 
to contextualise some of the practical and theoretical aspects of mark-making, installation and 
performance through reference to practising artists, exhibitions and video documentation. 
Students were asked to gather information and present it, informally, to the group in subse-
quent workshops. The opportunity to engage with contemporary practice, and some historical 
background, therefore fed back into the ongoing experimentation and practical exercises.  In 
this case, the theoretical or historical exploration was not considered separate to the practice, 
but integral to the experimentation through supportive comparison or intentionally provocative 
examples which questioned the validity of the practice being undertaken. 

Of particular relevance is the use of the ‘spectacle’ in contemporary art practice, as many of the 
processes demonstrated and examined are optically and physically intriguing.  A significant 
amount of time was given over to group discussions around the valid use of ‘clever’ techniques.
During the early sessions, specially produced high-contrast 35mm slides of simple marks 
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a stage’ for discussion rather than ‘finished’ and it feeds into a much more specific philosophy, 
developed over a number of years by the Trent fine art staff that there needs to be space for 
reflection and failure, which is not often possible when a piece of work is considered ‘resolved’.  

In the Lincoln example, this lack of an ‘end’ piece of work contrasted with many of the other 
electives on offer, each of which finished with a group exhibition of pieces made by the par-
ticipating students.  What was required, in this instance, was research documentation in the 
form of a blog, which collected contextual material, documentary evidence of independent 
experimentation, written observations and a short critical review of a relevant exhibition from 
each participating student.  Blogs were visible to all participants and acted not only as a reposi-
tory but also as a way for students to examine what each of them had been working on.  Not all 
of them worked in the same studio spaces, so this provided a 24/7 window into each student’s 
activities.  There was also an element of peer pressure for the less engaged participants who 
could see the breadth and details of individual research from others in the group.

Fig.8 Multiple elastic 
strands which oscillate 
to produce a collection 
of vibrating ‘screens’. 
Photos Sarah Potton.

12. Pepper, A. 
(1979) Kinetic art: 
3-dimensional luminous 
images projected into 
volumes of smoke 
(Pentrojection). Leonardo 
Journal of Contemporary 
Visual Artists, 12(4), pp. 
283-289.

Manifestations

As there is much more time and flexibility within the extended elective workshop model, slightly 
more complex projection techniques can be incorporated, particularly the display of marks 
onto amorphous ‘soft’ ‘screens’ such as rapidly moving string, elastic, cloth, steam and water.  
Projections onto smoke have been included in previous workshops. However, institutional 
smoke detectors and the implications of unnecessarily evacuating a building, mean that other 
alternatives have become more practical.  

Emphasis on the ‘line’ and its ability to be in more than one space at the same time, is introduced 
by projecting a simple mark across the workshop space and interrupting it with fine stretched 
elastic.  A ‘web’ of elastic can be rapidly constructed as a zig-zag between two, parallel, rows of 
students who are then asked to move these narrow ‘screens’ so that they ‘catch’ the light from 
the projector.  The concept of ‘twanging’ can be introduced here, as individual strands of elastic 
quickly oscillate in the projection path and display the projected mark in multiple locations 
simultaneously. Fig.8 It is often useful in this context to examine persistence of vision, retinal 
image retention and cinema.  In one workshop, students brought in a considerable amount of 
bungee rope to reconstruct the stretched elastic demonstration, with surprising audio results 
as the elastic ‘twanged’ through the projection space.  

Similar experiments where simple luminous marks are projected through columns of steam, 
or areas of sprayed water, provide opportunities to interrogate what appear to be 3-D images 

‘floating’ in space.  The transitory nature of these marks and their apparent spontaneity open 
discussions around visual perception, the nature of ‘flat’ and the relevance of ‘spectacle’.12

Lack of a measurable outcome

In both of these workshop examples, there was no requirement for a measurable (assessable) 
outcome.  In the Trent example, this was pragmatic as many of the students had come directly 
from an educational process concentrating on an end result which is marked.  During this very 
early juncture in their first year, it is helpful to encourage an understanding of work being ‘at 

11. Bryson, N. (2003) A 
Walk for a Walk’s Sake. 
In: The Stage of Drawing: 
Gesture and Act , 
London and New York: 
Tate Publishing and the 
Drawing Center, p.151.
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more detailed evaluation allows participants to begin analysing the relevance of spatial mark-
making within their own practice and become more aware of the opportunities and limitations 
of the visual spectacle. 

As part of a ‘Student as Producer’ festival within the University, the elective group produced a 
simple digital slide show, highlighting 5 examples of each participant’s experiments.  They chose 
not to include names next to images, preferring it to be seen as a group initiative with multiple 
examples of their visual research output.  This, ironically (and charmingly), was projected in 
one of the project rooms used for the workshop sessions, onto a large, flat, wall -  the ‘basic’ 
projection geometry they had begun their experiments with. At the opposite side of the room, 
a small computer screen was linked to each of the research blogs.  Visual information could 
be either taken at face value within the changing, projected, presentation, or contextualized 
by consulting the various research blogs.  
An edited selection of documentary images was also included in an online ‘publication’,13  which 
was distributed through the students’ existing social networks. The aim of this digital publica-
tion was to introduce the students to a timely and economical (free) method of collating and 
distributing their research within a digital environment they use on a regular basis.  It also 
helped introduce some of the issues around documenting work and presenting their practice 
through channels other than gallery installations.  For those students about to graduate, this 
gave them an online ‘catalogue’ to cite when applying for placements or jobs within the arts 
industry.

Off the wall

Each of the workshops discussed here provide a platform for individual engagement and 
development while at the same time introducing an experimental model for the exploration 
of mark-making.
In the case of those at Nottingham Trent University, they offer a ‘safe’ introduction to aspects of 
drawing/mark-making as a bridge between accepted definitions of 2-D and 3-D.  The activities 
are not presented in isolation, as students also engage in other mini-workshops/taster sessions 
during their first few weeks on the course.  

At the University of Lincoln, an extended engagement with research, contextualization and 

13. Issuu.com was 
used to produce and 
archive the “In More 
Than One Space” digital 
catalogue of workshop 
and research output:  
<http://www.issuu.com/
VisualArtPublications>

http://issuu.com/VisualArtPublications
http://issuu.com/VisualArtPublications
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Abstract
This paper begins by setting out a cognitivist sociological 
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position from which drawing is construed as a powerful means of gaining and 
sharing knowledge – the understanding and structuring of our experiences of 
the world - on a par with the way that the sciences are construed as the means 
to knowledge. Nelson Goodman is cited as being a leading proponent of this 
position, first elaborated in his 1978 book Ways of Worldmaking. The paper 
revitalises Goodman’s explanation of worldmaking as occurring through a range 
of five transformational processes, by illustrating how the activity of drawing itself 
affords the application of all such processes in its capacity for making multiple 
constructions of our world-experiences. The paper then argues that the potential 
of drawing as worldmaking is best realised through the development of an 
intelligence of seeing –  regarded as a central function of art school pedagogy,  and  
one most conveniently and efficiently explored in the life-room. The continuing 
validity of life-drawing as a means of nurturing an intelligence of seeing applicable 
to the worldmaking processes of transformation is illustrated with student work.

Introduction

Drawing, properly taught, is the best way of developing   intelligence and 
forming judgement, for one learns to see, and seeing is knowledge. (Viollet-
le-Duc 1879:305)

In the general field of the philosophy of art, there can be identified two main positions which 
theorists have identified: the philosophical attempt to define what art is, which has led to a wide 
range of possibilities outside the concerns of this paper, and a second approach which avoids 
the difficulties of definitions altogether, and rather explores the concept of art in terms of its 
value within social contexts. This latter, sociological approach, as opposed to the philosophical 
approach, regards the concept of art to be a social construction, and becomes more appropriate 
for the analysis and discussion of the usefulness of art within a cultural context.

Within the sociological tradition, theories aiming to explain value are classed as normative 
since they attempt to establish a standard, or a norm. Gordon Graham (1997) reviews three 

such normative positions: firstly, the idea that the value of art lies in its capacity to give pleasure; 
secondly, that art’s value lies in its abilities to facilitate the expression of emotion; and thirdly, 
that art is valuable as a source of understanding.

This paper takes the view that the most socially-useful value of drawing lies in its 
scope for contributing to our understanding of our experiences of the world, rather 
than as a source of pleasure or a means of self-expression, and as such echoes 
the opinion of Nelson Goodman  (1978):102) who for too long has been virtually 
ignored in UK art schools:

…the arts must be taken no less seriously than the sciences as modes of 
discovery, creation, and enlargement of knowledge in the broad sense of 
advancement of the understanding, and thus that the philosophy of art should 
be conceived as an integral part of metaphysics and epistemology.

 The sense of imbalance between the perceived value of the arts and sciences evident in Good-
man’s wording of thirty-four years ago is not surprising for the time, but the fact that his plea 
for parity between what C.P. Snow (1959) famously described as ‘the two cultures’  retains 
some validity today is an indication of the failing of the Artworld – particularly the art schools 

– to articulate robustly their validity as powerful facilitators of experiential knowledge.   It is 
high time that Goodman’s insights inform art school curricula, and to that end we propose a 
revitalisation of the five processes identified by Goodman as crucial facilitators for worldmak-
ing - by which he meant the capacity to construe and construct alternative realisations of our 
experiences of the world - and relate them to the activity of drawing, itself a most fertile means 
of worldmaking.

Work produced from a series of  life drawing workshops , alongside the authors’ drawings have 
been used to illustrate this paper and demonstrate the relevance of Goodman’s processes to 
art education and practice.
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Nurturing a Capacity for Worldmaking

 Despite the longevity of the positivist paradigm of research inquiry (Denzin and Lincoln 
2005:195)  which has informed science for centuries with its ontological absolutism and its 
so-called objective quantitative methodology, the fact remains that humans construct their 
realities, they negotiate meanings through culturally-specific symbol systems.

Such a constructivist paradigm is the context in which Nelson Goodman’s ways of worldmaking 
are developed, and the reason he regards art as a major means of gaining experiential knowl-
edge. According to social cognitive theory, the world is constructed in relation to existing 
observed and experienced models. The explorative nature of constructivist understandings 
allows for fresh interpretations and recreations of these frameworks.  As Theodore Gracyk 
puts it: ‘Examining the same object or event, two people who employ different symbol systems 
will apply distinct conceptual frames of reference to it. As a result, they will engage with dif-
ferent realities. In sum, symbols make worlds.’ (Gracyk, 2012: 49) Specifically, when we apply 
a symbol system to a situation where there are no established rules for its literal application, 
we are in the realm of metaphor, and art becomes especially potent when metaphor is used to 
reveal new possibilities of relationships. 

Goodman (1978: 7-17) describes a range of five worldmaking processes, although he stressed 
that this list is not exhaustive. Here they are listed, and discussed in terms of their application 
to drawing practices:

1 Composition and Decomposition

‘Much…worldmaking consists of taking apart and putting together, often conjointly: on the 
one hand, of dividing wholes into parts and partitioning kinds into sub-species, analyzing 
complexes into component features, drawing distinctions.’ (Goodman 1978:7)
The process of composition, putting together and ordering components so as to form a har-
monious whole, is a synonymous association with the practice of drawing. The concept of 
decomposition too, in the sense of the breaking down of a whole into its component parts and 

drawing distinctions between these subdivisions, is fundamental to observational representa-
tion.  For example, William Coldstream’s infamous ‘dot and carry’ method of implementing 
one-point perspective depends upon the identification of a single standard measurement (say, 
the length of a fore-arm), and constructing other component parts of the subject matter in 
relation to this dimension. 

Fig. 1  The sketch on 
the left hand side of 
Figure 1 demonstrates 
the construction 
of  the proportions 
of a standing figure 
from a division of the 
whole into component 
parts. Although 
quickly executed, 
the deconstruction 
of the figure into 
measured subdivisions 
has led to a less 
preconceived and more 
delicately observed 
representation of the 
figure than the more 
finished, but flatly 
illustrative description 
of the human 
form in the central 
drawing. Variations in 
composition can result 
in hugely different 
world -making 
transformations. 
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Students were asked to draw two short poses 
on one sheet of paper, giving consideration 
to how the two figures would relate to each 
other on the page.

 2 Weighting

‘Some of the most striking contrasts of 
emphasis appear in the arts…What counts 
as emphasis…is departure from the relative 
prominence accorded the several features 
in the current world of our everyday seeing.’ 
(Goodman 1978:11)

Emphasis and prominence within a draw-
ing are a direct result of choices made by the 
artist.  Through the manipulation of compo-
sition and application of media, the viewer’s 
attention can be directed to specific areas of 
represented images. As Goodman (1978:11) 
points out, ‘With changing interests and new 
insights, the visual weighting of features of 

bulk or line or light alters…’ 

Fig. 2 and 3 have many similarities: 
they both represent the model in 
two poses, they were completed in 
the same length of time, they are of 
similar size and media. Both students 
chose to focus on the torso- but the 
drawings present two very different 
reinterpretations of the subject.



Fig. 4 (above)

Pippa Fading (Figure 4) explicitly 
manipulates a focal synchronization 
between the artist and viewer. The 
intense concentration of detail, mark 
making and texture on the face of 
the figure ensures that the viewer’s 
focus rests on the area most heavily 
concentrated on by the artist. In Figure 
5 the effect is more subtle, but the 
sharp contrast in tone and the central 
positioning of the vertebrae as they join 
the back of the skull guides the viewer’s 
focus into this area of the composition.

Fig. 5 (right)

Through compositional choices 
and variation in mark- making the 
artist is able to direct the viewer’s 
attention within the work produced. 
In a more finished painting, where the 
composition has been planned through 
preparatory studies, such as Pippa 
Fading, this is likely to be a conscious 
premeditated decision on the part of the 
artist . In shorter, less predetermined 
studies the artist remains able to share 
their focal interests and preoccupations 
with the viewer, albeit instinctively.
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Fig. 6 

   

Figure 6  is a compositionally unpremedi-
tated drawing produced in the workshops  
exploring Renaissance drawing techniques. 
It was drawn with indelible silver point onto 
a prepared ground, with no under drawing or 
formal compositional planning. The drawing 
mirrors perfectly the student’s concentration 
on the voluptuous complexity of the cascading 
cloth. The small hand resting on the top of the 
composition, draws the viewer’s attention to 
the presence of an undrawn figure, and accen-
tuates the unusual emphasis and prominence 
afforded to the fabric in this drawing. 

 Figures 7 and 8 were drawn by different 
students from the same model in the same 
pose. A comparison of these drawings dem-
onstrates how the concept of ‘weighting’ can 
improve visual literacy in drawing.  Figure 8 
evidences close observation  and  focuses on 
the proportional accuracy of the figure. The 
convincing proportions combined with the 
spatial context suggested in the relationship 
between the figure and the fabric seating cre-
ates convincing volume and mass in the seated 
figure. The consistency of the line that trace 
the edge of the figure flattens the body and 
fixes it into a static and rigid pose, lacking the 

Fig. 7
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movement and lightness of the represented 
pose in Figure 7. Where the weighting in Fig 
8 concentrates on bulk and spatial context,  
Figure 7 is weighted towards linear quality. 
Variations of pressure, speed and density in 
the application of line provides a variety of 
descriptive qualities in relation to the repre-
sented figure. A heavier line under the elbow 
suggests physical weight concentrated at this 
point. The contrast in tone and weighting pro-
jects the elbow towards the viewer introducing 
a  curve to the compositionally diagonal figure. 
This subtle curvature is accentuated by the tilt 
of the head. The fine lines, tracing the shape 
of the fabric, differentiate its diaphanous form 
from the lines that describe the substance of 
the body.

3 Ordering  

‘Orderings of different sorts pervade 
perception and practical cognition. 
The standard ordering of brightness 
in colour follows the linear increase 
in physical intensity of light, but the 
standard ordering of hues curls the 
straight line of increasing wavelength 
into a circle…Orderings alter with 
circumstances and objectives. Much 

Fig. 8

as the nature of shapes changes 
under different geometries, so 
do perceived patterns change 
under different orderings…  All 
measurement, furthermore, is 
based upon order. Indeed, only 
through suitable arrangements 
and groupings can we handle vast 
quantities of material perceptually 
or cognitively…Whatever else 
may be said of these modes of 
organisation, they are not ‘”found 
in the world” but built into a world. 
Ordering, as well as composition 
and decomposition and weighting 
of wholes and kinds, participates in 
worldmaking.’ (Goodman 1978:13-14)

Ordering  shares with composition and decomposition a break-
ing down  and restructuring of the perceived world and an 
abstraction  and categorisation of the world into component 
parts.  Goodman’ s assertion  that orderings are unstable and 
are dependent on the pupose they serve can be demonstrated 
through orderings of colour.  The  colour wheel (Figure 9a) 
provides a concise  and ordered visual summary of how pigments 
combine to create hues. The paint chart (Figure 9b) gives a linear 
ordering of pigment brightness  while Figure 9c combines both 
hues and brightness. Each of these odering patterns have been 
formed to meet specific purposes and are, as Goodman states, 
specific to the objectives they serve. 

Fig. 9a

Fig. 9b
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These distinct  orderings of colour  exist simultaneously and each rep-
resents a different worldmaking potential.  This pluralistic nature of  
worldmaking , where the creation of one ordering system need not 
negate or devalue another  lends itself to a postmodern understand-
ing and reinforces the relevance of Goodman’s philosophy to current 
pedagogical practice. Understandings of the world and worldmak-
ing constructions are dependent on specific, and often individualistic 
frames of reference.

 4 Deletion and Supplementation

‘…the making of one world out of another usually involves some exten-
sive weeding out and filling - actual excision of some old and supply of 
some new material. Our capacity for overlooking is virtually unlimited 
and what we do take in usually consists of significant fragments and 

clues that need massive supplementation.’ (Goodman 1978:14)

This is linked to weighting: ‘Just as to stress all syllables is to stress none, so to take all classes 
as relevant kinds is to take none as such.’ (Goodman 1978:11) That which is included and that 
which is omitted reflects choices, consciously or unconsciously made by the artist. Elements 
can be absent from a drawing, with no reference to their existence, or their presence can be 
suggested  through what Goodman refers to as ‘clues’ that need a little or substantial supple-
mentation. ‘Artists often make skilful use of this: a lithograph by Giacometti fully presents a 
walking man by sketches of nothing but the head, hands and feet in just the right postures and 
positions against an expanse of blank paper.’ (Goodman 1978:14)

 Figure 10 illustrates Goodman’s point, so that the viewer has to ‘close’ the outline between 
nape of neck and small of back: 

A more radical ‘weeding out’ of visual information invites – compels? – the viewer to supple-
ment the meagre amount of information present in Figures 11a and b:

Fig. 9c

Fig. 10
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Both deletion and supplemen-
tation in visual worldmaking 
can be subtle.  When they 
support and enhance other 
worldmaking processes their 
usage is so integrated into 
convention ,  they do not con-
tradict viewer expectations 
and can pass unaknowledged. 
The simplification of the 
room surrounding the model 
in Figure 12 acts as a wide 
aperture on a camera lens, 
softening the focus of the 
contextual space and focus-
ing on the sculptural form of 
the figure represented.

 

Fig. 11a

Fig. 11b
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Within the context of artistic worldmaking, 
objectification need not be employed as a 
disinterested abstraction of the subject, but 
represents an intensity of interest and can 
anthropomorphise exploration and under-
standing. In Figure 13 the abstraction of the 

figure into measurement marks and tonal 
blocks have an explorative inquisitive quality. 

Simplification of representation is a useful 
teaching tool in the life drawing room, it 
allows students to concentrate on and under-
stand selected elements of the human figure 
that can seem unfathomable in its complex-
ity. Mapping the form of the model around a 
simple cross structure that follows the leading 
angles of the pose presents the viewer with an  
underlying structure which is not ‘found in the 
world’ but  a materialisation of the ordering 
process through which the figure was under-
stood. 

Fig. 13 Measurement marks are not visibly 
present in the observed world, but their visual 
supplementation through drawing (Figure 13) 
offers an insight into the ordering process. 

Fig. 12
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5 Deformation

‘Finally some changes are reshapings or deformations that may according to 
point of view be considered either corrections or distortions…Vision stretches 
a line ending with arrowheads pointing in while shrinking a physically equal 
line ending with arrowheads pointing out…’ (Goodman 1978:16)

Figure 16 indicates a dramatic deformation of the model’s pose, 
the result of a challenge to the conventions of geometric projec-
tion, particularly the convention of a flat 2-D drawing plane, 
and instead explores the possibilities of replicating the ‘cone of 
vision’ implicit in perspective projection geometry by drawing 

Fig. 14 Supplementation 
makes the prioritisation of 
visual stimuli perceptible. In 
Figure 14 the addition of the 
vertical and diagonal axes 
through the figure represents 
a simplification of a complex 
pose 

Fig.15 (left)

Fig.16 (below)
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directly onto a cone of paper which was subsequently flattened out into a surface development.

Roberts’ Extended Drawings series explores transformations of the primary geometry of the 
scene through distortions of the secondary geometry upon the flat plane of the drawing surface. 
The proportional distortions of the figure map the artist’s movements in relation to the model at 
the moment of representation. The large scale of the drawings creates additional proportional 
distortions dependent on the shifting position of the view.

These five transformational processes, Goodman’s suggestion of how worlds are made, are 
all visible in drawings produced within the life drawing room. Ultimately, drawing may be 

construed as a process of transformation from one world-construction to another utilizing 
one or more of the five strategies identified by Goodman. Drawing as worldmaking produces 
multiple constructions of world-experiences, and allows the viewer an insight into the trans-
formational world - making process of another, just as it can give the artist an insight into their 
own transformational process.

Nurturing an Intelligence of Seeing

Drawing and learning are so closely identified as to be almost synonymous. 
The provisional and experimental potential of drawing make it the medium 
and trajectory of change, and an artist’s individual development is most 
clearly promoted and charted through drawing. In this sense, every invention 
of new forms or means of expression through drawing constitutes an act of 
self-learning. (Petherbridge 2010:210)

The application of Goodman’s five transformational processes in drawing exercises demon-
strates to the student the pluralistic and variable ways in which the world can be understood, 
processed and articulated. They chart not only the artist’s development, but the processes that 
lead to that development, the building blocks of accumulative understandings and skill, what 
might be termed an intelligence of seeing (Riley 2002)

We propose that the quality of any conceptual premise driving the urge to draw, when matched 
by the quality of perceptual values embedded within the materials, media and processes which 
make that concept visible and tangible, result in a richer experience both for the producer and 
for the viewers of such artwork. 

Goodman (1978:6) himself concurs that ‘…conception without perception is merely empty, 
perception without conception is blind (totally inoperative).’

 We also propose that life drawing remains one of the most valid activities in the nurturing of 
an intelligence of seeing.

Life drawing, established in the academies of sixteenth century Florence, has been traditionally 

Fig. 17
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used to teach students a range of basic skills relating to formal elements of art and design. The 
postmodern attitudes of recent times no longer assumed those formal traditions as fundamen-
tal, and have resulted in the widespread denigration of life drawing in the art schools  as an 
irrelevant and outdated practice. It is clear that any defence of life drawing cannot rely solely 
on aesthetic and formal considerations. Ironically, given the postmodern traits of eclecticism 
and plurality of approaches epitomised by Goodman’s transformational processes applied in 
the life class, it can be argued that life drawing offers an even richer source of conceptual and 
metaphoric possibilities for students and practitioners. Fiona Banner’s text based life drawings 
represent a world making process that diverges from conventional  expectations and imagery 
associated with the nude. The life drawing room necessitates direct interactions and negotiated 
relationships between artist and model. In doing so, it is more suited to facilitating empathetic 
understandings and representations of the human body than depersonalised, physically dis-
tanced, second hand source material. 

There is an increasing visibility and interest in drawing within British contemporary practice. 
Tracey Emin’s appointment as Professor of Drawing at the Royal Academy  in 2011, and the 
focus of draughtsmanship in recent works by Michael Landy and Damien Hirst  indicates shifts 
of emphasis from entirely conceptual methods of visual communication.  Drawing is central 
to the multidisciplinary practice of Grayson Perry, and skilled draughtsmanship underpinned 
David Hockney’s high profile exhibition A Bigger Picture at the Royal Academy in 2012.  It is 
therefore timely to re-examine the unique benefits of the life room for teaching fundamental 
visual vocabulary, grammar and syntax, and for encouraging personal, sensitive and divergent 
understandings of the world.  Life drawing as world -making articulates these processes.
There are further reasons for the rehabilitation of life drawing: despite infinite variations in 
the form of the human body, there remains the underlying unity of anatomical structure which 
allows the opportunity to develop the judgement of correct proportional ratios, which is a 
fundamental necessity in the production of work in the widest range of media..

The model within the life drawing room also offers the opportunity to study a uniquely flexible 
(and easily portable) variety of configurations of the primary geometry of the model in their 

spatial context; variations of linear perspective and other systems of geometrical projection can be explored 
easily; poses that emphasise foreshortening allow explorations of the secondary geometry – those points, 
lines and planes representing the edges and surfaces within the primary geometry. At a more elevated level of 
visual understanding, the human form is the most convenient and yet most complex display of fractal geometry.

The human form is the most flexible subject-matter to explore the grammar of visual communication: ele-
ments of line, shape, tone, colour and texture in combination produce scale, proportion, pattern rhythm, 
and tonal and textural contrasts. The life room provides a focused and disciplined environment for teaching 
and learning these fundamental drawing processes of selection and combination of visual elements. It offers 
a structured and supportive environment in which students can develop a visual literacy – visualcy? - in 
world making processes.

Moreover, the human figure offers a subject matter with which everyone can identify in some way. Our 
connection to the body is elemental and our fascination with it ubiquitous.  Representation of the human 
body allows for a wide variation of understandings. It allows the artist to construe and construct alternative 
realisations of world experiences - and relate them to the activity of drawing. One of the prime social func-
tions of all art is to make the familiar strange. (Shklovsky, 1917(1977)). To see and interpret the familiar in a 
variety of ways is the essence of creativity: life drawing is the most direct, unencumbered way of developing 
this creativity of seeing.

Conclusion 

Goodman’s five worldmaking processes offer a framework within which drawing can explore and delineate 
experiential knowledge. These defining processes echo formalist structures used to analyse and repre-
sent the observed world advocated by traditional drawing pedagogical methods. Methods of worldmaking, 
combined with an intelligence of seeing, metaphorically and practically enhance formal drawing processes 
beyond the mechanical. Within a worldmaking context the drawing functions as a cognitive construction 
of understanding and learning.
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ABSTRACT

South Africa’s educational landscape is scarred with 
economic and educational inequalities. South African 
tertiary education today has to deal with a variety 
of challenges; the most prominent relevant to our 
research is the extensive lack of skills and knowledge 
of students when coming from secondary school. The 
other is the lack of funding, both on the student’s side 
and on the side of the institution.

In this paper we explore the use of drawing as a tool 
for creative and critical thinking, as a bridge to close 
the gap between theory and practice, and as a means to 
introduce technology on a basic (low-cost) level.

Roome & Zeigler | Mind the gap:  Drawing 
Theory and Practice together 
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Our students are rarely exposed to cognitive skills at secondary school and they 
struggle to understand the notion of a ‘concept’ or ‘metaphor’ in an artwork: that 
art is not just representative or aesthetic, but communicates a message, an idea, 
a criticism, or appreciation. This requires creative and critical thinking, and we 
explore drawing as a tool to get there. 

The integration of theory in this process proves essential; as it helps the students 
understand how other artists implement critical thinking in their works and how 
to detect their concepts, metaphors, or symbols. The long term goal is to close the 
gap between theory and practice.

With little equipment at hand, drawing is used to explore technology to create 
animation.  Our students are ‘crazy’ about technology. We investigate this high 
motivation as a driving force in drawing ‘with technology’ and find that it results 
in a more substantial body of drawings of greater conceptual quality.  

1. Introduction

The idea for this paper came out of a collaborative project run by two lecturers in the 
Fine art department at DUT. We both teach the same group of second year students. I 
teach drawing and Nirmi teaches art theory. In an attempt to break down a perceived divide 
between our two subjects, art theory and drawing, we coordinated our efforts. 

What follows is an account of this collaboration. One could see the process as a dance between 
the two of us as well as a dance between art theory and art practice. The paper has been written 
jointly and will reflect the two partners in the dance. The dance was ‘free-form’ in the sense 
that we followed different steps but listened to the same rhythm. Our different training and 
backgrounds influence the way we dance (teach). Nirmi trained as an art historian, I trained 
as an artist. We have different perspectives, one of us being a ‘native’ and the other being an 

‘immigrant.’1 Since understanding the South African context is vitally important for our paper 
we introduce the issues currently affecting education in our country.

To distinguish between the two voices we use different fonts:

John

Nirmi

1.1 The South African Context

South Africa is a postcolonial country which displays all known symptoms of poverty, 
severe crime, corruption, extended cultural diversity, and language multiplicity. 
In addition, we are a young democracy, a country that comes out of a prolonged 
period of suppression and domination of the majority. This transformation from a 
racist society into a democratic one has been a slow and arduous one. Our extreme 
diversity in cultural, religious and social context earned us the name ‘Rainbow Nation’, 
a challenge which asks for multifaceted attempts to ease tensions, inequity, inequality 
and discrimination. 

Issues that negatively affect the majority of students include the paralysing effects of 
poverty, a society in crisis, and an educational system that is largely disfunctional. Poor 
matric2 standards and the (connected) overall poor situation of secondary education 
shifts the burden of ‘catching up’ and delivering a proper education to the universities 
(Parker 2012; Murray 2010; Davids 2010; Dugmore 2012; Pooe 2012;).

Language constitutes an essential tool for learning, but because of its postcolonial 
history, the language of instruction is not the mother tongue of the majority of learners. 
And as non-indigenous languages are associated with an oppressed past, the issue 
is complex, politicized and problematic (Msila 2007; Seligmann 2011; Plessis 2005; 
Visser 2004;).

Since the new South African democracy of 1994, the demand for ‘critical citizenship’ 
as a way of bringing understanding to our complex situation, has been promoted 
(Malaza 2011; Soudien 2006;). In recent years it has been made an explicit goal in 

1. J R was born and 
educated in S.A. N Z was 
born and educated in 
Germany, moved to SA 
in 1997.

2. Matriculation (matric) 
refers to the final year 
of high school and the 
qualification received 
on graduating from high 
school (Matriculation in 
South Africa,2012) .

Nirmi
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higher education and in 2010 our then Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic), Professor 
Nomthandazo S. Gwele wrote it in the vision for our university: 

A preferred university for developing leadership in technology  
and productive citizenship (DUT Annual Report 2010: 24). 

 1.2  Underprepared students

South African students are in general underprepared when they arrive at tertiary 
education. They lack basic general knowledge, numeracy, critical skills and the 
necessary standard in the language of instruction. In order to correct and counteract 
this mishap, most universities have put one year of so-called ‘bridging courses’ or 

‘foundation courses’ in place. These courses are supposed to prepare students for the 
1st year level. In our faculty the course unfortunately fails to address critical thinking, 
numeracy and writing. 

1.3 Under-resourced departments and students

This situation is aggravated by the (financial) crisis of higher education worldwide, 
with keywords such as massification, budget cuts, research (funding), academic 
freedom, provision of human resources, and expectations from government and 
corporations. The South African situation is no better. According to Levy, the lack of 
money is the largest single problem for our higher education, but at the same time 
higher education is the single largest inhibitor of reform programmes (1999). Public 
funding has decreased between 1986 and 2006 for higher education from 0.86% to 
only 0.66% of GDP (De Villiers, Steyn 2007). 

As the majority of our students come from a disadvantaged background, they need 
funding. 50% of the income of our university comes from the state and 36% from tuition 
fees (DUT annual report 2010). For many students fees become a stumbling block. 
The unrest through student strikes, which often become violent are about fees and 

accommodation (Cops put DUT under surveillance 2010). 

Financial constraints have resulted in a low budget allocation for our department 
which does not allow for new equipment. Staffing has also been affected. The number 
of lecturers has steadily decreased to less than half in the last ten years while student 
numbers have remained constant.  

The only thing that is not under-resourced is creativity.  

1.4 Theory/practice divide: no culture of self study

The majority of our students arrive with only basic English language skills, and no 
culture of reading and self-study. Many of them are first generation tertiary students. 
This means that these qualities were not nourished at home. 

The general struggle with language, cognitive skills and the generating of one’s own 
ideas leads to a tendency to concentrate on techniques and practice as this is more 
rewarding. Students prefer practical subjects that avoid written assessments, the 
construction of arguments (in writing or in a debate) or other critical thinking skills. 
So the gap between theory and practice keeps widening. One of the aims of our 
intervention was to counteract this tendency. It is also of great concern in our current 
re-curriculation process. 

1.5 Bias towards art practical subjects

Contemporary art has moved away from a representational and aesthetic focus 
towards a conceptual one. This is a new territory for most of our students, who often 
are not even familiar with the technical side of producing art, or with the notion of 

‘contemporary art’, as they never took art as a school subject.   Most of our students 
therefore have a limited idea of what to expect from studying fine art. The perception 
of creating decorative and useful objects dominates. Fine art as a concept developed 
in the Western world is foreign to the Zulu culture, which has a rich tradition in craft. 
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These products are useful and decorative and mostly embedded in a ritual context. 
The encounter with a conceptual approach is therefore not an easy one. 

2. Drawing as a tool to promote critical thinking

In order to address these challenges we designed an intervention that combined theory 
and practice. A drawing project that investigated movement and animation was introduced 
during art theory periods and was linked to art historical precedents and art theoretical 
concepts. We both participated in the introduction to the project as well as the final 
critique of the work. 

Our project was an attempt to make students aware of what artist/researcher Barbara Bolt 
refers to as the ’double articulation of theory and practice whereby theory emerges from 
a reflexive practice, and practice is informed by theory’ (2005:4). By combining drawing 
and art theory into one collaborative project we hoped to make this ‘double articulation’ 
evident to students.

2.1 Integration of Theory and Practice

The integration of theory and practice is an issue in various disciplines and has its roots 
probably in the invention of the university itself, originally the place to discover and 
understand the ‘theory’ behind (natural) phenomena. Today this is called ‘research’.

With rapidly growing technology, the demands on human resources have increased. 
We need to think on our toes, and solve (complex) problems that didn’t exist before.  
Sir Ken Robinson’s observation became iconic when in 2006 he stated that we are 
educating our children for a future we know nothing about, taking into account the 
rapid growth and change through technology. The only intelligent option we have in 
order to prepare them for their future jobs is to encourage creativity and to teach our 
students ‘how to learn’.

The crucial skill today is to find, understand and evaluate relevant information for one’s 

purpose. The values that stand out are those of information literacy, critical thinking, 
problem solving, reflection and cognitive skills. These skills are rooted in the ability to 
analyse, systemize and evaluate data, in other words, complex thought. 

Keith Sawyer in his book ‘Explaining Creativity: The Science of Human Innovation’ 
makes it clear, that creativity lies at the bottom of every complex human effort to solve 
a problem (2011).

Theory driven university degrees are currently criticized for their lack of practical 
application, yet practice based courses, especially in art and design, have in turn, 
changed their curriculum towards a more theory oriented, cognitive approach. 

In fine art, the shift towards theory happened in the art production itself,3 and through, 
and through educational reform4 during the 1960’s (Candlin 2001).6 The trend deepened 
with postmodernism, which picked up on these beginnings and today contemporary 
art is deeply engaged within a conceptual mode (Stezaker 1997).

Because of this radical shift (away from focusing on teaching technical stills and the 
turn towards theory) art production was now imbedded 1.) within a critical discourse 
that creates a dialogue and 2.) within the grand narrative of its time and context. Yet 
this shift has been problematic for a variety of reasons. 

Artists are visual people, and fall, according to Howard Gardner, under the ‘spatial 
intelligence’ category , but are not necessarily talented in ‘linguistic intelligence’, 
the gift for language and words. Surely, if tested, all individuals show abilities in 
more than one ’intelligence’ (as there are nine), though due to education, support 
and encouragement, we end up specializing and concentrating on particular trades.  
Contemporary art clearly favours individuals who are strong in both spatial and 
linguistic intelligence, and who then, in addition can bring in other intelligences to 
refine their art.6 But if the talent or skill for language and words is lacking, such a 
person would struggle to succeed in a contemporary art school. 

A new literacy benchmark test7 conducted with our 1st year students this year revealed 

3. the most prominent 
movement being 
‘conceptual art’
4. The National Advisory 
Council on Art Education 
(1960), better known as 
The Coldstream Report 
(in Great Britain)
5. South Africa had a 
time delay in this regard, 
and still tends to favour 
non-conceptual art. A 
correlation is possible.
6. An artist with 
musical or bodily-
kinaesthetic intelligence 
would probably chose 
performance art or 
installation, whereas an 
artist with existential 
intelligence would have 
a more philosophical 
approach
7. Dr. Alan Cliff from 
the University of Cape 
Town is the facilitator of 
the Academic Literacy 
Test, from the National 
Benchmark Test Project 
(NBTP).

John

Nirmi
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that the overwhelming majority has only a (very) basic knowledge of the English 
language and that only one student has adequate English comprehension skills. None of 
these students took mathematics or science as a matric subject. In my experience many 
of them struggle to grasp even basic numeric concepts,8 and lack basic knowledge in 
history, geography and anthropology, which are crucial when studying art. 

An answer to this challenge seemed to be the idea of using drawing as an alternative 
and visually driven tool to promote critical thinking.  

2.2 Questions around the ‘theory – practice’ gap

The difficulty of integrating theory and practice raises various questions:  why is it so 
difficult to integrate the two or even, why are the two separated in the first place?  It 
also demands an answer to the question:  what is it that we need to integrate, or, what 
do we hope to achieve through integration? 

Theory and practice are separated in our educational system, but in reality they are 
deeply interwoven.  ‘Man cannot be in any kind of practical relationship towards 
the world, not even on a very primary and simple level, without some kind of ‘theory’, 
without certain purposes, attitudes, concepts, ideas’ says Vranicki. He  concludes ‘ … 
to separate them would be to allow the possibility of a kind of practice which did not 
include consciousness, hypotheses and theory: as if theory were possible which did 
not involve the total experience of man’s sensuous activity…Practice of this kind would 
be animal practice, and such a theory would be nonsense’ (1965).  

Then, why did we end up separating the two? The reason lies in their different functions 
within the process of ‘problem solving’, - practical as opposed to  factual. But it is the 
thinking that leads the way to the solution, not the doing. This separation of thinking 
and doing causes the problem. By separating the two, we are tempted to see them as 
not related, which is a fallacy. 

According to the philosopher Immanuel Kant theory deals with the principle, the rule 

that represents its universality (Allgemeinheit). This involves a process of abstraction 
from various conditions that influence the situation at any given time (practice).  It is 
essential to extract a theory, because it constitutes the key to solving new problems 
(1977). 

At high school (our) students are not asked to apply theory to solve problems.They are 
trained to memorize and to learn by rote. But Kant makes it clear that ‘No-one can 
pretend to be practically versed in a branch of knowledge and yet treat theory with 
scorn, without exposing the fact that he is an ignoramus in his subject’ (1977). 

In order to solve new problems, one needs to know the theory and how to apply it to 
a given practical situation. In order to do so, Immanuel Kant suggests an element of 
connection between the two (Mittelglied der Verknüpfung und des Übergangs) that 
of judgement, in order to transfer the theoretical principle to the practical situation 
(or problem) we want to solve. Rachels concludes: “This implies that those who lack 
judgement might be helpless” (2001).  

And this helplessness is what we observe and witness when teaching our students. 
They engage in ‘theory’, but are not able to apply or connect  judgement to their 
practical subject in the studio. This inability explains why integration in education is 
so problematic; numerous research papers bear testimony to this. The tale reads almost 
like a mantra: students know the theory, but they struggle to implement it once they are 
confronted with the practice of their profession (Waghorn, Stevens 1996). 

2.3 The Art theory Perspective

How do we assist with the process of critically reviewing what was learned in theory 
and (through an act of transfer and selection) applying such knowledge to the practice?  
Or, as Kant would put it:  judging (Urteilskraft) a practical problem through the light of 
theory in order to find solutions and/or a new approach. 

One of the main barriers lies in the different structure of theory and practice.  Art history 

8. For example the 
chronology of history as 
reflected by the counting 
of years and centuries as 
in CE and BCE, or to be 
aware of the significance 
of number values, e.g. 
between 700 and 7000, 
or of very high numbers, 
e.g. 500.000
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for example is organized chronologically, whilst studio based practice is arranged 
along techniques and topics. This forces an asynchronous delivery of often related 
contents. Students often fail to make the connections.  

In our experiment we coordinated the art history of ‘movement in modern art’ with the 
drawing module, which aimed to produce drawings that expressed ‘movement’.9 We 
also introduced (again) the notion of a ‘concept’ in art, but this time in art theory , by 
showing art examples and discussing them, making it clear that the focus was on a 
practical outcome. We expected the students to come up with, implement and explain 
their own ‘concept’ in the artwork they were going to produce in the studio.  

We also shared two YouTube videos, where other fine art students explained concepts 
in their artworks that were shown in a group exhibition. We discussed these videos 
in art theory, together with the related ‘reflective journal’, which one of the students in 
the video had posted on the internet.10

The videos and the reflective journal modelled the process of how to arrive at a resolved 
concept within an artwork. The thorough discussion of the reflective journal offered 
insight into the long and often slow and arduous process in finding solutions.  The 

‘walk about’ of the young artists in the videos, set examples of high standards. Their 
eloquence inspired our students. 

The next step was then to ‘detect’ concepts in existing artworks of modernism within 
the theme, and identify metaphors and symbols, in other words,  interpretation, an 
activity associated with art historians. But here the purpose was different:  it was a 
means to train the budding artists to understand these principles in order to create 
meaning in their own artworks.

This shift towards integration was also reflected in the theory assignment. We focussed 
on the discussion of the concept, metaphors and symbols not only of an existing 
modernist work, but also (by comparison) of the student’s work inspired by modernism. 

The aim was to emphasize that the ‘only difference’ between theory and practice was 

the ‘direction ‘in which the SAME task was executed: In art theory we investigated a 
finished artwork ant detected how the artist had applied meaning to it and what that 
meaning was. In the studio practice the student tried to create an artwork by finding 
out what meaning could be applied. 

2.4 The Drawing Perspective

Here is a brief contextual background to the teaching of drawing in our department. First 
year drawing provides a largely perceptually based foundation.  Second year drawing builds 
on this foundation using a variety of techniques and media. Due to the mainly perceptual 
and representational bias of the course, students have tended not to engage with drawing 
in a conceptual way.

A solution to this deficiency presented itself to me serendipitously as a result of an 
intervention I tried three years ago with a group who were particularly unmotivated. 
Inspired by my own experience of dealing with creative inertia, I introduced them to 
animation. Using traditional drawing combined with basic computer software, the students 
produced short, stop-frame animated films. This project brought about a change in attitude 
and approach. There was a sense of excitement and total engagement in the studio. Drawing 
was seen as a means to an end. The ‘safe’ and representational approach to drawing was 
replaced by a more experimental and investigative one.

Encouraged by these results the project was introduced in subsequent years, refining and 
adapting it to the needs of each group. This included adding the concept of a personal 
narrative to link the animation to a self-portrait project. 

Recently the project was presented as a joint assignment with art theory as outlined above. 
The discussion and development of concepts related to movement and animation took place 
in both art theory seminars and in the drawing studio. Concepts informed by art theory 
were developed through drawing and finally reflected upon in the students’ journals. The 
‘double articulation’ of theory and practice thus became evident. Results indicate that the 
exposure to art historical precedents and complex concepts led to drawings that were 

9. The duration of the 
drawing module was one 
week with 2 x 3 hours 
of art theory during that 
week.

10. Our students also 
write ‘reflective journals’ 
as another initiative to 
prompt critical thinking 
and problem solving 
in the process of art 
making. It was introduced 
several years ago, but all 
lecturers complain about 
the low standard of these 
journals and the reports 
that derive from them. 

John
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technically and conceptually more adventurous. 

3. Response from the Reflective Journals

Students keep a cognitive–reflective journal for every module. This is a course requirement. 
The journal has become a useful teaching and learning tool that assists with critical thinking 
and cognitive reflection, provides a record of the student’s research and development of 
ideas, and facilitates lecturer/student feedback. In the journals students relate information, 
ideas and concepts gained through theoretical research directly to their practice. In addition 
the journal encourages daily writing, which assists with the development of writing skills 

-a challenge many students face. 

We gleaned the following responses from the journals.

3.1  Integration of Art Theory and Drawing

The student response to integration was positive. In many cases concepts and examples 
discussed during art theory provided inspiration for students to develop their own concepts. 

Siyanda Xaba wrote that he did not have a ‘solid concept’ at first. He noted that he was 
introduced to examples of Futurist art but that he found their depiction of movement to 
be ‘what one would expect under the subject of movement’. He was looking for something 
different but was not sure what.

I came up with an idea of doing a series of drawings using facial expression 
and I even told John that I could focus on that. It wasn’t much of a strong 
concept. It was more of illustration, as I told John, I saw it in his eyes that 
he wasn’t that satisfied, so I got worried and started to try to think of another 
solution (Xaba 2012).

His inspiration came from a Bill Viola video shown to the students during art theory.
My idea was to move away from the ordinary classical movement e.g. 

moving by walking from one point to another, but my idea is about movement 
in terms of EMOTIONS. I used the topic in order to find my concept behind 
it which is searching for IDENTITY. That was my idea and the only thing 
that made me to get ...closer to my concept was the movie that Nirmi played, 
which was about 5 people showing movement of facial expression as well as 
slow, gradual movement of body (Xaba 2012).

Sibonelo Ndwalane integrated ideas taken from the life drawing class with ideas from art 
theory.

I’ ve started my drawing which should depict movement. I’ve decided to use 
what I learned in figure drawing depicting movement, and also I have looked 
at Muybridge and Duchamp’s works and sort of combined the two into one 
piece.

I am using Duchamp’s drawing depicting movement with a horse and a 
man riding and Muybridge’s man climbing steps. I think the combination of 
charcoal and oil pastels should work (Ndwalane 2012).

3.2 Concept development

Students were asked to develop their own concepts related to movement and animation. 
They approached this in various ways. 

Koketso Letlape’s concept evolved out of a series of doodles done in response to ideas 
presented during art theory lectures.

More doodles done during art theory. I’m really keen to experiment with the 
pendulum. The lines of the pendulum shifting (or the after shadow) must be 
as light as possible. So the main event will happen in the middle. This is as 
much mathematical as it is art. I want to show the mechanics of time as much 
as I want to show the movement of time within the pendulum shift (Letlape 
2012).

Figure 2 (overleaf) 
Bongani Khanyile, 
2012. Life Drawing, 
Charcoal on paper, 
594 x 420 mm.

Figure 3 (overleaf) 
Sibonelo Ndwalane, 
2012. Burden, Pastel 
on paper, 300 x 650 
mm.

Figure 1 (overleaf) 
Siyanda Xaba, 2012.  
Self Portrait, Charcoal 
on paper, 594 x 420 
mm.
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He linked the seven stages of his pendulum movement to the seven deadly sins, and further 
linked these to animal symbols.

In my work the pendulum will explain or give the impression of a 
movement in time and situation or character. Characteristics I myself 
show during my lifetime as a human. With the seven pendulum balls 

or circles a characteristic will be shown….( Letlape 2012).

3.3 Critical thinking/ challenging ideas

In both art theory and drawing students were encouraged to think 
critically. Siyanda Xaba reflected on how to improve his work: 

Look and think cognitively, don’t go for the obvious.

To obtain brilliant ideas question myself about my ideas, 
whether they work and how to make them better. Don’t 
look for a solution, but rather question and try to solve 
things and break them to simplicity (Xaba 2012).

In art theory the students were exposed to ideas that were new 
to them. We presented and discussed the Enlightenment and the 
ideas of Descartes. These ideas challenged students from religious 
and conservative backgrounds. Siyanda Xaba acknowledges this 
challenge.

My work is about existence and it questions existence 
in some way. In the world that we live in there are many 
influences and things that make us reason and when we 
reason we sort of become confused of where we belong or 
what to follow.

So basically all of these confusions are all unclear and 
makes a person like me to not know where I stand in 

Clockwise from 
top left:

Figure 1: Xaba, 
Figure 2: Khanyile 
and Figure 3: 
Ndwalane.

Figure 4. Koketso Letlape, 2012. Journal entry, 
297 x 210 mm.
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life ‘existence’. So in my art I try to show that ‘unclearness’ through my 
movement drawings. What I did was I made drawings showing a blurred 
effect which clarifies confusion and unclearness and that was the kind of 
effect I intended to capture (Xaba 2012).

3.4 Making use of metaphor

Many of our students were not familiar with the concept of metaphor. In art theory they 
learned to look for visual metaphors in the works of other artists. They soon began to 
experiment with metaphor.

Nosipho Myeza used feet and shoes as metaphors for her concept of personal development. 
She was finding her feet through metaphor. 

Figure 5 Koketso 
Letlape, 2012. Seven 
Deadly Sins, Charcoal 
and pastel on paper, 
594 x 841 mm.

Figure 6 Nosipho Myeza, 
2012. Journal entry, 297 x 
210 mm.

Figure 7 Nosipho Myeza, 2012. 
Drawing for animation.
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My concept was inspired by the fact that everyone’s life seems to be logical 
and rational and controlled by systems and laws to such an extent that they 
cannot identify or find their true selves or true sense of identity, which of 
course can also make them forget what it feels like to be experimental.

Execution of my conceptual idea:

For my concept I will document a movement of feet that find their way into 
shoes of different pairs to express my way of defying what is considered to be 

normal or rather breaking out of the laws and systems that govern our life.

Symbolic Representation

The feet are a metaphor for a person that finds his/her own feet, which in this 
case is being experimental.

The two different shoes – represent being experimental, spontaneous and 
breaking out from the comfortable way of living which is guided by laws and 

Figure 8 Nosipho 
Myeza, 2012. Happy 
Feet, Charcoal and 
pastel on paper, 594 x 
420 mm.

Figure 9 Sibonelo 
Ndwalane, 2012. 
Journal entry, 297 x 
210 mm.
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systems (Myeza 2012)

Sibonelo Ndwalane made drawings of himself carrying a bag around. He wanted to express 
the challenges he experienced as a first generation tertiary student in his family. He felt 
that the high expectations placed on him were sometimes a burden.

I am using the baggage/bags as my metaphorical object which is intended to 
signify a feeling of having a burden (Ndwalane 2012).

3.5 Linking the concept to personal life issues and active citizenship

Many students drew on their own life experiences, confronting 
issues of identity and personal development. Others expressed 
ideas that indicated a concern for broad social issues that affected 
their lives.

Siyanda Xaba’s drawings and animation are an expression of his 
personal quest for a sense of who he is.

My concept is searching for identity through 
emotional movement in terms of facial expression. I 
wanted the viewer to see me as a person moving from 
a certain stage to another through facial expression, 
e.g. starting from a happy or should I say a normal 
depiction of myself, to a very confused and lost 
person.

I try to achieve my soul searching identity by starting 
showing me as a happy person and as it moves on I 
begin to change mood and become a different person 
as it continues until it reaches the point where I 
become a confused person who doesn’t know himself 
(Xaba 2012).

Similarly Bongani Khanyile wanted to depict a sense of hope and 
the development of an individual identity.

My idea is to depict different scenes of my timeline 
life. I am going to begin my animation from nothing 
to something visible and take into action with 
movement a life observation, trying to remember 
a certain age frame and to show movement in the 
actions of motion that came toward me and that I 

Figure 10 Sibonelo 
Ndwalane, 2012. 
Drawing for 
animation.

Figure 11 Siyanda 
Xaba, 2012. Self 
Portrait, Charcoal and 
pastel on paper, 594 x 
420 mm.
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approached and how did they effect or had 
an impact on my life (Khanyile 2012).

Nhlakanipho Ndimande’s city drawings express his 
concerns about the challenges facing his generation. 

In the city that I live in life is very tough, it 
is in a fast lane… Considering the events that 
take place now and then, the ongoing circle 
of crime rate, the abusive usage of drugs 
which lead to brothers and sisters to kill 
each other…Drugs are destroying the youth 
every day, their future, they are driven by the 
longing to belong and understand who they 
are (Ndimande 2012).

3.6 Research as a tool

One of the aims of our intervention was to make 
students aware of the value of research both in a 
theoretical and in a practical context. Students clearly 
began to value research as a tool for helping them 
develop creative ideas. 

Siyanda Xaba wrote:
Research is important and serves as a 
foundation for work and I’ve realised this 
through searching information myself 
and thinking cognitively. At times Ideas 
or Concepts don’t appear imminently 
(immediately), they take a process of 
research and questioning as well as thinking cognitively (Xaba 2012).

Figure 12 Bongani 
Khanyile, 2012. 
Thrown and Turning 
Life, Charcoal and 
pastel on paper, 841 x 
594 mm.

Figure 13 Nhlakanipho 
Ndimande, 2012. 
Rushing where? Pastel 
on paper, 841 x 594 
mm.

Figure 14 Zinhle Khumalo, 2012. 
Journal entry, 297 x 210mm.
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Zinhle Khumalo came across theories of division of labour (Frederick Taylor) and 
behaviourism (Watson) in her research. These ideas served as a catalyst for her drawings 
and animation.

I wanted to integrate these two theories into my animation and my conclusion 
that both Watson and Taylor were on a path of dehumanising the human race 
(Khumalo 2012).

Research not only helped students develop concepts but also gave them ideas about 
drawing and animation techniques. South African artist William Kentridge, internationally 
acknowledged for his hand-drawn animated films dealing with the aftermath of Apartheid 
and Colonialism, proved influential in a number of cases.

Nosipho Myeza observed:
The approach of using charcoal drawings (a William Kentridge approach) 
to portray/draw on top of an existing drawing brought about strength in my 
animation in terms of tonal values (Myeza 2012).

Jabulani Mbili’s  use of blue in  his charcoal drawings makes a conscious reference to the 
artist who’s animation technique inspired him. Kentridge’s animated charcoal drawings are 
predominantly monochromatic. He occasionally introduces blue or red chalk for emphasis.

I was influenced by William Kentridge. I wanted to show the influence by 
using blue (Mbili 2012).

3.7 Drawing as a means of developing ideas

The movement and animation projects were aimed at getting the students to view drawing 
as a process through which concepts can be developed and expressed.

Bongani Khanyile found the drawings of Clara Liev who uses a technique of blurring 
or agitating the edges of her figures to suggest movement. He experimented with this 
technique and used it to develop his concept of movement. His comment indicates that 

Figure 16 Bongani 
Khanyile, 2012. 
Journal entry, 297 x 
420 mm.

Figure 15 Jabulani 
Mbili, 2012. Work in 
progress.
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he worked instinctively, responding to his medium.
I was still working on this piece, I am wondering how it is going to look like 
in the end. I don’t want to know. All I’m interested in is to experiment more 
with my medium (Khanyile 2012). 

Siyanda Xaba reflected on his own process of drawing:  
When I was drawing there was one thing that kept on ringing in my mind 
and that was: every mark that I make was a history. This idea made me to not 
have the perception of making a perfect drawing without mistakes but I let 
the hand flow, creating lines that ended up shaping my work (Xaba 2012). 

3.8   Innovation and coping with challenges

Students were encouraged to develop an innovative attitude. They were ‘dropped in the 
deep end’ and had to find solutions to a variety of conceptual and practical problems. 
Limited resources led to the need to ‘make a plan’ and they coped well. 

Jabulani Mbili reflected on his struggle with equipment and technology.
In this module as I started I had a challenge of getting the equipment which 
I needed to use which is a camera and a tripod but I made a plan…As I was 
starting to draw with charcoal on paper I did not have any knowledge on how 
I would make my drawings work as animation. But when I started taking 
pictures it became easy for me to progress with my animation and I had a 
clear vision of how it would be at the end. Which gave me more ideas and 
how to do other complex drawings in order to improve my animation (Mbili 
2012).

3.9 A Sense of Achievement

Student response indicates that there was a sense of enjoyment, achievement and pride 
at the end of the project.

Nhlakanipho Ndimande:
I enjoyed doing animation, and I was pleased by the outcome of my work, 
because at first I couldn’t understand what I was doing and I wasn’t sure of 
how to do it, but not until I relaxed and let my hand flow onto paper freely 
(2012).

Jabulani Mbili:
This was a successful module which was challenging in approach and ideas it 
was a learning experience as I learned how to make animation and challenges 
which came with animation… (2012).

Siyanda Xaba:
I am proud of what I’ve achieved personally. I know that I worked hard 
because I did over a thousand drawings if I am not mistaken, in a space of 
just three days and I think that is an achievement in itself (2012).

The student responses indicate that their creative and critical thinking were stimulated 
and enhanced. 

4. Enhanced Creative and Critical thinking

There was another spin off arising from our collaboration. This resulted from the nature 
of drawing itself and the skills required to execute it.  

4.1  Drawing and Thinking

Howard Risatti, in a Theory of Craft, points out the difference between the knowledge 
and skills required for craft and fine art.  He explains that the aim of figure drawing is not 
so much to master a technique but to see and understand the figure as a form in space 
so that it can be conceptualised as a two-dimensional or three-dimensional sign. The 
conceptualising nature of drawing means that the knowledge gained through drawing can 
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be applied to almost any

Creativityy
Problem solving
Critical thinking
other medium (2007).

Traditionally the activity of drawing was regarded as subordinate to the major disciplines 
of painting and sculpture. Drawings were mostly regarded as preparatory works and 
were seldom exhibited or displayed as works of art in their own right. Anita Taylor, in the 
foreword to Writing on Drawing states:

Often categorised as a lesser activity than the main artefact or product, or otherwise 
remaining an intimate element of art practice, drawing has often been withheld from public 
viewing and the discourse in the field has often been marred by romantic visions of what 
drawing could and should be and how it might or might not be taught (2008).

In contemporary art, drawings are often used to express concepts or document art 
works that may only exist as actions or temporary installations. Drawing often plays 
a crucial role in visualising concepts and generating ideas. In this sense drawing can be 
equated with thinking. There is some debate as to whether or not the act of drawing is a 
form of thinking. Artist Joel Fisher’s paper Notes Towards a Prepositional Drawing given 
at the Drawing Research Network Conference, London, 8 October 2009, addresses the 
relationship between drawing and thinking. He concludes that drawing is related to, but 
differs from thinking.

Drawing is like thinking, but not what we might call a ‘mode of thought.’ It is too multifaceted 
to be proposed as a single system or lens able to give us a specific understanding of the 

world (Fischer 2009).

Patricia Cain in Drawing: The enactive evolution of the practitioner explains why she chose 
to focus on the activity of drawing for her research. The immediacy of the activity lends 
itself to the direct and unencumbered expression of visual ideas. There are no complicated 
technical intermediaries that stand between the artist and what he/she wants to express. 
She notes that drawings provide a unique form of access to the thoughts of the artist and 
that the activity of drawing has been defined as a ‘cognitive tool to facilitate and assimilate 
information’ (2010: 28). 

Our project emphasised the conceptualising and cognitive nature of drawing. Students were 
introduced to historical examples and were asked to critically engage with the concepts 
dealt with in these artworks. They were further challenged to develop their own concepts 
in the studio through the medium of drawing.

4.2 The Role of the “Concept” in  making Art  

To engage students in the quest to find a concept for their new project, is probably the 
main focus in the studio, alongside the technical realization of the work. The process 
demands a critical view into one’s subjective world in relation to the objective, outside 
world. This is where art theory can assist, as it trains information literacy to help gather 
ideas, as well as the cognitive skills required for the task. 

Drawing, as well as other forms of visual expression, provides a means of generating 
knowledge that differs from language-based knowledge generation. Author of Art Practice 
as Research, Graeme Sullivan refers to this as ‘thinking through a medium’ (2010). Thinking 
through the medium of drawing is a different form of cognitive process to what is normally 
considered as thinking in academia. Academic thinking requires competence in language, 
more particularly academic language. Linear, logical, language-based thinking is often of less 
use when drawing than instinctive, innovative and ‘creative’ decision-making. 

Our assumption was that a more critical engagement with art theory would impact positively 

Nirmi
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Figure 19 Students 
editing animation 
videos.

Figure 20 Cell 
phone used for stop 
frame animation. 

Figure 17 Koketso 
Letlape, 2012. Drawing 
for animation.

Figure 18 Koketso 
Letlape, 2012. Drawing 
for animation.
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on studio practice. Conversely a more critically reflective approach to practice would lead 
to a better understanding of theoretical concepts.  In the light of the student responses, 
we have been successful in our aim of bringing about the ‘double articulation of theory 
and practice’ (Bolt 2005). Students have begun to engage with concepts in art theory and 
develop concepts through drawing, bringing about a deeper and more critical understanding 
of the ‘concept in art’.

5. The Role of technology

Through our collaboration we emphasised the educational and creative potential of new 
technology.

5.1 Technology in Art Theory: Instructional Design

The conceptual framework behind the instructional design of my e-learning classrooms 
is ‘learning how to learn’.11  The educational paradigm is constructivism with an 
emphasis on experiential learning. This requires a careful course design to make 
sure that the introduction of a skill feeds directly into the construction of meaningful 
contents. The student is quite free in the execution of a task concerning content as long 
as he/she demonstrates the skills and knowledge asked for. 

The challenge is to align and intertwine the extensive course material into complex 
learning activities that cover as much ground as possible.12 It is then also applied in 
varied contexts in order to reinforce the learning process. I redesigned my courses 
integrating all the learning I identified as absent.

I also consider the relevance of skills for the student’s future when I design my courses. 
The introduction of new software, use of social networking or mobile technology should 
feature, because these are the present and (possible) future of a working environment. 

The use of e-learning has made technology an integral part of the syllabus and gives 
students the tools they need to succeed in the working environment of the 21st century. 

The 24/7 accessible learning material and instructions of the classroom assist the 
student centred learning approach. 

John’s animation project was a welcome addition to the activities which new media 
offers. It extends the use of technology in a creative way.

5.2  Technology and Drawing

Many of our students have little or no computer literacy when they come to us. Apart from 
a basic introduction to Microsoft Word in the subject ‘communications’ there is no course 
that specialises in computer literacy. We have no computer lab dedicated to visual work. 

Even though the majority of our students do not own laptops, the majority do have digital 
devices such as smartphones, i-pods, and digital cameras. One of the reasons for the 
popularity of the drawing and animation project was the link to new technology, which 
students considered ‘cool’.

Students were encouraged to explore available technology as a creative tool. The technique 
of stop-frame animation using digital cameras or cell phones to record the stages of their 
drawings was introduced. Students were shown how to use Microsoft Paint and Windows 
Moviemaker as editing tools.  This meant that they could work in the open access computer 
lab or on their laptop or home computer (if they had one). 

The animation project served as an introduction to the potential of digital technology. 
Through spontaneous sharing and teamwork, students began to understand and exploit this 
potential. The limited resources meant that students had to be innovative and experimental 
in the way they incorporated technology. Most students preferred to work with traditional 
drawing media rather than computer drawing software. By recording their drawings digitally 
students were able to reflect on the process of developing a concept through drawing. 
The final editing and production of the videos required teamwork and skill sharing. Adding 
sound to their videos was an option that provided scope for further creativity.

11. This approach 
focuses on lifelong 
learning; with the 
student taking 
responsibility for his/her 
learning, keywords are 
also ‘independence’ or 
‘autonomy’. 

12. This approach 
focuses on lifelong 
learning; with the 
student taking 
responsibility for his/her 
learning, keywords are 
also ‘independence’ or 
‘autonomy’. 
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Figure 21 Jessica Bothma, 2012. Industrial 
Balloons, Installation with balloons, helium, 
stencils, spray paint, Dimensions variable.

Figure 22 Zinhle Khumalo, 2012. Movement 
Installation, Found object, thread and 
charcoal drawings on paper, Dimensions 
variable.

Figure 23 Kimera Appalsamy, 2012. It’s a 
Dog’s World, Installation with ink drawings 
on paper, Dimensions variable.

Figure 24 (opposite page) A selection of 
student animations, 2012. Video, 3 minutes 
21 seconds. Embedded video - click to view
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6. What we achieved

Despite demanding expectations students were comfortable with our integrated approach. 
The integration makes sense to them, therefore the response was positive, leading to a 
more critically and conceptually aware approach to drawing. The attitude to both subjects 
changed beneficially. 

The improved standard of drawings, together with the generally positive feedback, indicates 
that we were successful in our aim. Almost without exception there was a heightened 
engagement with the conceptualising process. Students developed concepts that reflected 
their personal concerns in relation to their life contexts. The boundaries of drawing were 
extended in many cases to incorporate elements of installation and in most cases animation.

 7. Future potential

This project marks the beginning. There is scope for further development. Potential spinoffs 
include the integration of all subjects offered. Our aim is to bring all the practical subjects 
closer together conceptually by structuring a fully integrated course. Concepts dealt with 
in art theory will be explored through drawing and then developed in the other practical 
disciplines. We further hope to encourage students to develop visual thinking skills as a 
means of generating and expressing concepts in relation to both theory and practice.
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Dr Jac Saorsa is a visual artist, writer and researcher in 
art practice and philosophy.  She has exhibited her work 
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in Contemporary Drawing Practice at Loughborough 
University in 2004. She is currently Programme Director of 
the MA/MFA Fine Art at Cardiff Metropolitan University 
School of Art and Design, where she lectures in the theory 
and practice of drawing. 

Abstract:
This paper will discuss a current research trajectory 
driven by contemporary drawing practice understood as 
a creative and exploratory approach to the interpretation 
of the relation between ethnobotany, the study of relations 
between people and plants, and biomedical science. It 
addresses the conference theme in terms of the hermeneutic 

‘circularity’ between how knowledge authenticates drawing 
acts and how drawing can be constructive of knowledge. 

The term ‘osmosis’ defines the physical process in plant 
organisms wherein solvent molecules move through a 
semi-permeable membrane separating two solutions 

Saorsa | Osmosis: Drawing and Bio-Medical 
Science 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Person
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plants
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of differing concentrations. In biological systems, osmosis serves to equalize 
these solute concentrations. Drawing practice is here understood by analogy as 
a fluid process that flows through the ‘membrane’ that represents conventional 
understanding of human-plant biomedical relation in terms of disease pathology 
and clinical intervention. Drawing here becomes the vehicle for the dissemination 
of the research through its defining of new ‘equilibriums’, which in turn provoke 
alternative understandings.

Since Hippocrates, medicine has been considered as both art and science, and 
this project embodies an intensive engagement, through drawing practice, with 
both sides of this dichotomy. The research is contextualized in a philosophical 
approach fundamentally based on the Deleuzean concept of the ‘rhizome’, itself a 
botanical referent, and in adherence to the fundamental principles of the rhizome 
the aim is not to provide definitive answers but rather to establish and engage with 
a reciprocal relation between science and contemporary drawing practice in an 
innovative and experimental way. 

The process and product of an eclectic mix of emotion and intellect, Saorsa’s work 
is contextualised in a broad Deleuzean aesthetic and, although primarily figurative, 
it is independent of emblematic or allegoric representation. The intangible 
figure emerges from within tangible form through a creative process that is both 
constructive and deconstructive in praxis and the intimate relation between theory 
and practice is a crucial and intrinsic factor. 

Current research involves a collaboration with the Cardiff Medical School 
and the NHS Cardiff and Vale University Health Board. The project involves 
the interpretation and expression through visual art practice of the biomedical 
relation between human and plant morphology and physiology in terms of disease 
pathology, clinical intervention, and existential experience.

Recent publications include her second book Narrating the Catastrophe: An 
Artist’s Dialogue with Deleuze and Ricoeur (2011) Intellect Books.

Available online at:

http://jacsaorsa.wordpress.com/

http://www.lboro.ac.uk/departments/sota/tracey/space/projects/saorsa/js1.html

Osmosis: Drawing and Bio-Medical Science  

A friend was recently diagnosed with cancer. A good friend. An old friend. But even if she were 
no friend at all, even if she were a stranger to me, it is yet a tragedy, 
a private individual tragedy that becomes a part of a wider human 
tragedy that is cancer.

As a visual artist, my preoccupation with cancer has developed 
from an open-ended project that began some time ago and indeed 
remains the fundamental basis of all my recent work. I call this pro-
ject Osmosis: We are a long way from Eden (from here on referred 
to simply as Osmosis). A major part, if not the whole of my practice, 
both in visual and written terms is involved with interdisciplinary 
research that is either formal, with a capital ‘R’, as in my PhD, or 
more informal yet no less intensive for that, with a small ‘r’. Draw-
ing is considered very much a research methodology in itself.  The 
Osmosis project is a good example of my overall practice in the 
way that it assimilates the separate disciplines of drawing, ethno-
botany (the study of the relation between people and plants) and 
bio-medical science, and also in the manner in which it has become 
the progenitor and the continuing major influence for other, more 
specifically oriented projects, all of which are focused on drawing 
practice as a method of enquiry. Each of these ‘offshoots’ centres 
on a particular disease. Fig.1 The Diagnosis

http://jacsaorsa.wordpress.com/
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/departments/sota/tracey/space/projects/saorsa/js1.html
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Before I go on I should perhaps introduce myself and give you some idea of where I am coming 
from. This may then help you to understand where I am going!  I also want to talk more generally 
about how I perceive the relation between drawing and knowledge. I am an artist, by nature and 
by design, and I am also a writer. I am a professional practitioner but I am also deeply involved 
in academia, both in terms of teaching drawing across disciplines, and in terms of research. My 
overall practice therefore ensures that I travel in different directions (often at the same time!) 
but in the end all these directions lead me to encounter myself once again in the same creative 
space. I consider my double, even triple roles, to all intents and purposes, as only one, and in 
my practice as a whole, which includes teaching, I inhabit the small interstices between the 
tissues and layers of process where process itself includes cognition and emotion, physicality 
and psychology. Furthermore, as these layers of existence either atrophy into the dust that 
settles on my fingers as I draw, or pass into memory and so solidify into history, they provide 
the sediment upon which further layers are constantly being deposited. 

Through drawing, both in terms of the act itself as well as the emotional context within which 
it is carried out, the relation between practice and philosophical conceptualisation has for so 
long been such a crucial relation in terms of my process that it is always implicit, and very often 
explicit in my work. Most importantly and with regard to philosophical influence and inspira-
tion, the conceptual edifice constructed in the work of French philosopher Gilles Deleuze has 
provided the framework that both supports and challenges my ability and my integrity as an 
artist, and, in being supported and challenged, I have developed the ability to challenge in turn. 
I am driven to experiment and explore in my work and as such, I am more wedded to process 
than to result. I search beyond the rational and even beyond the irrational; so far beyond perhaps 
that the irrational begins to become rational once again. Identity is of paramount importance, 
identity that is in terms of our existential engagement with our world, be it socially constructed 
or in our heads. Like Deleuze, I concern myself with the elusiveness, the frailness of identity, 
for identity is frail, is divergent, is decentred, and my identity as an artist draws on my thoughts, 
that draw on Deleuze, so much so that the following quote from A Thousand Plateaus is such 
an eloquent description of my methodology in general that it bears no paraphrasing.

This is how it should be done: Lodge yourself on a stratum, experiment with 
the opportunities it offers, find an advantageous place on it, find potential 
movements of deterritorialization, possible lines of flight, experience them, 
produce flow conjunctions here and there, try out continuums of intensities 
segment by segment, have a small plot of new land at all times. 

[Deleuze and Guattari, 1999:161]

My philosophical approach to my work then is ‘rhizomic’, in conceptual accordance to Deleuze’s 
elegantly conceived idea of connectivity, which is itself of course, a botanical referent. The 
underground lateral stem that is the rhizome is the structure that supports the visible devel-
opment of content and expression ‘above the surface’. It embodies potential and its infinitely 
self-generating nature ensures that the aim of research is not to provide definitive answers 
but rather to establish and engage with a reciprocal relation between diverse disciplines and 
contemporary drawing practice in an innovative and experimental way. This is an approach that 
continues along a path well trodden, at least by me; a path defined by a hermeneutic attitude 
that embraces a ‘circularity’ that is fundamentally relevant to the conference theme in terms of 
drawing and knowledge. The rhizome reaches far beyond the binary, systematised character 
of the ‘tree-root’, and the ‘tree’ of knowledge is therefore at best stunted, but more often over-
run by creeping couch grass as the rhizome extends beyond the cognitive parameters within 
which ambition, and creativity are often constrained. The self perpetuating relation between 
philosophy and practice that defines my approach in Osmosis therefore works toward defining 
the reciprocal relation between how knowledge authenticates drawing acts, and how drawing 
can itself be constructive of knowledge. I begin, always, from the middle.

Knowledge however can be a slippery concept, and there is a lot of open ground between what is 
known in a profound and meaningful way and what is only superficially understood. For exam-
ple, the drawings you will see here are by and large what we might superficially call figurative 
but, despite immediate appearances, they are actually representative at a far deeper level than 
is assumed in the way that the term figurative is typically recognised or understood. Just as in 
educational terms there exists a crucial difference between deep and surface learning, I want 
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to suggest that the depth of knowledge generated through creative practice depends upon the 
levels of interpretation that are both manifest in the work, and demanded of the viewer. Further-
more, where drawings make intuition tangible, both as an inevitable factor in their production, 
and as a demand, even a requirement, in their interpretation, they therefore embody, elicit and 
precipitate a form of knowledge that is as profound as the emotion and experience they represent. 

The nature of knowledge is of course a complex subject, especially if we even begin to 
consider the role of intuitive knowledge in the creative process itself. Nevertheless, in an 
effort to clarify my meaning, and with due respect to the constraints of this paper, I am hoping 
that Deleuze would forgive me as I must push the simplification of his ideas to the limit. Suf-
fice to say that in defining the creative act, Deleuze maintains that where that act appeals to 
cognition it moves figuration towards representation, but where the act appeals to sensation, 
towards feeling, it moves figuration through representation and towards the essence of the 
subject. This reveals, in the end, the true Figure, the true ‘resemblance’, an understanding of 
which is a fluid and self-generating measure of knowledge derived from a profound confluence 
of separate streams of thought. This knowledge extends far beyond that both demonstrated 
and referred to in mere re-presentation as we generally understand it. I believe that Deleuzean 
theory demonstrates a deep understanding of the artist’s trust in passion over cognition, and 
ultimately offers a daunting challenge to the idea of artist as simply a reproducer of appearances, 
as well as to what can be considered as ‘knowledge’ at all.

Logic is thus superseded by artistic nuance, and where art and science maintain an ambivalent 
yet necessary relation, because logical progression is inevitably interrupted by the vagaries 
of practice and the interrelation between rational and irrational thought, feeling and action, 
I ‘feel my way’ when drawing. I have come to understand practice, as itself research and 
indeed as a kind of philosophy – a philosophy that is that goes beyond reflection (in both 
senses of the word) to its true ‘being’ which, in accordance with Deleuze and Guattari, 
is in the generation of concepts.  
This said, and referring again to one of the themes of the conference, I must acknowledge that 
for me, drawing as an experimental approach and as research is not necessarily distinct from 

drawing as more simply a process and a creative discipline. Where Sir Christopher Frayling (or 
was it Bruce Archer?)1 may posit a distinction between research into, for and through practice, 
I ask why, after years of seemingly endless debate on this subject, need the question of which 
kind of research creative practice can be is even on the agenda. I am suggesting therefore that it 
is perhaps time we stopped making such distinctions at all and focused our minds not so much 
on what may constitutes valid research leading to that much coveted ‘original contribution to 
knowledge’, but more on how that validity, and knowledge itself, is defined. 

This issue however is a whole other paper, so now I must leave it in the subterranean habitat of 
the rhizome and return to Osmosis and its progeny above ground. As an independent research 
trajectory, Osmosis is itself seeded from a perpetually evolving generative project that is Dis/
Figuration. Driven by drawing practice, Dis/Figuration constitutes a profound philosophical 
and emotional exploration that focuses on diverse aspects of our existential being, and it has 
been an ongoing concern since my PhD in Drawing Practice, completed in Loughborough, in 
2004. Osmosis has been a long time in the gestation but finally the radicle has pushed through 
the protective shield of the testa and into the rhizosphere of practice. The primary shoot has 
grown vigorously as I have developed the initial concept, and indeed there are now ‘offshoots’, 
or tangents, which themselves spring from the rhizome and sustain the project as a whole whilst 
ensuring its continued generation. 

1. As an interesting aside here the ‘formula’ or ‘three part schema’ is usually attributed to Christopher Frayling who 
published it in a Royal College of Art Working Paper ‘Research in Art and Design’ in 1993. His origination of the 
idea was however challenged in 1999 by Bruce Archer, a well-known design researcher at the Royal College 
of Art in the period before and during Frayling’s term as Rector there. Archer used the formula in his own 1995 
paper, The Nature of Research, published in Codesign, Interdisciplinary Journal of Design, noting that, 
 ‘There are circumstances where the best or only way to shed light on a proposition, a  principle, a material, 

a process or a function is to attempt to construct something, or  to enact something, calculated to explore, 
embody or test it.’ 

 He claimed later, with reference to the idea of the ‘three part schema’ to have himself ‘coined the phrase’ in the 
1970s. 



358 359  

These offshoots each focus on a specific disease and 
an early example, Drawing TB, centred on Pulmonary 
Tuberculosis and became the catalyst for my work in 
the recent C4RD, Centre for Recent Drawing, online 
residency that took place over April and May of this year. 
I will return to this project, and to Drawing Women’s 
Cancer, a little further on. 

As the generative project Osmosis derived from the rela-
tion of two disparate disciplines, art and science, which 
are reflected in two profound passions, maybe obses-
sions of mine that over time have become irrevocably 
intertwined, each with the other.  Together, these pas-
sions formed the basis for the initial development of the 
ongoing project that Osmosis has become. The first is 
realised in my interest, from both a philosophical and 
creative perspective, in the human organism as a whole, 
in its anatomy, physiology, morphology, and most impor-
tantly perhaps, in the psyche, which provides all the 
other aspects of what makes us human with that illusive 
quality that we call individuality. Having studied, and 
in continuing to study our human physicality and char-
acteristic traits both scientifically and philosophically, 
I have become especially interested in how the human 
organism as a whole is affected by both physical and emo-
tional damage, and by disease. Moreover, my interest 
in disease is not confined to an objective approach to 
anatomical or physiological abnormality and/or biomedi-
cal intervention, it extends to the wider, more subjective 

parameters that are generally defined in our understanding the overall impact of disease on the 
life of both the sufferer and those who are involved in the act of care, in short, the  existential 
experience of illness. 

The second passion is for all forms of plant life, and here I am very much in accord with Wilkins’ 
view that ‘plants are the most important, least understood, and most taken-for-granted of 
all living things’ (Wilkins 1988). Indeed, ‘plant blindness’, understood itself as a disease, is 
particularly relevant here as sadly, in an analogous paradigm of cancer, it seems yet to be 
endemic in our society. Plant blindness is yet a little understood or considered phenomenon 
but it nevertheless indicates a disturbing lack in human understanding with respect to the very 
things, plants, that we continuously exploit in the cause of biomedical science. Thus, the link 
between two seemingly disparate interests, the link that precipitates Osmosis, wherein the 
aim is always to explore, provoke and express, through drawing, alternative ways of thinking 
about ethnobotanical, or human-plant relations. 

The scientific term ‘osmosis’ defines the physical process in plant organisms wherein solvent 
molecules move through a semi-permeable membrane separating two solutions of differing 
concentrations, and in biological systems osmosis serves to equalise these solute concentrations. 
Drawing practice is here understood then, by analogy, as a fluid process that flows through the 

‘membrane’ that represents conventional understanding of human-plant biomedical relation 
in terms of disease intervention. Since Hippocrates, medicine has been considered as both 
art and science, and in a partial response to this, based on an essentially objective point of 
departure, the Osmosis project embodies an intensive, creative engagement with both sides 
of the dichotomy in order to tackle fundamental issues concerned with the understanding of 
disease pathology and treatment in terms of etiology, pathogenesis, morphologic changes and 
clinical manifestations, as related to the use and involvement of plant material and the role of 
phytochemicals in drug development for phytotherapeutic, clinical and even surgical interven-
tion. I say partial because the objective stance is here inextricably bound up, through practice 
itself, with a more philosophical and subjective approach that prioritises existential experience 
of disease as illness, and of plants as both historical and mythological sources of traditional 

Fig.2 TB



360 361  

and ‘alternative’ medicine. As such, the drawings that are generated through the process as a 
whole embody almost tangible tensions derived from intense relations between emotionality 
and physicality, folklore and scientific intervention. The tensions exist not only in the visual 
interpretation of disciplinary dichotomies, but also in the drawing act itself. 

Physical outputs of the research are in the form of drawings that manifest a creative juxtapo-
sition of the corporeal structure of reality and the conceptual structure of interdependent 
relationships, and, where ‘osmotic pressure’ (recently redefined in botanical terms as ‘water 
potential’) is the term used to indicate the measure of energy necessary to precipitate osmosis, 
we can extend the analogy to drawing practice itself. Where the physical drawing act provides 
the energy that drives the research process through visual interpretation, it maximises the 
dissemination of the research ‘findings’ through a definition of new ‘equilibriums’, which in 
turn provoke alternative understandings.

To summarise, Osmosis was initially defined by a creative and exploratory approach, through 
drawing, to the interpretation of the relation between a philosophically oriented ethnobotanic 
considerations, and biomedical science, in specific relation to the biomedical intervention. As 
the research developed, it became clear that to fully address both the nature of creative practice 
and that of the relation between objective and subjective exploration, the process had to embrace 
fully, and inevitably, the impact of our subjective experience of illness on the understanding of 
disease as seen from a dispassionate and necessarily objective clinical perspective. The project 
continues to create distinct territories through which specific destinations are moved towards, 
but all of these territories are grounded in a wider landscape wherein philosophy, history and 
science are interchangeable on the same Deleuzean ‘plane of becoming’. The separate disci-
plines here shake off their academic solidity under the critical gaze of academic and aesthetic 
interpretation and develop a fluidity that renders them mutually influential within the self-
generating and regenerating process of creative drawing practice. 

As the first offshoot of Osmosis, Drawing TB involved my working on a self-generating series of 
sketches and drawings where the underlying intention was to approach the interface between 
representation and abstraction and exploit an interdisciplinary integration of thought and pro-

cess where concepts are shaped and form is manipulated. 

A contagious bacterial infection that affects the lungs, 
the suffering that is engendered by ‘TB’ and its further 
effects led Deleuze himself to his fatal ‘defenestra-
tion’ in 1995. His much-publicised conversations with 
Claire Parnet (journalist and former student of Deleuze), 
recorded just a short while before his death, were aired 
posthumously, by his own request, as L’Abécédaire de 
Gilles Deleuze, on French television, and to quote the 

‘blurb’ on the MIT published DVD, ‘The awareness of 
mortality floats through the dialogues, making them 
not just intellectually stimulating but also emotionally 
engaging’. So, for me, this particular disease seemed to 
be an especially significant and pertinent example of both 
the malformation of healthy anatomy, and a hauntingly 
documented existential experience, with which to work 
within the conceptual framework of Osmosis. 

Drawing TB developed, through an interest in cancer in 
general, into Drawing Women’s Cancer, the second and 
more recent offshoot from Osmosis and the basis of my 
current preoccupation with this particular disease in all 
its forms, but with its specifically ‘feminine’ forms espe-
cially. As an Honorary Research Fellow with the Cardiff 
and Vale University Health Trust I am working in col-
laboration with clinical professionals, and with patients 
themselves. The project explores the existential expe-
rience of the impact of cancer, from diagnosis through 
medical intervention, through the visual interpretation, 

Fig.3 Mycobacteria
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through drawing, of ‘personal narratives’ 
that are engendered through conversations 
between myself and clinicians, scientists and 
cancer patients. Ethnobotanical considera-
tions and the relevance of scientific research 
relating to phytochemical components in drug 
development and the medicinal usage of plant 
material in general will be taken into account, 
specifically with regard to cancer treatment 
and research, and all four gynaecological can-
cers, which together with breast cancer are 
collectively known as the ‘women’s cancers’, 
will be addressed. 

The generation of the drawings that become 
themselves the primary vehicles of the research 
naturally depends on the carrying out of the 
project’s aims and objectives. These are 
derived from an interrelation between the 
clinical and the academic foci of the project, 
where the aesthetic is considered tacit. The 
aims and objectives dictate two different, yet 
related trajectories, neither one necessarily 
exclusive of the other and both interdepend-
ent. The primary ‘academic’ objective is that 
which provides the overall conceptual frame-
work of the Osmosis project, within which the 
Drawing Women’s Cancer is developing. The 
intention here is to engender, through drawing 
practice, a deeper consciousness of the eth-

nobotanic or human-plant relation as it pertains to physiological and emotional health, and, 
naturally, in this particular case with reference to cancer. On this pretext it is my intention to 
pursue further possible research collaborations with the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew and the 
Physic Gardens at Chelsea, and Cowbridge in South Wales. Drawing here is not simply used as a 
vehicle for creative interpretation it is, through its very process, the interpretation of human lived 
experience in terms of bio-medical scientific intervention. In generating drawings therefore, I 
am generating, in turn, alter-
native understandings based 
on my own interpretations of 
the ethnobotanic relations at 
the physiological, morpho-
logical and indeed emotional 
interface between human 
and plant organisms, and it is 
fundamental to the enquiry 
that these understandings 
are further extrapolated 
and enhanced through the 
viewer’s interpretation of the 

‘finished’ works. 

The clinical, and more 
public aim of the research is 
to introduce an artist’s per-
spective into current and 
potential cancer treatment in 
Wales in order to help raise 
general awareness of the all 
the four gynaecological can-

Fig.8 Acceptance

Fig.9 Cells
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cers which, aside from cervical cancer (now very much in the public 
domain since the death of TV reality star Jane Goody) are relatively 
unknown, and certainly not talked about publicly. The objective here 
is to generate drawings that are primarily focused on this aspect for 
public exhibition, as well as develop, in tandem, a fully illustrated 
major information resource that clinicians can use from the initial 
diagnosis to the culmination of treatment with patients who have any 
of the women’s cancers. This clinical, public-oriented trajectory has 
recently taken a dis-
tinct precedence over 
the academic as an 
exhibition has been 
organised for later 
this year at the Senedd, 
Government Assembly 
building in Cardiff, 
where the emphasis 
will be on the an intro-
duction of the project 
as a whole and public 
engagement with the 

reality of cancer. The drawings you see 
here are therefore more focused on this 
aspect of human experience than they 
are on human-plant biomedical rela-
tions. The project has already produced 
a modest hard copy, patient-oriented 
information booklet on VIN infection 
and vulval cancer, which will be launched 

Fig.12 Weeks after surgery

 Fig.10 Vulva before surgery  

Bottom Right: Fig.11 Directly 
after surgery  

at the exhibition. 

The overall qualitative research methodology related to both the academic and the clinical ‘aims’ 
most importantly involves the direct ‘conversations’ mentioned above that I am conducting on 
an ongoing basis with medical professionals, with cancer patients, and with botanical and bio-
medical scientists. The complex relation between scientific intervention and person-centred 
emotional experience as recorded and interpreted in the transcripts of these conversations 
provides the basis for the generation of the drawings. This approach to visual practice is one 

that I developed through my PhD and contin-
ues to provide me with a very productive way 
of working.

In conclusion, I must emphasise here that 
the Drawing Women’s Cancer project, as a 
part of the wider exploratory project that is 
Osmosis, therefore shares the overall aims of 
the original enquiry. However, working col-
laboratively with medical professionals and 
patients and focusing on a particular disease 
has allowed me to use drawing as a way to 
interpret and express the lived experience of 
cancer, not only dispassionately in terms of 
the disease itself and the related clinical inter-
vention, but also to do so far more emotively 
and intuitively, to immerse myself directly in 
human experience in terms of the wider con-
cept of ‘illness’. I feel that this has given the 
project a greater depth and relevance both in 
terms of the relation between practice and 
research, and also in terms of current social 

Fig.13 The Cut
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and political debate especially where Drawing 
Women’s Cancer is, at least in part, an attempt 
to address through visual language, something 
that is often difficult to verbalise, something 
that is even considered ‘taboo’, given the nature 
and specific bodily location of the particular 
disease. To return to the conference theme then 
I can say that knowledge generated through a 
visual interpretation of individual experience 
is here used to generate, in turn, an enhanced 
public awareness (which surely can be consid-
ered a form of knowledge) of the disease and 
its impact. And so, where meaningful under-
standing and acceptance can be elicited in this 
way visual language becomes the voice that can 

‘speak the unspeakable’.

Fig.14 Notes
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Carlos Sapochnik 

Abstract

The use of drawing in research has been limited to studies 
of visual representations produced by the culture observed 
or illustrations made by the ethnographer recording objects 
or scenes witnessed, akin to the use of photography. The 
paper first considers the model provided by the discipline of 
Infant Observation as developed in the Tavistock tradition 
and applied to observations in organizational settings. It 
then considers the production of drawings by the observer/
researcher as a mean to access tacit knowledge and 
unconscious perceptions of which s/he has not been aware 
due to the work of internal censorship. Findings concerning 
the approach made in different settings are examined, and 
the hypothesis advanced by the paper is that drawings of an 
observation may function as a dream ‘shared’ by observed 
and observer. The records can then be explored by the 
observer with a peer group of researchers producing free 
associations to the (verbal, written and) drawn accounts 
produced by the researcher of and about the culture 
described, thus resulting in richer data.

Sapochnik | Drawing below the surface – Eliciting 
tacit knowledge in social science research
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Every metaphor-oriented activity is an attempt at some form of integration, whether organ-
ized or chaotic in content and appearance. The intention is to place drawing alongside the 
hermeneutics of dreaming, writing, interpreting and knowing. Like an aspect of dreams, the 
paper may also be an attempt at wish-fulfilment (Freud 1900: 122 ff) in the midst of an, alas, 
inevitably fragmented experience.

1.1 Methodological bases

The term ethnography (from ethno, ‘culture’ + graphos, ‘writing’), refers to a qualitative 
research method based on the description and interpretation of a cultural or social group or 
system through examining the group’s observable and learned patterns (Cresswell 1998: 58). 
The objective of ethnographic research is the exploration of a culture to understand it in its 
idiosyncrasies. This requires that the culture is engaged with in its own environment, through 
a prolonged observation of the subject(s) at their ordinary activities, when their culture can 
be best experienced. Baszenger & Dodier (1997: 8) propose that ethnographic studies satisfy 
three simultaneous requirements:

1. the need for an empirical approach;

2. the need to remain open to elements that cannot be codified at the time of the study;

3. a concern for grounding the phenomena observed in the field.

Ethnography is both a science of the particular and a source for defining universal, human phe-
nomena, connecting sequences of ethnographic observations by relating them to the cultural 
whole. This integration is distinct from statistical totalization or summation, and is arrived at 
by the ethnographer’s immersion in the field, developing an empathy for the subject observed. 
Clifford noted that the professional anthropologist is supposed to successfully ‘infiltrate the 
expressional universe of the other’ (1986: 100).

However, the other will not be conveyed in a total transparency that can be expressed in words, 
because of the limitations imposed by language as an arbitrary system of signs based on differ-
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Context

In order to do interdisciplinary work, it is not enough to take a ‘subject’ (a 
theme) and to arrange two or three sciences around it. Interdisciplinary study 
consist in creating a new subject, which belongs to no one. (Barthes 1986: 72)

While drawing from observation is traditionally considered an art form and therefore a practice 
within aesthetics, this paper foregrounds drawings as records made in a (visual) language. It 
explores the research potential of such representations towards making sense of a situation 
observed – where the observer is also, and inevitably, an active participant. However, such 
visual records are not neutral and, therefore, problematic.

The paper refers to the use of ethnography as its main tool, acknowledging the starting assump-
tion that all utterances, texts or visual representations may be fruitfully explored for the data 
provided by their connotations rather than just as denotations (Barthes 1977: 42 ff, Potter 1996: 
74), paying attention to the poetics of language, as well as to the prose of narratives.
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ences. Words do not derive their meaning by standing in for things in the world, connecting an 
object with a sign for the object. According to de Saussure (1974) terms derive their sense from 
sets of relationships and contrasts, and the concepts used by a culture are not determined by 
facts. Facts (from L. facere, make) are accounts of perceptions, and are not solely derived from 
observation. As Potter (1996) argues 

The idea that facts are a product of observation (the doctrine of empiricism) is so taken for 
granted, and so fundamental to scientists’ understanding of their current practice, that is 
difficult indeed to resist viewing it as self-evident. Indeed, both our scientific and everyday 
language of knowledge and understanding are permeated with visual metaphors: looking for 
the truth, seeing the point, viewing it as self-evident, and so on. Yet this idea of knowledge 
based on observation […] is not something natural; it has been built over a long period.’ (p. 20) 

As Knorr Cetina (1995: 148) has pointed out, ‘…facts are not made by pronouncing them to be 
facts but by being intricately constructed against the resistances of the natural (and social) order.’ 

Although ethnographers make detailed written notes (Clifford & Marcus 1986, Hammersley 
1990, 1992, Emerson et al 1995) during the event as field notes, and these are used to discover, 
connect and make sense of the data obtained trough observation in writing ethnographic 
accounts, these accounts have to be problematized, as they are always caught in the invention 
rather than the (transparent) representation of culture. As Clifford (1986: 7) points out, ‘even 
the best ethnographic texts – serious, true fictions – are systems or economies of truth.’ 

1.2 Systems psychodynamics as ethnographic practice 

Informed by both systemic (Lewin 1947, 1947a, Miller & Rice 1967) and psychoanalytic think-
ing – Wilfred Bion, Melanie Klein, and others – the Tavistock tradition has brought together 
psychoanalytic and systemic tools to understand the individual, the group, the organization 
and the social as distinctive and interdependent domains (Fraher 2004: 60 ff). Hence, the 
organizational consultancy training developed at the Tavistock Clinic has incorporated the 
method of Infant Observation proposed by Bick (1964, 1968, 1986), which fosters an analytical 
attitude by developing the practitioner’s ability to test an hypothesis over time; sensitivity to 

emotion; capacity for reverie and the ability to tolerate anxiety, uncertainty, discomfort, help-
lessness and bombardment; and the introduction of the concepts of transference (the subject’s 
re-creation of their own inner world into the observer) and countertransference (the elements 
in the observer’s feelings which seem determined by projections from the observed or from 
one’s research participants, colleagues, etc. (Rustin 1989: 20). Infant observations originate 
written reports, starting from an untheorized narrative description of what was observed to 
happen during the hour of the observation. 

This ‘frame’ plainly has some similarities with that of clinical psychoanalysis. 
The insistence on a reliable and consistent observational setting is intended to 
serve some of the same purposes [...] , its constant features makes it possible 
[…] to identify significant variations in what [is observed], and to reflect upon 
the possible causes and implications of such variances.’ (Rustin 1997: 95) 

Similarly, organizational observation training requires the practitioner to notice not only what 
happens in the setting, that is, all the relationships as the actual connections amongst partici-
pants, including the observer, but also any perceived relatedness (i.e., the emotional impact of 
those relationships may have, with reference to unconscious and contextual determinants) that 
may be in evidence amongst members and the observer, paying particular attention to his/her 
countertransference. Notes are not taken during the session in order to assist a free-floating 
attention as described by Freud, which ‘consists simply in not directing one’s notice to anything 
in particular and in maintaining the same ‘evenly-suspended attention’ …. in the face of all that 
one hears.’ (Freud 1912: 111) or recommended by Bion as ‘without memory or desire’ (Bion 1970: 
41 ff.). The unconscious, in fact, does its own thinking. 

Each observation is written up with the aim of making the fullest possible account of the 
experience and these notes are discussed in a seminar where participants work together with 
a consultant at making meaning out of the written material and the verbal narrative brought 
by the observer. The experience of the observation, the written notes and the seminar discus-
sion provide the data, later articulated as hypotheses of the dynamics in the group observed. 
The emotional experience of the systems psychodynamic consultant is thus a key component 
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of the material, and their subjectivity is welcome into the writing as evidence of the dynamics 
apprehended through unconscious means. Once in professional practice, consultants may make 
written notes of their meetings for the purpose of exploration and/or supervision, describing 
in detail the features of the event, including participants, location, exchanges amongst the 
group (and with the consultant), and their own countertransference – as soon as practicable 
after (rather than during) the event. 

Building on the work of Hollway and Jefferson (2000a), Clarke (2002) suggests ways in which 
psychoanalytic tools and concepts may enhance traditional ethnographic research methods by 
addressing unconscious forces and motivations, adding another level of analysis to sociological 
research providing a deeper understanding of both individual and social experience. Accord-
ing to Clarke, key elements of the method are a minimum of intervention from the researcher, 
encouraging free association which allows unconscious ideas to come to the fore, and the 
awareness that the researcher is not a psychoanalyst, so that no psychoanalytic interpreta-
tions are entertained in the interface with respondents, but psychoanalytic understanding is 
applied to the analysis of the data. The ethnographic account is, in fact, a narrative constructed 
by the researcher from the consciously and unconsciously perceived data from the situation 
observed. Aspects are foregrounded or relegated, and it is not just its content, but also its form 
that constitute the ethnography. 

As Hollway and Jefferson (2000a) note, story-telling shares many things in common with the 
psychoanalytic method of free association: the particular story told, the manner and detail of its 
telling, the points emphasized, the morals drawn, all represent choices made by the story-teller. 
Such choices are revealing, often more so than the teller suspects (p. 35). (Clarke 2002: 177) 

The intention is not to avoid contaminating the narrative emerging from the observation of the 
subject by the researcher’s internal narrative, but to suspect and make use of the ‘contamina-
tion’ as potentially significative, exposing the workings of projective identification. This is a 
psychological mechanism originally conceptualized by Klein (1946) who described it as one 
of the earliest defence mechanisms of the self, by which one transfers thoughts, feelings and 
emotions onto someone else. Because it involves expelling unwanted and disowned parts of 

the self into an other, making them feel the way we do, this impacts on the way one thinks and 
feels about others – as well as how others are made to feel. Bion (1962: 31) further developed 
the concept by considering it an intersubjective phenomenon for unburdening the psyche of 
accretion of stimuli, and the origin of thinking and communication. Ogden (1979) concluded 
that projective identification is a type of defence, a mode of communication, a primitive form 
of object relations, and a pathway for psychological change. 

Ethnographic studies undertaken in sociology and anthropology were most often studied on 
a one-off basis, not as part of routinely replicated studies, and they sought to relate “surface 
observations” to deeper levels of theoretical explanation, seeing observed cases as instances 
of a theoretically consistent model of behaviour, or enabling the latter to be elaborated accord-
ing to the process described by Glaser & Strauss (1967) as the generation of ‘grounded theory. 
(Rustin 1997: 98) 

However, the predominant metaphors in anthropological research have presupposed a stand-
point outside – looking at, objectifying or, somewhat closer, ‘reading’ a given reality. (Clifford 
& Marcus 1986: 11). What has been left out of the text to assure objectivity, whether in words or 
images, have been its poetics, that is, paying attention not only to its content but to its form. But 
even forms (as images) may be approached from the perspective of the analogon (the metonymic 
axis) as in the traditional use of images in ethnography. 

1.3 Image-making in ethnography 

There is a long tradition in the use of images in psychological evaluations, where the subject 
being investigated may be shown naturalistic yet ambiguous representations of a scene and 
encouraged to construct a narrative, such as in the Thematic Apperception Test (Cramer 2004), 
or the Rorschach test, consisting of a set of cards featuring irregular shaped inkblots and the 
subject is asked to describe the objects or scenes that the inkblots may suggest (Gleitman 
1981: 677). These and several similar test have scoring guidelines to arrive at an evaluation or 
diagnosis. 

Another use for drawings to generate data is regularly applied in forensic settings as a way to have 
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access willingly or unwillingly guarded data. The well-known identikit test is another instance 
where a subject is shown alternatives features of a face, either in drawing or photographic form, 
to reconstruct the likeness of a person to be identified. 

However, drawings, because of their affinity with play, have been used since early in child psy-
chotherapy (Di Leo 1973 & 1983, Furth 1988, Meadows 1993), both as a diagnostic tool and as 
a tool for treatment. Art therapy with children and adults, while working with psychodynamic 
concepts, has tended to make emphasis on the creativity of the individual in respect of artefact-
making and its potential to assist emotional healing in the patient. An application of the art 
therapy model to organizational consultancy is currently being developed by Huet, Arnup & 
Wright (Huet 2010) which involves the group consulted to view artworks and make artefacts. 

Yet, visual approaches in ethnographic research have been largely confined to documenting a 
culture’s artefacts with illustrations done by the ethnographer, or research of visual material 
produced by the subjects (Pink et al 2004). Departing from this, Ramos (2004) has used his 
drawings of situations observed to check with the subjects the accuracy of his comprehension 
of their culture. 

Within systems psychodynamic consultancy and coaching, the use of visual representations is 
a well-established practice where clients are asked to produce drawings of their organization 
(Mersky 2008, Nossal 2003) that allow client (whether an individual or a group) and consultant 
to consider and reflect on the client’s tacit knowledge (Polanyi 1966) about the organization that 
thus becomes explicit and therefore available to thinking, revealing the organization-in-the-
mind, which is not the client’s mental construct of the organization but, rather, the emotional 
reality of the organization that is registered in him or her, that is infecting him or her, that can 
be owned or disowned, displaced or projected, denied, scotomized  – that can also be known 
but unthought. (Armstrong 2005: 52) 
While ‘drawing’ refers to two-dimensional representations, the term is used in this paper to 
allude to any visual representation that is immediate (unlike ‘measured’ drawing, printmaking 
or carving) that, once made, tends to be left uncorrected. Such images are spontaneous – and 

therefore connected with the capacity to play (Winnicott 1971) – and may allow a less self-
censored and therefore more revealing description of a situation than what words can offer, 
providing a way into the unconscious of the client and of his/her organization. Some drawings, 
in the process of their making, may be worked over by further marks, but the initial marks are 
left either as they were made, or erased yet still visible, and these are known as pentimenti (from 
L. paenitere, repent), as earlier or underlying images that show through, as the unconscious 
may do when noticed in conscious life. 

Through the use of photography, Burkhart Sievers and Arndt Ahlers-Niemann have developed 
a photographic matrix (Sievers 2008) where they asked a group of students to take photographs 
of their environment and the resulting material was discussed in plenary sessions allowing 
members to arrive at insights prompted by the images, which had been taken without realizing 
that the conscious act of encoding had also allowed the unconscious to become manifest through 
the choices (unconsciously) made, by considering photos as a collective representation, rather 
than belonging to the individual. 

The use of image-making in ethnography proposes both activities as distinct if conjoined. 
They are (with exceptions, such as described by Ramos 2004) made by the subject, and the 
researcher, ethnographer, or organizational consultant may explore both their manifest and 
latent content. Yet the practice of ‘ethnographic image-making’, which will be described 
below, proposes the making and exploration of representations that are in themselves a form 
of ethnography, co-constructed in the space between the subject observed and researcher as 
observer and visual scribe. 

2 Ethnographic image-making 

Narrative style must switch at this point, from the impersonal to the first singular pronoun, 
to be able to describe the use of myself as a tool. Though I am in professional practice as an 
organizational consultant, I have been trained as a designer, and as such I am conversant with 
the use of drawing in sketching ideas to make records or to develop graphic, product, or archi-
tectural solutions. However, the process described below made evident that, although drawing 
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skill undoubtedly had an impact on form and therefore content of representations, it was not 
the mimetic accuracy of a drawing as ‘invariants’ (Bion 1965: 1) as analogue or replica of the 
appearance of an object or scene that was of relevance but the drawing’s potential to (at least, 
to some extent) circumvent the work of internal censorship and allow access to more elusive 
sources of meaning. 

2.1 Using drawings in a research project 

While engaged in a doctoral research project investigating the impact of group dynamics on 
the creativity of architectural design teams, I employed participant observation, informed by 
Bick’s approach to infant observation as described above. Ethnographic observation provided 
the best access to the design negotiations amongst the groups of architects, which varied in 
number of individuals but was mostly constant for the same set of observations. Furthermore, 
their discussions were (by previous agreement) audio recorded, transcribed and explored 
through conversation analysis (Sacks et al 1974, ten Have 2007, Heritage 1997). A schedule of 
six sessions at regular intervals were negotiated with the architectural group being observed, 
each of which was to last not longer than one hour. I arrived on time, took a seat at a pre-agreed 
position on the margins of the meeting but sufficiently close to be able to see and hear the group 
discussing and drawing on architectural plans. I took no notes and remained silent throughout 
the session, which I would write up later the same day, before listening to the tape of the session. 

At one point, further to writing notes, making diagrams and transcribing audio recordings of 
the observations, I began to make a drawing after each session, neither avoiding nor aiming 
at description, trying to draw the observation without an intention in my conscious mind, 
bracketing memory (what I knew about the subject) and desire (for a pleasant drawing, for 
good research). While familiar with the process of sketching from life, I was confronted by 
uncertainties. Why making drawings? Was I depicting what I had observed, or illustrating 
the emotional undercurrent of the event, or making self-referential representations of the 
experience of observing? Was I pretending to be an artist? Was I drawing as an illustrator? 
Would (should?) the drawings be naturalistic, accurate, clever and/or beautiful? Would the 

drawings, i.e., myself, be liked? 

After an initial uncomfortable self-awareness phase I felt more able to be less critical of the 
drawings as I became curious about the process. I noticed that I:

• paid particular attention in the drawing to the spatial distribution of the group and 
myself in the room, as well as the placement of my digital recorder, and to the features of 
the room, lighting and furniture; 

• allowed myself inconsistencies (e.g., of scale, or drawing style) amongst the elements of 
the drawing; 

• left things out of the representation and emphasized others – unintentionally; 

• avoided composing the drawing in my mind, and tried not to know what I was going to 
draw until I had actually drawn it; 

• worked relatively fast to avoid making deliberate choices; 

• did not erase or make corrections, allowing hesitations or changes of mind to appear 
in the drawing, striving for a result as uncensored as I could manage, even if aware that 
cultural-and self-censorship (the unconscious) are always active; 

• initially made a single drawing for each session because it seemed that by making more 
than one would take me to refine the subsequent ones into more deliberate (aestheti-
cally-aware) and, therefore, more censored statements; 

• allowed myself to make what I might have considered ugly or bad drawings for the sake of 
being more truthful to my experience; made the drawing immediately or soon after the 
event – like making notes of a dream on waking up. However, in the occasions in which 
I was unable to draw the observation for a couple of days I felt that the delay did not seem 
to affect the intensity of the drawing though I had to recall the event, bringing memory 
(and perhaps further distortion) into the drawing;  

• would initially write the observation notes first, but then noticed that doing so somehow 
organized a brief for the drawing that would follow. Thereafter I drew before writing the 
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notes and thus felt more able to avoid anticipating (and controlling) what my drawing 
would end up like;

• postponed making transcripts of the audio recordings so that they played no part in the 
drawing process;

• preferred a large rather than small paper size to allow for greater expressive freedom and 
spontaneity; 

• kept paper size constant (selecting A4 as both large and practicable for later photocopy-
ing and systematic filing), as well as paper type (rough cartridge, though this changed 
later) and medium (soft black pencil, although this also changed) in order to limit the 
number of variables;

• felt the need both to express (convey affect) and to record factual information, e.g., 
number of people, position in the room, their gender, preferred individual features, (e.g., 
spectacles, hair, style of dress, bare arms), etc. Details would allow me later to recog-
nize and differentiate the participants when looking at my drawing, for the same reason 
that we refer to group participants by name (actual or disguised) when we make written 
notes;

• nevertheless allowed idiosyncratic points of interest, such as paying particular attention 
in one drawing to the shoes of the architects more than to any other feature; 

• wondered about mimesis and drawing differently, i.e., less naturalistically, than I nor-
mally do as a designer, or even producing abstractions. However, I had to accept that I 
did have a limited representational range and, at last at this stage, would have to allow 
myself to work within it rather than aim at controlling it; 

• decided that the drawings were not to be shown to the group observed, (reasons for this 
are discussed in section 6 below) which released me from the anxiety of capturing like-
ness or producing embarrassing or disturbing scenes. Whether I found that people had 
been represented as pleasant, ugly, comical, menacing or absurd became a point of inter-

est rather than a failure of representation; 

• pondered (as every/any text implies a conception of a reader) who was the hypothetical 
viewer of my drawing (my own ‘viewer-in-the-mind’ (cf. Armstrong 2005, above) – the 
group observed, peer consultants, supervisors, the (eventual) external examiner of the 
doctorate, artists alive or dead, my teachers, parental imagos – i.e., myself(s); 

• considered the position and relevant importance given to the representing of myself in 
the drawing (or even whether I should be represented at all), pondering whether I was 
not depicting a scene viewed from behind the screen of a systemic therapy room (Egan 
2010). 

• felt comfortable with my own choice of materials, which I kept consistent, though it 
seemed equally possible to use any drawing medium, wet or dry, monochrome or colour, 
or even plasticine or clay, providing that the selected medium would allow the speed of 
making the drawing to keep up with the pace of remembering the observation. However, 
all representations are contrived (i.e., constructed) and produced with the involvement 
of the unconscious, to censor and to propose. 

But how could I derive meaning from my own drawings? 

2.2 A peer-supervision drawing seminar 

Because the approach described above seemed natural and hence unquestionable to me, I lacked 
the necessary distance to make sense of the images. Sharing the experience with a group of 
similarly interested colleagues might highlight different practices and provide a setting for the 
interpretation of the material thus produced. The intention was to explore tacit knowledge that 
may have been coded and remain under the surface, which had been unconsciously registered 
and represented. The group, as an Other to the observer, could attempt to translate it from 
the imaginary realm by turning it into the symbolic, i.e., into language. Under the auspices 
of the Tavistock Consulting in London, a group of eight organizational consultants trained in 
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the Tavistock model of organizational consultancy, who were intrigued by the project, came 
together in 2009 to explore its potential as a method. We formed a peer discussion group of 
members’ observations or consultations where instead of bringing written notes made after 
sessions, the material for discussion would be exclusively drawings. Their possible meanings to 
be discussed by the group towards understanding some of the dynamics they might elucidate. 

No drawing skills were required from the seminar participants, and the consultants’ skills 
were, by accident rather than design, very diverse, raging from rudimentary to highly devel-
oped. The representations were to be made in whatever style the consultant felt comfortable 
with. The only commitment was to produce representations as intently as possible – and as 
uncensored as possible – and to then engage in the discussion of their possible meanings. 
This would provide the necessary ‘triangular space’ (Britton 1989: 86) encompassing Self, 
Drawing and Other, to make sense of the material, partially lacking when one works on one’s 
own. The group members would operate as respectful and sensitive interlocutors who would 
aim at functioning in reverie, letting their imagination and free associations respond to the 
images shown ‘without memory or desire’, and to conjecture – aloud – for the benefit of the 
draughtsperson, who might then make sense of what could be under the surface of the formal 
description offered by her/his drawing. The group would be looking for connotations – the 
ideas or feelings (affects) that the marks invoked – behind, beyond, and with the assistance of, 
denotations – the indicative, apparently literal meaning which, like words organized in systems 
of discourse, we are always forced to use and in turn, are used by – since discourses, whether 
in language or in other symbolic forms such as images, are ‘practices that systematically form 
the objects of which they speak’ (Foucault 1972: 49). 

The procedure that the group adopted was that the presenter would bring a series of 5–6 
drawings, each made very soon after a consultation. Size, medium (pencil,  ink, paint), support 
(paper, canvas, corrugated cardboard) and style (naturalistic, schematic, diagrammatic, sym-
bolic) were entirely left to the individual. Representations varied in medium and size, dexterity 
and intention, focus and mode of production, including one consultant working on electronic 
bricolage. The images were displayed on wall or floor and, while the presenter remained silent, 

the group talked about what we saw, imagined and free associated looking at the components 
of a drawing, a whole drawing, and/or the set of drawings. After a pre-agreed period the pre-
senter joined the conversation and the whole group pondered on possible hypotheses derived 
from whatever had been elicited through the conversation. The sessions were not ostensibly 
chaired and were audio recorded. 

We noticed that 

• technique was indeed immaterial. Drawings were produced in black and white and in 
colour, either in markers, ball-point pen, pencil and electronic media; 

• all drawings, at least to some extent, provided a representation of the event (e.g., some 
reference to the number of or relationship amongst participants), but the language 
varied from the aerial view of a meeting where each participant was a different kind of 
doodle, scenes arranged as orthographic elevations with all the rooms of a building 
shown in a transversal section with their occupants, metaphoric representations (e.g., 
country flags indicating different nationalities, or objects floating within an undefined 
space), perspective drawings from a constant (e.g., slightly above the observer’s position) 
or varying viewpoint, etc.; 

• visual language was a personal trait and representation styles ranged through abstrac-
tions, diagrams, cartoons, match-stick people, naturalistic drawings, allegories and 
internet stock photographs. 

The peer group perforce introduced its own agendas as a group and as individuals who pri-
oritized their own conscious and unconscious preoccupations, at times working sensitively 
together enhancing each others’ production of associations and at times colluding to bring 
them to a halt. But often the group was able to follow a trail of associations that would inform 
and amplify each other. Some questions emerged: 

• Would some drawings or a particular consultant attract greater responses form the 
group? 

• Would hypotheses result from the associations? 
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• Would hypotheses be of use to the consultant on continuing work with that particular 
client group? 

The number of meetings that took place, though useful to help us pose the questions, were 
insufficient to respond to them. A sufficient number of meetings seemed necessary to develop 
a modus operandi around the number of contributions, or the creativity implicit in free asso-
ciations which must be ‘worked through’ for the group to become sufficiently trustful, able to 
abandon an initial guarded stance and take risks, which would offer the depth and potential 
for enquiry. See the reference to the need for the ‘Plus One’ in 2.3 below. 

2.3 Assisting the development of observational skills 

Since 2010 the method has been introduced to successive cohorts of postgraduate students 
undertaking an organizational observation module at the Tavistock Clinic. The students, who 
had already been engaged in a nursery observation earlier in their course, negotiate entry and 
undertake ten observations of an organization, producing drawings and notes after each ses-
sion. A tutor assists small seminars t o make meaning from the experience of the individual’s 
observations, by the seminar group offering their free associations to the visual material, and 
reflections on and discussion of the experience reported by the presenter towards making an 
overall sense of each organization observed. 

The students experience has confirmed that artistic merit or representational accuracy of 
the drawings is immaterial – in fact, the less schooled the draughtsperson, the lesser control 
(repression) on the content. Developed drawing skills may frame the representation within a 
particular visual schema and hence help to obscure meaning. The lower the authority conferred 
to the drawing by naturalistic representational skills, the lesser the pressure on the group to 
attend to particular visual cues, allowing freer associations to the visual material as a whole. 

Questionnaires have been set at the end of each module run asking whether the use of draw-
ings had enabled the student to gain an understanding of the organization and self as observer, 
different from that derived from the written notes in their previous observations. Responses 

to date have indicated that :

• rather than the draughtsperson’s own reflections it is the other seminar member’s’ com-
ments on the drawings which has the greatest impact; 

• the visualization of the observation gives the process greater depth and individualiza-
tion; 

• the drawings increase the observer’s understanding of the organisation, including con-
sidering the uneasy process of making the drawing, which provides information about 
both observer and organization – the drawing functions as a representation of the situa-
tion observed but also of the internal space of the observer and the impact of one on the 
other; 

• drawings add enrichment to the observational experience as a whole, and help to con-
sider how the observer viewed, on an immediate ‘unprocessed’ level, the organization at 
work, and on the position s/he was ‘placed in’ by the organization and ‘responded to’ as 
an observer; 

• the process does not replace written notes, which are still essential for retaining the 
detail and memory of the experience.

 A difficulty of the task seems to be the initial hesitation to work in a ‘childish’ medium (‘but I 
do not know how to draw’), and also to draw without focus or explicit representational intention, 
which are eventually overcome by all students. However, the use they made of the drawings and 
associations from the group in their subsequent essays vary. The role of the tutor is similar to 
that of parenting, both interfering and assisting development. It is noticeable how quickly staff 
and students are able to work from the drawings and surprise themselves with the observations 
offered. Comparing the experience with that of the drawing seminar described in 2.2 above, it 
indicates the need for someone to take up ‘the Plus One position, developed by Lacan, of one 
who is not part of a workgroup, but is both inside and outside it at the same time, called upon by 
each member to prevent it from getting bogged down in non-work problems’ (Boxer & Palmer 
1997: 22). The role facilitates the process by both containing the distress of the group as it makes 
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contact with the many unconscious at work (in the organization, the observer, the members 
of the seminar) and also keeps the group at its task, dispelling attachment to the imaginary 
aspect of the drawing by draining it (as if changing containers) into its symbolic dimension. 

3 Drawing as practice and language 

The word drawing, derives from the O.E. dragan, from a Germanic origin; related to Dutch 
dragen and German tragen. In the sense that is relevant here it means to produce an image of 
someone or something by making lines and marks by drawing (i.e., pulling or dragging in a 
steady way) a monochrome medium such as pen or pencil, on a flat surface or support, such as 
paper. In the English language the term also refers to the act of extracting an object or liquid 
from a container or receptacle, to obtain something from a particular source (draw blood), 
select randomly (draw lots), attract (draw someone to a place or situation), to extend (draw on), 
pull a weapon, and several more. In other European languages the equivalent word is more 
circumscribed to image making, such as the Italian disegno, meaning both ‘drawing’ and 

‘design’, the French dessin and Spanish dibujar, ‘make images’. 

Until the Renaissance the practice of drawing in the West was seen only as a preparation for a 
major piece, whether a painting, tapestry, sculpture or building, after which it begins to acquire 
the status of a work of art in its own right. Drawing was also used as the way to learn to represent 
the physical world by copying works by experienced practitioners, and later draw from static 
models, such as plaster casts, and only then upgrade to human models before attempting to 
produce images of actually seen or phantasized scenes. Mimesis made possible by technique 
and control was considered the characteristic of an acceptable drawing and only in modernity 
the medium came to be valued for its spontaneity, whether in naturalistic representations or 
abstract image-making. 
As it occurs in language with phonemes (the smallest language particle that makes up a word), 
drawing is affected by the graphemes in use, hence drawing with a soft medium, such as charcoal 
or an 8B pencil will tend to lead the practitioner to bolder descriptions of volume by shading, 

while drawings made with a hard medium, such as an 9H pencil, or pen and ink, may emphasize 
outlines and surface detail. Drawing, because of its connection with motor muscular impulses, 
is connected with primitive functioning. 

Hence the difference between drawing and photography because the drawing selects detail 
with greater intent than a photograph can do. 

Speech and writing are two of the many ways of producing descriptions of the world, and are 
dependent on language. The production of visual accounts of a situation observed is one other 
instance of language, with an apparently different semantics and grammar. The way in which 
we employ language in our discussions affects the connotative meanings of the words. Words 
are inscribed in a system of signification as language and discourses and, as such, they modify 
our view of the world and construct our perceptions. 

Biggs (2002) has discussed the relationship of text and artefacts in respect of research within 
art and design practice, but his argument is apposite to the use of drawings in ethnography: 

Art and design is advanced using both text and artefacts. Agrest calls these 
“registers” (Agrest in Allen, 2000: 164). Each has the capability to represent 
some aspects of a concept but not others. These concepts are critically 
analysed by rewriting and remaking, etc. Agrest claims that neither of these 
registers is comprehensive, which is why art and design uses them both. 
Practice-based research also adopts this assumption. It assumes that neither 
writing alone, nor making alone, are sufficient to represent a whole concept. It 
would be easy to act as though theory is synonymous with text and practice is 
synonymous with artefacts. (Biggs 2002: 113) 

Drawings from observation are not records of something observed. They are constructions. As 
Rawson (1969: 21) has pointed out, drawing is not seeing but making use of the lexicon(s) and 
discourse(s) available in the culture. Just as a culture speaks its language and writes its texts 
according to cannons of speech or writing, practitioners draw and perceive as determined by 
the vertex from where they are positioned. Current beliefs about how children draw emphasize 
the importance of drawing from memory, rather than from observation (Smith 1983). 
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What is unique to drawing, unlike in photography, is the immediacy with which it is sequentially 
produced in front of one’s eyes by imagining (that is, creating mental images of what is not yet 
available to the senses). Thus, imagination and the object interact with each other. Drawings 
may allow the viewer to notice the sequence of the journey through the making of the drawing 
as decisions have to be made, and the sequence through the drawing is a part of its meaning. 
However, not all drawings provide those clues, and some function as still pictures. 

Just as speech acts are dependant on the system within which they acquire their meaning, ability 
in drawing is dependant on what does the particular visual language prioritize. Graffiti, which 
for many of us may be a vast repetitious mass of signatures, for the observer familiar with the 
codes they will reveal as a variety of skills and qualities. 

As mentioned above, a common occurrence when first using this method is the draughtsperson’s 
concern about their drawing ability. Atkinson has argued that although assessing art students’ 
drawings from observation appears to be about judging an ability to represent views of the world, 
assessment is in fact the product of ‘a particular discourse of visuality’ within which students as 
drawers, their drawings, and methods of teaching drawing become visible and are understood. 

If the attribution of ability in drawing is not a revealing of natural propensity 
but is the product of a hegemonic relation between a particular form of 
representation and the pupil’s drawing, then it is possible to deconstruct 
this relation. That is, if drawing ability is synonymous with the valuing of a 
particular semiotic order and not the identification of a natural capacity, then 
perhaps it is possible to slacken the grip of this order of signification and 
consider others which may be legitimate forms of signification. (Atkinson 
1999: 8) 

This may leave us free to look at the drawing as a phenomenon that includes its systems of 
representation. Furthermore, drawing lends itself to reflective practice, yet 

‘… reflective accounts necessarily miss the reality they seek to portray yet 
can stimulate alternative forms of satisfaction that produce new realities. 

According to Lacan, we are all motivated by desire, a desire that always 
mistakes its object. The narratives we offer within reflective writing never 
catch up with us, but that need not stop us from trying. And our misses can 
nevertheless be informative about who we are or where we are. Narratives 
hold our desires in place even if they do not take us to the place that satisfies 
them. The stories we tell do not pin down life for inspection but rather 
stimulate this life for future growth. (Zizek, 2006, p. 63).’ 

Drawing the observation, therefore, is temporary and unstable – even if the draughtsperson is 
able to refrain from pursuing signification. In Western culture a drawing is seen as an expres-
sion of the sensibility of the drawer, and its meaning is determined by his/her intentions. Burgin 
(1986) claims that logocentrism in the contemporary era involves the valorisation of any form 
of inscription which is linked to human agency without the mediation of modern technology. 
Hence hand writing is contrasted with word processing and drawing with photography. 

There is something magic in drawing, and Balter (2002: 1163) proposed that magic ‘causes a 
general disinhibition of instincts and impulses attended by a sense of confidence, exhilaration, 
and exuberance’, feelings that are concomitant with the (if uncensored) experience of drawing. 

4 Drawing from the unconscious 

What determines what we see in a drawing? Is an objective representation possible? According 
to Balter:

…the analyzing instrument has two constituents: a voluntary and controlled, 
situation-specific and goal-specific regressed state of mind in the analysand, 
and a near-identical one of the same nature in the analyst. These parts 
function together through mutually evocative communication, leading to the 
elucidation of the analysand’s unconscious fantasy-memory constellations. 

‘He should simply listen, and not bother about whether he is keeping anything 
in mind’. (Balter et al (1980: 474) 

What happens when I make a drawing from an observation? My hypothesis is that the mean-
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ing of the situation in the observation must of necessity be repressed and obscured by the 
group observed but, also and simultaneously, communicated to me by the group in the form 
of transference and projections. It then may (and this is a possibility rather than a certainty) be 

‘articulated’ unconsciously by me into/through the drawing because ‘what is repressed insists: 
it keeps coming back.’ (Fink 2005: 566). 

The drawing offers a transitional space, neither belonging to the draughtsperson nor the ‘reality’ 
(the subject of the observation) depicted or represented. Desire is inscribed in the making of 
the representation, guiding the shapes, digging into the object – observation is never innocent 
because it is libidinally charged. It is not the same to look at a photograph than at a drawing 
of the same scene. 

In Camera Lucida (1982: 26) Barthes describes two parallel elements that he perceived at work 
concerning his relationship to photographic representations. The studium is a kind of general 
(metonymic) extension of the field, manifest through a commitment or interest largely origi-
nating in culture through which the spectator participates, as the way that images are made 
in the language of the drawing, returning the learned expectations the viewer may have. The 
punctum, on the other hand, is a prick, a (metaphoric?) irruption that bruises or punctures the 
viewer, that is poignant to him/her. Applying these ideas to drawings, it is by opening to the 
punctum, acknowledging the discontinuity it introduces that the meaning of the observation 
and its drawing can be investigated. The viewer may be politely curious about the drawing (from 
the studium) but the punctum will dislodge the surface narrative, giving access to the drawing 
below the surface of the drawing, to the meaning below the surface of the representational text 
of the drawing. 

Furthermore, drawing is always drawing the primal scene, the first object of curiosity which 
we not only want to see (we do not see it) but we construct, searching for approximations. 

5 Ethnographic drawings as a shared dream 

Freud’s (1900) conception of the function of dreams as primarily energy discharging to satisfy 

wish-fulfilment has undergone limited modification, although there have been notable amplifica-
tions by Klein (1930), Bion (1962) and others. Freud’s four fundamental rules guide the formation 
of dreams are: 

•	 displacement – an idea is invested with intense feelings which originally belonged else-
where. This takes place because consciousness finds the original object of these feelings 
unacceptable. Thus they undergo repression and appear disguised, i.e., displaced to another 
object. Displacement corresponds to metonymy by establishing connections between words 
that bind incongruous phantasies; 

•	 condensation – thoughts that are contradictory may persist side by side, disguised as a com-
bination of two ideas, as in metaphor; 

•	 conditions of representability – dreams represent ideas and feelings in images. Hence, in 
dreams, ideas can be representations of things, and objects or situations represent feelings; 

•	 secondary revision – the dreamer attempts to organize the dream narrative to make it intel-
ligible as an account in words, but also to further disguise its meaning. 

‘The work that transforms latent thoughts into manifest dream content is called 
dream work. The work that operates in the opposite direction is the work of 
interpreting the dream. The manifest content is what the dreamer remembers. The 
latent content is what gives the dream its meaning.’ (Perelberg 2000: 9) 

However, interpretation of the dream – by inference and construction through exploring its net-
work of associations – even if fruitful, can never fully undo the dream work. As Freud (1900: 111) 
indicated, ‘There is at least one spot in every dream which it is unplumbable – a navel, as it were, 
that is its point of contact with the unknown.’ 

A characteristic of dreams is their lack of words, thy operate entirely at the level of images. Syming-
ton has described the dream-maker as ‘a painter who has a message – an idea or theme – to convey 
but no words, and his materials are paint brush and canvas.’ (Symington 1986: 97). 
In effect, the drawings I made from the observations seemed to function as a dream, concealing, 
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condensating and displacing but also registering and representing. I experienced the obser-
vation – and afterwards dreamt the drawing. Hence, it could not be drawn on site during the 
observation because I would have inevitably tried to maintain correlations between my visual 
field and my notation, correcting or censoring the elements I select or prioritize to notice in 
my visual field, whatever marks I made. 

Hence drawings may play a processing role equivalent to dreaming (Bion 1962 & 1994, Flanders 
1993, Ogden 2005) also because drawings may provide representability at a more primitive 
level of consciousness than words, that is, closer to the unconscious, by-passing censorship. 

Freud holds the censorship to be a permanent function: it constitutes a 
selective barrier between the unconscious system on the one hand and the 
preconscious-conscious on the other, and thus it is placed at the point of 
origin or repression. […] Freud does not see the censorship as working 
only between the unconscious and the preconscious, but also between 
the preconscious and consciousness. He assumes ‘that to every transition 
from one system to that immediately above it (that is, every advance to a 
higher stage of psychical organization) there corresponds a new censorship. 
(Laplanche & Pontalis 1973: 66) 

Social dreaming has been presented as a discovery (Lawrence 1998) rather than as the develop-
ment of a viewpoint. At every social dreaming meeting or matrix the convenor reminds to the 
participants that the focus of the inquiry is ‘the dream and not the dreamer’. While the inten-
tion is to move the investigation of the material from the individual dreamer to the group, the 
dream becomes thus objectified. Mersky (2008) has expanded the social dreaming matrix by 
proposing the potential for social dream-drawing. Social Dreaming is predicated on the belief 
of the existence of a ‘collective unconscious’ and social dream-drawing draws the dreams to 
be explored for their latent content to make sense of emotions in the life of a client group. The 
use of ethnographic image-making intends to provide access to the Real of the group which 
remains outside symbolization (Fink 1997) through engaging the unconscious of the observer/
researcher/consultant, considering this co-production (if it can indeed be described in this way) 

as a jointly produced dream, available in manifest form, requiring the work of interpretation of 
the material without recurring to the group observed. 

6 Ethical concerns 

An area for further elaboration is the ethical dimension of working with drawings in respect of 
the use of the observed. Who are drawings shown to, or imagined being seen by, requires con-
sideration. Drawings of others and using those drawings for interpretation may be an intrusion, 
even if consensual. Stepping out of role, showing the drawings to the observed implies a belief 
in the drawing as evidence. This is paradoxical, because it may be useful as evidence, over time. 

It is because of this that I decided that the drawings were not to be shown to the group observed 
because they were my private meditations, where I should feel enabled (i.e., allowed) to work 
without morality, by exploring my ruminations, unclear whether they were mine and/or the 
group’s. This applies not only to drawings but to any kind of unfiltered record of the states 
of mind of the observer. Having an eventual actual viewer in mind would limit the drawer’s 
freedom to imagine uncensored. Censorship is at work even if we do not want it to be, by 
default, by excess. The observed group must be protected from the observer’s unfiltered rep-
resentations, where what may be his/hers and what belongs to the situation observed has not 
yet been differentiated and conceptualized. When I challenged this notion in my mind I felt 
the potential for voyeuristic pleasure, by seeing and showing what should not be shown, to be 
guarded against. Protecting my mind from making its images explicit, protects those to whom 
I have a responsibility for their wellbeing, but also gives me a boundary and hence, potential 
for greater depth in the exploration. 

7 Conclusion 

At this stage, the working hypothesis is that if an organizational consultant, researcher or 
ethnographer (these roles have similarities) makes visual representations as uncensored as 
possible, in response to an event, s/he may function as a sensitive instrument that notices and 
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records what may be ‘under the surface’ of the observation, making tacit knowledge accessible 
to elaboration. 

Time and continuity, as in infant observation, are a necessity to perceive and make sense. 
Any conclusions arrived at before the ‘fullness of time’ are in the realm of the imaginary, and 
drawings (same as gestures, words or writing) may be intriguing as produced by the observer 
or inferred by the viewer rather than an elaboration and clarification of the situation observed. 

One of the pitfalls of an emphasis on the discourse of art is the reification of creativity (Sapochnik 
2010), where artefact-making is idealized and drawings become the embodiment of creativ-
ity. However, considering creativity as rooted in the practice of art restricts the perception of 
its occurrence across all other areas of human experience. Winnicott stated the necessity of 
separating the idea of creation from works of art, proposing that ‘creativity belongs not to the 
manufacture of artefacts but to the engagement of the individual with external reality’ (Win-
nicott 1971: 79). Creativity results from the innate capacity to translate (re-present) concepts 
into symbols and to articulate thoughts in language, manifested in every human endeavour – in 
art, science, education, industry and trade – towards improvement and transformation. 
Careful and consistent use of visual image-making by the researcher, further amplified by 
discussion within a collegial seminar (from L. seminarium, breeding ground, nursery) has 
a contribution to make – and this seems sustained by the experience so far, although it still 
requires further rigorous consideration. 
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design process indicates major changes due to fundamental developments in 
technology, but it is still apparent that experienced designers use traditional 
drawing techniques to their advantage.  However, there are concerns that 
increasing reliance on digital systems is undermining the acquisition of 
fundamental drawing abilities by students, with consequences for their creative 
potential.  A new, targeted investigation, predicated on the author’s nearly thirty 
years of design drawing research, has yielded intriguing findings and raised some 
significant new issues.  The drawing activities of two disciplines of designers are 
examined in this paper, namely textile and visual communication designers, and 
examples of their drawings are presented.

Through the analysis of the drawn record of various stages of the design process, 
particularly the development of ideas and the specification for production, a very 
flexible yet focussed use of drawing can still be identified.  The use of digital 
technology has undoubtedly caused substantial changes to the design process 
that have still to be fully understood, and hybrid and convergent approaches 
that merge digital capabilities with more traditional drawing practices are being 
explored by today’s designers.  However, even in today’s design studios, there 
is ample evidence that paper-based methods are still used to enhance design 
thinking.  Ideation for design is still generally acknowledged to be most effectively 
accomplished using traditional paper-based drawing methods. Indeed, of the 
several hundred designers included in the author’s long-term study, the majority 
acknowledged that they draw both to develop and share ideas.  In contrast, 
paper-based specification drawings are much less common, particularly in visual 
communication, with the majority of specification for production being controlled 
as part of the digital process.  However, the part played by specification drawings 
does remain vital in some areas of design and the specification drawings of 
knitwear designers are particularly interesting.  Such drawings help to clarify 
the complexities of both three dimensional form and two dimensional pattern 
for the use of production technicians, so they perform a number of functions 
simultaneously.  The comparison of the free, intuitive sketchy drawing of ideation 
with the precision and clarity of specification drawings provides clear evidence 

of not only the flexibility and adaptability of paper-based drawing but also 
demonstrates its enduring role in design.

Introduction and background

This paper focuses on the role of drawing, primarily paper-based drawing, both at the beginning 
and at the end of the design process, more particularly drawing for the stimulation of ideas and 
drawing to control production.  By exploring the different ways in which experienced profes-
sional designers employ drawing to support creative thinking towards the beginning of the 
design process and to maintain control over their designs into the production or manufacturing 
stages towards the end, it is possible to identify and observe very different uses of paper-based 
drawing, and to reach conclusions about the continuing relevance of paper-based drawing, and 
the acquisition of the skills to underpin such usage, in the modern digital design studio.  Key 
to this investigation, and crucial to the understanding of drawing, is the fact that these forms 
of drawing are essentially both, albeit somewhat different, modes of communication.  This 
is to say, through drawing a designer largely (but not exclusively) communicates with him or 
herself in the initial ideation process but with other members of the extended design team such 
as production technicians towards the end of the design process.  This may be succinctly sum-
marised by quoting one of the designers interviewed who, when asked why he drew, replied ‘I 
draw for myself and others’.  Drawing for oneself and drawing for others demonstrably have 
very different forms (being free and wide-ranging in the former and constrained and precise 
in the latter) and so, inevitably, necessitate different skills.

It is in order to observe this drawing for oneself and others that the author chose to examine and 
compare two quite different areas of design, namely visual communication and textile design, 
including in the former category animation, graphic and website design, and in the latter knit-
ted, printed and woven textiles.  In comparison to visual communication, the extent to which 
traditional drawing methods are still used in textile design is remarkable.  Watkins (1991: p iv), 
writing about textile designers in the early 1990s, indicates that ‘CAD has the potential to be 
a design medium as well as a tool for production but is often viewed with distrust by designers 



406 407  

through lack of experience and training’.  Much more recently, Bowles and Isaac (2009) still 
acknowledge that textile designers were not as confident as graphic designers in the use of 
digital media.  However, the present investigation has shown that textile design students are 
now for the most part determined to maximise their understanding and use of digital systems, 
but concerns are being expressed, particularly among some of the textile academics included 
in this study, that increasing reliance on this technology undermines the acquisition of fun-
damental drawing abilities for students, with consequences for their creative potential and 
communication skills.  While, as Ballie (2012) indicates, educators must be alert to the ways 
young textile designers are now required to integrate new technology within their practice in 
order to identify new opportunities for textile design, it is important that the development of 
drawing ability is also supported.

The use of digital technology has undoubtedly caused changes to the design process that have 
still to be fully understood (Oxman, 2006; Odling-Smee, 2002) and approaches that merge 
digital capabilities with more traditional drawing practices are being explored (Wands, 2001; 
Hastings, 2010; Faure Walker, 2010).  Yet, while increasingly sophisticated software applica-
tions and hardware applications like drawing tablets facilitate digitisation of traditional types 
of drawings, many designers remain more at ease drawing on paper for particular stages of 
the design process.  Even in today’s design studios, paper-based methods are still used to 
enhance design thinking.  The role of drawing in ideation is generally acknowledged to be 
most effectively accomplished by traditional, paper-based drawing methods (Rosenberg, 2008; 
Tan and Melles, 2010).  Indeed, of the several hundred designers and educators included in the 
present author’s long-term research detailed below and which underpins this present paper, 
the great majority acknowledged that they still draw both to develop and share ideas.  On the 
other hand, the part played by specification drawings also remains important in some areas of 
design, and in this respect the specification drawings of knitwear designers are particularly 
interesting.  These drawings help to clarify the complexities of both three dimensional form and 
two dimensional pattern for the use of production technicians, so they must perform various 
functions simultaneously.  The comparison of the free, intuitive, sketchy drawing for ideation 
with the precision and clarity of specification drawings provides clear evidence of not only the 

flexibility and adaptability of paper-based drawing but also demonstrates the potential for an 
enduring role in design.

It has been demonstrated that in the pre-digital design process there were a wide range of both 
intellectual and practical activities supported by traditional drawing methods (Schenk, 1991), 
and more recent phases of this long-term study have shown that many designers still rely on their 
drawing ability.  ‘I have found it impossible to get away from paper, pencil and ink.  These are 
my media of choice’ was the comment of an animator interviewed in the current investigation.  
However, the introduction of computer-based technology to the design studio has meant that 
the use of drawing has changed significantly since the late 1980s when the long-term study 
began and, as the technology becomes more sophisticated and designers more inventive and 
innovative in its application, the relationship between paper and screen-based drawing has 
been seen to undergo regular readjustment.  Designers must be adaptable to cope with these 
changes and alert to new potential but drawing ability is still crucial to design thinking and 
communication and its development must not be neglected.  In the crowded design curricu-
lum, drawing tuition must be made as relevant as possible (Schenk, 2005), so it is important 
to relate such drawing tuition to the drawing knowledge, that is to say the specific expertise 
of experienced designers.  As indicated above, the fact that designers draw to communicate 
with both themselves and with others, has been consistently confirmed during the long-term 
study.  For the purpose of detailed analysis, this present paper investigates drawing for two 
specific sets of procedures, namely ideation and specification where these different forms of 
communication are still found to take place.

The current investigation and the long-term study

The study on which this paper is based forms part of a programme of research (referred to as 
the long-term study) that has been conducted continuously since the mid-1980s, initially aimed 
at an analysis of the role of paper-based drawing in the graphic design process, (Schenk 1991).  
The study was then subsequently extended both in terms of focus to include an investigation 
into the changes in the ways in which drawing (both paper-based and screen-based) is used in 



408 409  

design due to developments in digital technology, and in terms of breadth to include additional 
disciplines such as three-dimensional design and textile and fashion design.  Thus, direct 
comparison becomes possible between the types of drawing produced over a substantial period 
of time during which technological developments have brought about significant changes in 
designerly activities and priorities, thereby permitting a comparative analysis with historical and 
contemporary examplars.  The drawings included in the paper are examples of work recorded 
at various stages of the long-term study.

The majority of the findings on the role of drawing in textile design presented in this paper 
have been collected since January 2011 through a range of research methods described below.  
The comparison with visual communication is based on findings from interviews conducted 
over a thirty year period up to 2012 but also include recent visits to web-design consultan-
cies and a specialist academic animation programme.  The comments quoted verbatim in the 
text are from respondents in this new investigation.  The views of 29 interview respondents, 
comprising 19 senior academics and 10 final year undergraduate students have contributed to 
the investigation into textiles design, as have numerous less formal discussions with academic 
colleagues and students.  A recent visit to a major textile design and production company 
provided opportunity to interview senior designers and observe the use of drawing for design 
and production processes.  Furthermore, the views of another 23 visual communication prac-
titioners most recently interviewed were also incorporated for comparison purposes.  Findings 
and discussion from an earlier study conducted in 2004 (Schenk, 2005), when the opinion 
of 40 senior academics were elicited, are also referred to where relevant.  It should also be 
noted, particularly with regard to the classification of drawing use and types, that many of 
the findings previously made in regard to the development of a taxonomy devised as an aid to 
consistency in the long-term study (Schenk, 2007) have had an impact on the conduct of this 
research, and have informed the contextualization process, thereby extending the number of 
respondents who have contributed to the theoretical basis of the recent research.  In all, the 
views of some hundreds of designers and over a hundred academics, plus those of numerous 
students, have been elicited since the late 1980s when the study began, in addition to which, 
well over a thousand drawings have been analyzed and studio practice and design degree shows 

have been regularly monitored over the period.  Design consultancies/groups visited have 
ranged from those in major corporations employing large numbers of design staff, to medium 
and small enterprises with just a small number of designers.

A major stimulus for the new investigation came with the setting up of the Drawing Research 
Group (DRG) in the School of Textiles and Design, Heriot-Watt University, when in-depth 
discussion on the role of drawing in textile design led to the initiation of several research pro-
jects including the investigation here described.  From the inception of the above mentioned 
long-term study, the methods of research have included the conduct of focused and structured 
interviews with designers and design educators.  Interviewing such respondents provides a very 
effective way of eliciting both their personal approach to drawing and their experience of the 
requirements of working for industry or in education.  Using a semi-structured technique, an 
interview can combine consistent investigation of predetermined topics with the opportunity 
to explore new lines of enquiry (Gray and Malins, 2004).  Observation of designers within 
their working environment also proves an effective means of identifying drawing practices and, 
similarly, the analysis of drawings, particularly with the designer present, yields still further 
information.  Such analysis is conducted in part based on the drawing taxonomy referred to 
above (Schenk, 2007).  Where possible, interviews and discussions were conducted at the 
respondent’s place of work, where the activity of drawing could be witnessed and where exam-
ples of drawings were available for reference and close examination.  When permitted, copies 
were made of examples of designers’ drawings and the fact that some designers continue to keep 
the drawn record of their work has consistently aided the conduct and depth of the study.  The 
current investigation began with the construction of a series of eight topic-based sets of queries, 
which were emailed at regular intervals to the members of the DRG.  Termed ‘e-questions’ to 
distinguish them from the typical closed forms used in email administered questionnaires, 
these queries were intended to act as prompts and were very effective in this respect, leading 
to detailed individual and personal accounts of the role of drawing in textiles which the author 
was able to explore more thoroughly through further investigation.
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Drawing for oneself and others: ideation and specification

The term ‘sketch’ is invariably used to describe the type of free, quick drawing most associ-
ated with ideation or design thinking.  Ferguson (1992) identifies three kinds of sketch, ‘the 
thinking sketch, the prescriptive sketch and the talking sketch’, further clarifying the talking 
sketch as ‘a shared graphical setting which enable discussion’.  In thus defining the dual role 
of drawing as being, on the one hand, to aid visual thinking and, on the other, to communicate 
with others, Ferguson also refers to ‘the prescriptive sketch’, which is an appropriate descrip-
tion of drawing for specification.  Rosenberg (2008) talks about a range of ‘drawing processes, 
where one thinks with and through drawing to make discoveries, find new possibilities that give 
course to ideas, and help fashion their eventual form.’ p109.  Through a process of discussion, 
reasoning and revisiting design visualisations, complexity can be unravelled and drawing can 
be seen to play a part in each of these intellectual tasks.  ‘Emergent shapes are not only the 
result of perceptual processes but also a result of “thinking” with shapes.  Thinking in design 
drawing implies active participation with shape manipulation.’ Oxman (2002)

For key parts of the development of a design solution, particularly for ideation and conceptual-
ization, all the designers included both in the long-term study and in the recent investigation 
confirmed their use of drawing, primarily paper-based drawing.  ‘Everything starts with 
drawing because it’s so instant and sketches are disposable’ indicated one web designer who 
emphasized the value of using traditional drawing methods, particularly in the development of 
ideas, as drawing digitally can be limiting and time consuming.  Digitally ‘you can’t do things 
like turn the paper or try out ideas quickly’.  Figure 1 gives an example of this kind of sketch, 
quickly produced but full of information.  Indeed, there are many broad similarities in the use 
of paper-based drawing in the ideation stages of the design process for visual communication 
and textile designers.  Both stress the significance of the briefing sessions with the client and 
of achieving a good level of agreement of the client’s needs and, given that many ideas are 
stimulated by the briefing, it is important to observe how drawing is employed at these sessions.  
In an early phase of the long-term study it was found that some visual communicators were cau-
tious about drawing at a briefing, particularly when indicating ideas for solutions, as this could 

make the design process look ‘easy’, or because they were concerned that their weak drawing 
skills would make them seem unprofessional.  Similarly, in the more recent round of interviews 
a visual communicator offered the view that in briefing sessions ‘You draw for yourself; so you 
hide it away.  It is necessary to appear assured in front of the client’.

Maintaining a controlled approach during the early meet-
ings is also important for textile designers working for big 
industrial clients.  This stage is primarily based on the 
presentation of early concepts for new collections, and can 
include written notes and found images, or even the design-
er’s own photographs, brought together in mood-boards.  
This visual selection is used to set the design process in 
motion, with some sketches being produced to support and 
inform discussion.  One designer for industry-based jac-
quard weave production, when describing her cautious and 
essentially private use of drawing during briefing, explained 
how she employs a combination of ‘written notes and thumb-
nail sketches’.  Both visual communication designers and 
textile designers agreed that in informal briefing sessions, 
especially with clients well-known to the designer, or where 
the designer is a confident draughtsman some design solu-
tions will be talked through and confirmed by the use of 
quick, informal and rudimentary sketches.

Once convinced that they understood the client’s require-
ments, again both groups of designers describe gathering 
visual reference material to inform their initial concepts and 
then, with the aide of this material, they use drawing with 
increasing definition and refinement to translate early ideas.  
In the case of the textile designer, this translation of ini-

Figure 1 Sketch for 
web-page
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tial ideas may be ‘into textile designs’ as one 
weaver put it, or ‘to work out what’s knittable’ 
as a designer for fashion knitwear described 
it.  In the case of the website designer this may 
be, to ‘see how it looks on the screen’.  A senior 
academic designer explained that ‘drawing for 
this stage is long and drawn out, as one goes 
through all the design ideas emerging from the 
briefing that then have to be broken down into 
design options’.  A knitwear designer talked 
about ‘taking initial drawings and producing 
many further variations to explore aspects of 
particular interest in more depth’, with two 
of such developments being shown in Figure 
3, where the conventional shape of the gar-
ment is treated ‘like a canvas for experimental 
composition’.

It is important that designers feel relaxed and 
not under pressure to draw skilfully at this 
stage and Goldsmidt (2003) provides a cogent 
assessment of the ‘expertise’ needed for idea-
tion.  

‘The inventive process does not require wider 
skills: not necessarily a larger vocabulary or 
unlimited graphic techniques.  Rather, what 
is required is an ability to use the represen-

tational act to reason with on the fly.’ (p 72)

The informality of the type of drawing activ-
ity which support ideation is confirmed by 
both discipline groups in the present study 
and they describe the production of similar 
types of drawings, e.g. ‘scribbly initial ideas 
on cheap A4 paper or in a notebook’ as one 
printed textile designer put it.  The mode 
drawing itself is quite quick and intuitive as 
ideas are processed on paper to see if they are 
workable.  This essentially constitutes design-
ers drawing for their own purposes, without 
the constraints of having to communicate with 
others.  Figure 4 shows a page from a graphic 
designer’s notebook, which serves as an infor-
mal and accessible aid to explore design ideas 
and compositional and stylistic development.  
However, while conventional drawing skills 
may not be needed, complex intellectual exer-
cises must be supported and so a wide range 
of abilities are actually acquired.  For exam-
ple, it is necessary to be able to draw quickly 
and freely and with sufficient understanding 
of form and style to ‘see what is inside one’s 
own head and put it down on paper’.  Figure 
5 shows an example of drawing by means of 

Figure. 2 Ideas for details of a knit pattern
Figure. 3 Ideas for the composition of a 
knit pattern
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which over thirty ideas and variations on a logo-
type are explored by a graphic designer with 
speed and efficiency.

Selby (2008), in explaining what happens 
between being briefed and completing the work, 
describes the design process as ‘a journey of dis-
covery that may or may not be replicated’ and 
indeed, in the process of interpreting the client’s 
intentions the designer must also, at the same 
time, bear in mind the limitations and potential 
of final production while endeavouring to achieve 
an original solution.  However, as a senior aca-
demic in the textiles area indicated, ‘expressive 
drawing as a creative tool for fabric and garment 
development is often left behind in the early 
stages of a knitted textile designers’ education’, 
and similar anxieties have been expressed by 
other academics included in the long-term study 
as a result of the increased shift towards digital 
systems (Schenk 2005).  However, another con-
cern expressed by the same respondent was that 

‘digital design drawing is based on the premise 
of what is already known and established as knit-
table.  The digital environment does not give the 
same scope to communicate innovation, and the 
traditional skill of design drawing offers greater 
freedom to challenge these known conventions.’  

While none of the designers in the present investigation underestimated the advantages brought 
about by digital technology to the design profession, equally, and without exception, they 
nevertheless expressed their concern about the lack of development of drawing competency in 
student and novice designers due to an early and comprehensive adoption of this technology 
to the exclusion of traditional drawing methods.

Figure. 4 Ideas for CD packaging

Figure.5 Early 
drawings for logotype 
development
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Whereas it is relatively straightforward in this way to make the case for the continuing impor-
tance of educating design students as to the significance of paper-based drawing for ideation, 
it might at first appear as less convincing to argue a case for drawing for specification.  However 
in order to draw an accurate specification it is necessary to understand two sets of criteria and, 
furthermore, to know how these criteria relate to each other.  A designer must have a very clear 
idea about every element of the design in question and also understand how it will be employed 
in the process of conversion into the final product.  Essentially envisaging this conversion is an 
intellectual task at the heart of design, and paper-based specification drawing requires complete 
understanding of every aspect of this task.  Students working exclusively in the digital domain 
can achieve apparently viable design outcomes that are not actually achievable in practice.  The 
technology can ‘put a gloss on’ a design solution that is, in effect, not entirely resolved.  It is 
apparent from the recent study that paper-based drawing for specification remains an important 
part of the design process, particularly in constructed textiles.  For a number of reasons, draw-
ings produced for the purpose of specification are rarely seen.  Unlike other forms of designers’ 
drawings, they are not valued in themselves and copies are rarely kept by designers themselves.  
Original drawings of course are by necessity given to the production specialist or technicians 
for whom they are intended.  However, senior academics in the present investigation, convinced 
of the importance of drawing for specification, had examples available.

The part played by the specification drawings of knitwear designers is particularly interesting, 
because these drawings help to clarify the complexities of both three dimensional form and 
two dimensional pattern, and therefore, perform a number of functions simultaneously.  As 
such, they constitute complex intellectual exercises demonstrating the designer’s capacity to 
define their abstract design concepts within the restrictions of manufacture.  Moreover, they 
are created for the use of technicians, namely for those responsible for the control of produc-
tion.  Hence, it is precisely in such specification drawings that the role of drawing as part of 
the ‘dialogue with others’ can be seen in both cogent and unique forms.

The importance of controlling the production process is emphasized by both visual commu-
nication and textile designers, but it tends to be handled rather differently in each profession.  

Visual communicators use specification drawings to brief the 
specialists who contribute to the final design, for example 
illustrators or photographers.  Therefore, the eloquence of 
their drawn communication is of paramount importance in 
achieving the particular qualities of the artwork they com-
mission.  Textile designers, particularly those in constructed 
textiles, draw to control production.  They stressed the 
importance of producing accurate, detailed, drawn speci-
fications, as shown in Figure 6, in order to ensure that the 
production process would be as efficient and effective as 
possible.  Indeed, there are dangers inherent in not doing so 
in an industry largely reliant on freelance designers who may 
not be on hand at the time of production.  When describing 
her specification drawings, one knitwear designer defined 
them as being ‘as precise as I can make them and in propor-
tion.  I will draw a specification using ruler and eye to draw 
as exact as possible a design, front and back.’

Another knitwear designer described an even more detailed 
system of drawing for specification which includes ‘diagram-
matic drawings of garment specification for communicating 
accurately the overall silhouette of the garment and its pro-
portions, or the balance and proportion of pattern within a 
fabric’ as can be seen in Figure 7, and ‘converting ideas into 
stitch for stitch graphs’ as can be seen in Figure 8.  In addi-
tion to ‘garment specification’, the importance of producing 
dedicated drawings as ‘specification for the sales team, man-
ufacturer’s specification and production specification’ were 
also described, thus indicating the need to communicate to 
each such group of people in their own terms.

Figure.6 Specification 
for a knitwear garment
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Weave designers also describe the need to achieve a high degree of control.  For example, 
one weaver described how technical drawings may be used to work out both the design and 
construction of textile designs, that is to say ‘to work out the draft, to plan initial weft ideas, to 
write out designs and pegplans on point paper and to write out warp and weft plans’.  Another 
describes the preparation of the detailed mapping of the conversion of a design into a digital 
weave process drawn onto graph paper through ‘drawings in the form of weave structures, … 

to show how the warp and weft threads in a weave will interlace’, as Figure 9 demonstrates.  
Student weavers were also found to draw to assist themselves in defining and planning for 
production, with notebooks made up of their drawings produced to help them envisage each 
stage of the process.

Figure. 7 Specification 
demonstrating 
garment structure

Figure.8 Stitch graph specification for knit
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Discussion and conclusions

Nussbaum (2009) underlines the significance of the rise 
of the ‘Gen Y’, the age group of today’s student and novice 
designers.  Their formative years have been contemporary 
with the spread of new digital cultures and, as Nussbaum 
states, ‘they live on digital platforms that are ever changing. 
They inhabit a participatory media that gives them the tools 
to create, share and re-appropriate content.’  It should also 
be noted that their understanding of design has been formed 
in an era where drawing studies have been under threat on 
both the school and design course curricula.  For earlier 
generations of visual communication and textile designers, 
drawing would have played a significant part in their intel-
lectual development, whereas this is often now no longer 
the case.  Recent interviews and discussions with textile 
students reveal that they maintain an interest in drawing 
and see drawing ability as an advantage but much confusion 
also exists, particularly regarding the scope of drawing in 
contemporary design, and they are unsure about how to 
maximise the opportunities that drawing facilitates.

Therefore, it can be seen as crucial that academics are able 
to respond to what has been a sustained period of change 
in design and manufacture, and take stock of the endur-
ing advantages that traditional drawing methods may still 
provide.  While this paper has concentrated on traditional 
paper-based methods, the relative merits of both paper and 
screen-based drawing systems should also be considered, so 
that it is possible to identify viable hybrid and convergent 

Figures.9 Specification for jacquard weave production

approaches which can contribute extensively to design processes now, in the main, conducted 
in a digital environment.  All the senior academics included in the recent study acknowledge 
the crucial benefits that technological development has brought while, at the same time, rec-
ognising the important role that drawing still plays.  In the words of one senior academic in 
animation, ‘one of the huge benefits of digital technology is that you don’t have to expend the 
energy that used to be wasted on the ‘clean-up’ stages.  More time can be spent on the crea-
tive elements.’  Similarly, a weaver acknowledged that ‘in jacquard woven production, digital 
technology has enabled designers to be more adventurous as translating the drawn image into 
woven jacquard fabric is very much faster than traditional methods, giving the designer more 
designing time.’  Evidently, when devising drawing curricula and seeking to maintain the place 
of traditional methods in computer-dominated design processes, the benefits of both forms 
must be balanced or, as Faure Walker (2012) proposes it is necessary ‘to develop a seamless 
passage between the different palettes.’

A spontaneous yet competent use of both traditional and digital drawing methods can facilitate 
progression through the design process, from first ideas to the resolution of a design solu-
tion, and even in today’s most successful design studios paper-based methods can be seen to 
be widely used to enhance design thinking.  The role of drawing in ideation is still generally 
acknowledged to be most effectively accomplished by traditional (i.e. paper-based) drawing 
methods, and design students must be aided in developing the confidence to draw quickly, freely, 
yet knowingly, when endeavouring to deal with the difficult intellectual challenge of convert-
ing abstract concepts into the reality of production and manufacture.  Furthermore, drawing 
is also important in sharing ideas, which means not only having the capacity to express visual 
concepts sufficiently well to convince others but also the ability to read the ideas of others in 
rudimentary drawings.

Even in the pre-digital era, few students had the experience of drawing for specification, and 
most of the professional designers interviewed in the long-term study claim that it is a skill they 
only acquired once they started work, where it became a necessity for controlling the activities of 
others and to achieve the results they envisaged.  However, in the context of drawing knowledge 
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it is important to consider the development of the intellectual skills that specification requires.  
Working exclusively on computers, it is entirely possible for student and novice designers to pre-
sent convincing designs to clients that are not actually achievable in practice.  It is also possible 
for limitations built into software applications to limit creative solutions.  It may, therefore, be 
worth considering the introduction of drawing for specification to the undergraduate curricu-
lum, so that the intellectual skills associated therewith are developed.  Drawing for specification 
can be seen to both instruct and inform in equal measure, and represents a targeted, succinct 
and profoundly informed dialogue between representatives of very different sets of expertise.  
Clarity of articulation is essential and detailed control is of the essence.  Learning to specify 
through drawing could well provide valuable experience for students.

The comparison of the free, intuitive sketchy drawing for ideation with the precision and clar-
ity of specification drawings provides clear evidence of not only the flexibility and adaptability 
of paper-based drawing but also demonstrates its unique role in design.  In spite of the major 
changes in the design process due to technological development, it is still apparent that drawing 
remains a kind of ubiquitous device, an adaptable tool that the designers of today can use as 
necessary, much as did the designers in the pre-digital era.  The long-term study has shown that 
experienced designers who understand the potential of drawing and demonstrate competency 
in its use know themselves to be advantaged.  It is important that such an advantage remains 
available to our young designers in increasingly competitive commercial situations.  Indeed, it 
remains imperative that they are given the opportunity to acquire traditional drawing abilities, 
alongside their acquisition of computer-based techniques, and their exploration of the new 
opportunities of convergent approaches.  The drawing knowledge of the pre-Gen Y designer 
is still relevant today and, it is hoped, will remain available to the benefit of new practitioners.
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Abstract

An interactive collaborative drawing ‘machine’ designed on the concept of a neural 
network, allowing participants to experience a shared creative process, using 
the principles of open-source and social networked communication through an 
analogue string system. The underlying concept of the String Neural Network is 
to introduce participants to the idea of collaborative-shared drawing practice, as 
a dispersed collective that alludes to Roland Barthes ‘The Death of the Author’ 
(Barthes 1967) whereby each participant plays an equal role as both viewer and 
artist. Played out like a surrealist ‘Exquisite Corpse’ game of consequences or as a 
piece of Haiku poetry, the drawing participants contribute marks, signs and signi-
fiers to an open-content drawing, akin to the development of open-source software. 
The string network consists of five drawing table ‘nodes’ within a room/ studio 
space measuring eight by eight metres square. Each node is linked to the other four 
via pulleys and washing lines, making it possible to peg a sheet of A4 paper to a 
line and winch it across to any one of the other nodes. The network system uses 10 
string connections between the five drawing tables, creating a pentagram within 
a pentagon neural network design. Representing the interconnected synapses and 
neurons of the brain, the role of each participant is that of cause and effect. A 
single instruction initiates a series of consequences that unfold in drawings, marks 
and patterns that are created whilst being hoisted simultaneously across the room 
in quick succession. The Neural String Network project was first set up in March 
2012 to coincide with ‘DecodeRecode’, a telematic art project undertaken by 
students at MediaCityUK Salford University, as part of the centenary celebration 
of Alan Turing. Each participating student was given a single word drawn from 
the Turing theme, such as machine, brain, code and apple that were interpreted and 
communicated as a drawing by a collective consciousness.

Research Background

The ‘Neural String Network’ was first developed as part of a workshop introducing both under-
graduate BA Graphic Design and postgraduate MA Creative Technology students to the concept 

of networked collaborative arts practice. The project was based on the model of a neural network 
that allowed the students to experience and participate in collaborative drawing experiments 
using the principles of social networked communication through an analogue string network 
system. The workshop was presented in the Multi-Function Project Room at Salford Univer-
sity’s new MediaCityUK campus building and aimed to prepare the students for the eventual 

‘DecodeRecode’ project, a global networked art event celebrating the centenary year of Alan 
Turing’s birth, that coincided with the official opening of the MediaCityUK building on the 
23rd March 2012. 

The DecodeRecode project lasted 24 hours and involved over thirty partner institutions from 
around the world including artists, scientists, academics and students who collaborated on 
this live digital media performance. The MediaCityUK building foyer acted as the main hub 
receiving and sending content around the world between our international partners, using five 
high-resolution video wall displays, each with a specific input. The event included live interactive 

Fig.1 Neural String 
Network installed 
at the University of 
Salford MediaCityUK, 
March 2012.
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performances with sound, animation, drawing, poetry, video, motion graphics, virtual environments and collabora-
tive screen sharing. A telematic workstation was installed behind the five large format video screens and consisted of 
a cluster of MacPro computers controlling an array of outputs exchanged over a range of Internet protocols including 
web based applications, video streaming, file sharing and email. A key aspect of the project was the ‘open-source/ 
open-content’ approach to creating, responding and contributing to an international pool of shared content between 
all the project participants. By signing up to this shared ‘Dropbox’ folder, participants were able to upload their work 

(be it images, animations, sounds, text or code) to the shared folder, but also take other content out, which they could 
then use/ respond to/ add to or change any way they desired before returning it to the DecodeRecode Dropbox folder. 
This global pool of content was established with the agreement that; what you put in someone else could take out; 
nothing was ever completed; everything was in a creative state of flux - as an international networked celebration of 
the Alan Turing centenary. Our students worked in the telematic workstation, sourcing local content form Turing’s 
Manchester and collaborated live with the international partners throughout the project. Themes included; biological 
systems, artificial life, coding, recoding, decoding and Alan Turing’s life story, resulting in a live mash-up media jam 
performance over 24 hours. 
The fundamental task and research question behind the Neural String Network was to help 
students better understand the power and significance of shared collaborative telematics arts 
practice in the eventual DecodeRecode project. Preparing them to interact and respond crea-
tively and reject intellectual property in favour open-content. In a localised analogue form the 
students were able to quickly understand the concept behind the open-source model of the 
project in a very ‘hands-on’ approach and experience the creative potential of an interactive 
collaborative drawing ‘machine’.

The underlying conceptual background of both DecodeRecode and the consequent Neural 
String Network projects originates from the Telematic Art events and happenings of the mid 
to late 1980s. These networked art exchange projects involved groups of artists located around 
the world engaged in the dispersed authorship of collaborative artworks in a continual transient 
state of creative fluidity, produced using a range of telematic communication devices rang-
ing from fax machines to private timesharing networks. My own involvement as an artistic 
contributor and instigator of some of these early telematics events included ‘Le Palais Idéal’ 
in collaboration with Roy Ascott in 1988, ‘Text Bombs & Videotape’ at the Watershed Media 
Centre Bristol in 1991 and the ‘Globe Show’ at Oldham Art Galley in 1990. DecodeRecode and 
the Neural String Network introduced the students to these origins of social networking that 
have since become embed in every day contemporary practices, often overlooked by our cur-
rent student generation. The essential lessons here are rooted in Roland Barthes’s essay ‘The 
Death of the Author’ (Barthes 1967), manifesting that the creation of meaning lies as much in 
the mind of the viewer as it does with the artists, whereby the viewer and creator become one 

Fig.2 DecodeRecode at 
MediaCityUK, celebrating 
100 years of Alan Turing, 
March 2012.
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in the same in an on-going state of creative flux.

As an undergraduate Fine Art student in 1987 at the Newport School of Fine Art I had the 
opportunity to work with, then head of School, Roy Ascott who was pioneering the field of tele-
matics arts. During this time Ascott had recently presented the seminal project ‘La Plissure du 
Texte: A Planetary Fairy Tale’ in 1983, alluding to Barthes’s ‘The Pleasure of the Text’, a further 
discourse on authorship, semantic layering, and the creative role of the reader as the writer of 
the text (Barthes 1975). Ascott’s visionary telematic ideas of global computer networked art 
practice as a cybernetic model of consciousness (Ascott 2003) made a life long impression on 
me, and this collective consciousness discourse prevails again in the underpinning concept of 
the Neural String Network experiment as a dynamic system of firing synapses and neurones in 
the form of strings and pulleys. Other influential projects by Roy Ascott include ‘Digital Body 
Exchange’ from 1987, a telamatic image exchange between global collaborators engaging in a 
Surrealist/ Dadaist Exquisite Corpse game of consequences, which again shares close parallels 
with the experiments carried out using the Neural String Network, discussed later in this paper.

Historical Context

In developing the original concept for the Neural String Network I was mindful of another last-
ing memory that predates my introduction to Roy Ascott and Telematic Art. A vivid memory 
that has constantly haunted me since and might also account for the welcoming embrace I 
later had for Ascott’s cybernetic vision of networked art in the future. On a trip to Dublin in 
1984 I stumbled across ‘The Bad Ass Café’ where I was served by a waiter who took my order 
and placed it in a little wooden cup hanging from a wire above my table, he continued to pull a 
cord, which fired the wooden cup containing my order across the café on a cable to the kitchen, 
thereby allowing him to continue taking orders in what was a very busy café. I then realised 
that every table in the café was connected in the same way and sat back to drink my coffee and 
contemplate the neural system in the ceiling above me in true Joycean style.

At the time of writing this paper, I traced my steps back to this experience and made further 
research into the system used in The Bad Ass Café in Dublin. The network of cables and pulleys 

in the café dates back to the late nineteenth century, and were used in shops, department stores, 
offices and factories around the world, generally referred to as ‘Cash Railways’ using a range 
of techniques, mostly developed in North America. Varying from ‘Cash Balls’ invented in 1881, 
which conveyed cash in hollow wooden balls, running along inclined tracks between sales point 
to cashier (Buxton 2003) to ‘Cash Lifts’ consisting of a car running vertically between two steel 
guide wires that could be raised by pulling on a cord and descended under gravity, allowing 
a counter to be served above or below the floor of the cash office (Buxton 2003) and the most 
widely used ‘Wire Line Carriers’, similar to the one I experienced in 
Dublin, patented in the USA by William S. Lamson in 1882 of The 
Lamson Carrier Company Boston, Massachusetts. Lamson was the 
best-known manufacturer of the Cash Railway system and was estab-
lished in Britain as the Lamson Store Service Company in 1888 with 
distribution rights to Europe, Africa, Australia, New Zealand and 
the Middle East (Buxton 2003). Apart from those in Museums and 
the occasional quirky café, Cash Railways have all but disappeared 
from use, a concept replaced by ‘chip and pin’ cashiers of late. But it 
is no surprise the Neural String Network, like many contemporary 
media art works, is once again drawing from the media art archae-
ology of the late nineteenth century (Huhtamo 2011) alongside the 
inventions of the Kinetoscope, the Horseless Carriage and Pepper’s 
Ghost, to name but a few.

In identifying the historical context for the Neural String Network it 
would be impossible to ignore the radical ground breaking experi-
ments of the Surrealists in the early 1930’s with the ‘Exquisite Corpse’ 
involving André Breton, Paul Eluard, Tristan Tzara and Benjamin 
Peret (Caws 2001). Based on an old French parlour game involving 
several players, each player would write a phrase on a sheet of paper 
and fold it to conceal the larger part of the phrase, passing it on 
to the next person for their contribution and so on. The surrealist 

Fig.3 Lamson Wire 
Line Carriers, Cover 
of a Lamson brochure, 
ca. 1917
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game got its name from the results of one of the first experiments, ‘Le cadavre/ exquis/ boira/ 
le vin/ nouveau’ (The exquisite corpse will drink the young wine). Led by André Breton the 
group later adapted the game to drawing a figure by assigning a section of the body to each 
player (Caws 2001), revealing the familiar surrealist metaphoric outcomes. The most striking 
similarity here with the Neural String Network is characterized by the Surrealist poet Nicolas 
Calas who referred to the game as an ‘unconscious reality in the personality of the group’ 
(Adamowicz 1998), hinting at the notion of a collective networked consciousness engaged in 
‘open-content’ creative practice, a process that Max Ernst called ‘mental contagion’ proposing 
that poetry must be made by all and not by one (Adamowicz 1998).

Experiments with Students

The first improvised prototype development of the Neural Sting Network was set up at the 
University of Salford in the School of Art and Design undergraduate studios in February 2012, 
during a workshop session with first year BA Graphic Design students. The two-hour workshop 
was repeated on three occasions with groups of 25 students, each of which were divided into 
five teams of 5 students - arrived at, purely by the size of each group. All the students were then 
asked to draw a network diagram connecting five points together with each other. The task 
lasted 20 minutes and the students quickly identified a pentagram within a pentagon as the 
optimum network design. The student teams were then distributed around the studio at five 
separate tables. Provide with a ball of string each team were asked to connect themselves to 
all the other tables by looping the string between convenient points close by, such as the leg of 
a chair or the handle of a window etc. The basic network was complete and the students were 
tasked with playing an Exquisite Corpse game of consequences by pegging their drawings 
to the looped string and pulling on the line to pass their drawing onto the next team for their 
contribution. To be expected the exercise produced some fascinating and ambiguous outcomes. 
But what was more surprising were the large amount of drawings produced in the space of the 
two hours, following the only rule, that if you receive a drawing you must immediately stop the 
current drawing and pass it on to continue with the one you have received. Given the freedom 

to explore the string network, the students quickly understood the analogy and playfully mim-
icked social networking protocols by sending simple written messages such as ‘be my friend’, 

‘poke you’ and ‘join my group’. 

From these initial prototype experiments the first public installation of the Neural String 
Network was presented in the Multi-Function Project Room at the University of Salford 
MediaCity in March 2012. The installation consisted of five drawing table ‘nodes’ positioned 
around the project room, measuring eight by eight metres square. Each node was linked to the 
other four via pulleys and colour coded washing lines, making it possible to peg a sheet of A4 
paper to a line and winch it across to any one 
of the other nodes. The network system used 
10 string connections between the five draw-
ing tables, creating the pentagram within a 
pentagon neural network design. During the 
installation in March 2012 students, research-
ers and staff were invited to use the Neural 
String Network at their convenience. Other 
programmed workshops/ performances 
included both undergraduate and postgradu-
ate students. Through feedback and focus 
groups the majority of student discussions fix-
ated on the open-content model of the project 
and the development of collaborative drawing 
exercises on the theme of the centenary cel-
ebration of Alan Turing. Each participating 
student was given a single word drawn from 
the Turing theme, such as ‘machine’, ‘brain’, 

‘code’ and ‘apple’ that were interpreted and 
communicated as a collective Turing narrative. 
The initial networking analogy and playful-

Fig.4 Neural String 
Network design for 
the Multi-Function 
Project Room at Medi-
aCityUK
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ness in the first experiments continued to be discussed throughout.

The second installation of the Neural String Network took place at the College of Fine Arts 
Shanghai University in July 2012. As Visiting Professor at Shanghai University I installed the 
Neural String Network for the duration of my visit from July 1st to 16th, to conduct a series of 
workshops with the undergraduate BA Digital Art and Design students. This provided a more 
focused and reflective opportunity to work with the students for the entirety of the visit on a 
number of experiments and activities exploring materials, time, rules and communication. 
The workshop began with the network design task and the string network was set up in an 
empty classroom in exactly the same way as it was before in the Multi-Function Project Room 
at MediaCityUK Salford. This time I was working with four groups of ten students, two to a 
table/ node. One of the particular advantages of working with the String Neural Network in 
this context was crossing the language barrier, the students quickly understood the concept 
and what was required by the very presence and experience of the installation, and it was very 

straightforward to set them off to work as a 
team independently. The first exercise com-
menced by introducing a single word to each 
node, whereby they were instructed to read 
the word and start drawing the first associa-
tion that came to mind, and then respond to an 
image in the same way when one was received. 
Surprisingly to me the initial results read like 
storyboards or pictograms, not dissimilar 
from Chinese words/ characters, revealing a 
narrative structure – which is perhaps cultur-
ally to be expected.

In the second phase the students were intro-
duced to the principles of telematics arts and 
the writings and work of Roy Ascott, through a 

Fig.5 Neural String 
Network installed at 
the College of Fine 
Arts Shanghai Univer-
sity, July 2012.

complementary seminar programme delivered on occasions through out the visit as a running 
discourse. The emphasis was on advocating the ideas of a networked collective consciousness 
and that the students’ participation and collaboration represented the workings of the conscious 
mind through the exploration of subconscious associations and creative outcomes. On this 
basis the students were intermittently provided with freestyle opportunities to explore the 
Neural String Network without any prompting, simply to explore their collective inner mind 
and spontaneous creative response. This always led to group 
feedback sessions at the end of each experiment were I would 
take the entire group through all the outcomes of the exercise and 
often ask who contributed to each of the drawings. The students 
appeared to enjoy this part of the project most, which caused a 
lot of amusement when the drawings were finally displayed to 
them and their collective thoughts had come to bear. This also 
provided me with the opportunity to stress the importance and 
significance of considering the collaborative opportunity to evoke 
cause and effect approaches when reflecting on the results so far.

The final phase of the project aimed to present a Neural String 
Network performance to fellow students and staff of the College 
of Fine Arts on the last evening of the workshop. Preparations 
began by introducing the students to the work of the Surrealists 
in the 1930s with the Exquisite Corpse and asking them to con-
sider a surrealist approach by relaxing and attempting to empty 
their mind of any preconceived intensions, to simply react and 
improvise on the first thought that comes to mind when an image 
is received in an attempt to delve deeper into their subconscious. 
Further exercises introduced five different colour ranges in 
order for the student to identify all nodes and participants of the 
network, making it possible to identify a complete image when 
all five colours had contributed to it. Paper sizes and materials 

Fig.6 Initial drawing 
outcomes from student 
exercises at Shanghai 
University, July 2012.
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such as charcoal and pastels were also experimented with and kept the students’ momentum 
going. Prior to the final performance event I presented a final plenary lecture, which took the 
students through the entire development of the project, from the initial set up experiments at 
MediaCityUK in Salford, an introduction to the DecodeRecode project, a historical account of 
Cash Trains and the work of Roy Ascott to the final outcomes of the project in Shanghai. The 
presentation included a selection of their drawings and in summary a cybernetic analogy of 
the Neural String network as a dynamic system of firing synapses and neurons of a collective 
mind, thereby encourage the students to respond quicker and on impulse in preparation for 
the public performance. Approximately 20 members of staff from the college joined us for the 
final event, including ceramicists, historians, painters and architects. The concept was quickly 
grasped and well received by all, opening up a dialogue between the staff and students on the 
subject of the drawings created over the two weeks, which were presented on the walls of the 
room where the Neural String Network was installed. 

Outcomes and Conclusions

The Neural String Network is essentially a dynamic system of interaction or an analogue com-
putational machine. When it is complete with participants and drawing materials this device 
becomes ready to programme or task with commands and therefore affords both the roles of crea-
tive collaborator and creative developer or programmer. To completely understand the potential 
of this system both the input and output must be experienced and tested when we consider the 

complexity and potential of the system as 
a whole. Through current experiments I 
have adopted the role of ‘programmer’ by 
preparing participants to take part and 
inputting tasks to process and complete. 
The fundamental aim of these exercises 
is to help us better understand the full 
potential and significance of shared col-
laborative practice, networked creativity, 
collective consciousness and specifically 
how this affects the telematics arts and 
global social networking platforms of the 
future. As social network protocols have 
become increasingly more ubiquitous 
and pervasive, and intellectual property 
rights have become more stringent, the 
current generation of art and design 
undergraduates have on the whole 
embraced and accepted these systems 

Fig.7 Students partici-
pating in the Neural 
String Network at 
Shanghai University, 
July 2012.

Fig.8 Drawing following the second 
phase of the workshop at Shanghai 
University, July 2012.



438 439  

and protocols without question. Whilst it is difficult to measure the long-term effect of the 
Neural String Network experiments with these students, judging by their level of engagement, 
enthusiasm and feedback it will certainly be a point of reflection during their development and 
future engagement with telematic systems. It is hoped that the physically experienced analogy 
of interconnected synapses and neurons firing across a collective consciousness will have a 
significant contribution to their creative processes and communities in the future.

The workshop at the College of Fine Arts Shanghai University concluded with two proposal 
developments that could be taken forward during future visits to Shanghai University. Taking 
a speculative approach to the architecture of the college, I proposed a large-scale Neural String 
Network installation for the outdoor atrium space of the building. The string network could 
stretch across the 300-meter square atrium courtyard space, linking up the four walls of the 
six-storey college building that surrounds it, connecting various departments by entering 
through the windows of the studios and floors that occupy the space. Given the volume of the 
atrium it would also be possible to increase the scale and complexity of the neural network 
by increasing the number of nodes, offering both multidisciplinary and public engagement, 

Fig.9 Final drawing 
example from student 
exercises at Shanghai 
University, July 2012. Fig.10 Proposed 

network design for 
the atrium space 
at the College of 
Fine Arts Shanghai 
University.
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depending on who happens to stop by a particular node and make a contribution. The second 
future development proposal was arrived at through discussions concerning participation at 
the ‘Experimental Mobile Applications Workshop’ at Shanghai University in November 2012, 
organised by the ‘Shanghai Creative Designers Association’ and the ‘Creative Centre of Public 
Art and Virtual Lab’. The proposed application would be a convergence of the Neural String 
Network concept with the iPad capabilities that include the accelerometer, wireless networking 
and touchscreen drawing. By using a local wireless network it would be possible to exchange a 
montage of digital drawings and images between any number of participants. By using the same 
principles as the Neural String Network new multiple modes of interaction could be introduced 
whilst keeping the principles of collaborative creative practice at the forefront.
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Abstract

Drawing proportionate objects might be difficult for some 
people. Students who are new to drawing, especially 
students in fundamental level face difficulty to transfer 
what they see onto the paper. This report is about learning 
hands-on structural drawing with paper models and 
through paper modelling. This report encourages hands-on 
activities to promote seeing and observational skills. We 
analyse, cut, stick and build a study model with paper to 
learn how to see the planes and the dimensions of an object. 
At the same time, it is a practice which could enhance the 
understanding of primitive forms by having the observers 
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the drawing usually reflects on self-understanding. Unfortunately, some students cannot draw 
when they are told to look, see and draw the object in front of them. As quoted by Ian Simpson in 
his writing, ‘After all, what I can do if I cannot even draw that?’ (1992: 28) and ‘to learn to draw, 
we do not have to learn special techniques and develop manual dexterity; you need to learn how 
to see.’ (1992: 41)  Often, real objects (geometric or organic) are drawn with distortion, lack 
of details; some are out of proportion, and some are out of our cone of visions.  There are so 
many written books by several authors and masters teach us to draw with different modes (for 

Fig.1 Drawings based 
on imagination

analyse every angle and details of an object.  Drawing has to do with a little 
imagination, some senses, cognitive structure, awareness and visualization. This 
report demonstrates the integration of two artistic disciplines- drawing and paper 
modelling. This study demonstrates a real practice in the classrooms. 

Main Text

Giacometti said: “Drawing is about everything, that we see, remember, feel, interpret, visu-
alize, study, record, and investigate…drawing is all”. Drawing is about seeing, observing, 
transferring, recoding, noting, commenting, and interpreting. It is also about ‘recombining, 
reinventing, reformatting, reconstructing, researching…’(Koppe 2012) Drawing is essential 
in transforming one dimensional idea into two or three dimensional visuals. Many times, we 
use drawing to communicate. 

Learning hands-on structural drawing with paper models can become a studio practice for 
learners in fundamental level. First of all, we have to understanding the relative attributes 
in making structural drawing, the process, the important key points, the magnitudes and 
activities that promotes seeing, analysis and observational skills. Drawing has to do with a 
little imagination, some senses, cognitive structure, awareness and visualization. This article 
demonstrates the integration of two artistic disciplines- drawing and paper modelling involves 
the knowledge of seeing, observing, making and transferring. I feel grateful to learn from this 
inspiring environment I live in, from many authors, my supervisors -Radzi Bedu and Badrul 
Razak. Most importantly, this report is not only based on self findings and experience; but also 
a summary of efforts contributed from many individuals-my students.

In recent years trying to deliver knowledge to the students on how to produce deliberate struc-
tural drawing, more obstacles I have found as one of the classroom participants. The practice 
by transferring lines on what we see seem arbitrary, inaccurate, out of shape and some are 
looking flat. 

Students who have not gone for drawing practice, they often draw what they see and feel but 
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ing- structural drawing. 
Every object in your drawing has structure, and understanding that structure 
in perspective will greatly enhance your ability to draw the object quickly, 
accurately and confidently. Structural drawing is building a drawing from 
geometric basic shapes which requires measurement and proportion before 
adding the details and shading. To help block in the structure, think of the 
books as a series of boxes or rectangles. (Watson 2005: 24, 51)

In order to draw realistically, you have to draw what you see and not what 
you think you see and she also mentioned that ‘the foundation of realism 
in drawing is learning to find the basic shapes inherent in every object’, 
no matter how complex the object is. Measure your subjects for accuracy. 
Proportions are like maps- they provide an overview of where things are 
and how they sit together into the whole picture. Proportion is comparison, 
a relationship between objects dealing with size, volume or degree. It is the 
relationship of different elements in a work of art. (Vebell 2005: 19, 21, 50) 

Structure is the ‘complexity’, formed by a stack of blocks or several intersecting components. 
‘It builds from shapes, and there is shape within the objects, best known as the ‘skeleton’ or 
the bone. Form is the combination of shapes in dimensions, position, and space’. (South 2010) 

‘Structural drawing might be produced based in very complete architectural plans or on very 
quickly prepared freehand sketches’. (Nevius 2006: 50) Structural drawings are especially 

‘essential to have in architecture, animation and industrial design’. (learn4good 2010) It is 
one of the important sections in drawing lesson in order to produce accurate form and propor-
tionate dimensional drawing. In making hands on structural drawing, there are people who 
understand (who get it) and some others do not. As a person who stands in front of the class 
to deliver, I realized how often I assume my students are drawing what they see and observe, 
especially when things were so obvious and visible to me. Drawing structural objects is more 
than drawing an object in a perspective view, sometimes we need to observe and analyse the 
object with our senses. There is this basic mental process- the cognitive structure that helps 
people to make sense of information, gather process and output information. It is a special tool 

example: contour drawing, cross contour drawing or gestural drawing) and usually advise to 
draw things that we see. Drawing practices such as these- contour line sketching and gesture 
drawing definitely help and it is true that we need to improve our seeing skills. We need a 
method and tool to help us to see well.

In order to understand what we see, we have to analyse our vision. In 
observation, it needs understanding and accuracy, and this means being self 
critical. In order for us to see beyond looking, is very important for us to see 
with all our senses, for example to feel the outer appearance of the object. 
The understanding of drawing depends on accepting that it is improbable 
that several of the cards have small pieces cut out and that they are all really 
on the same line in space.  We have to see the real ‘space clues’ so your 
observation can be accurate, and your drawing will be able to recreate the 
effects you have observed.  (Simpson 2006: 12, 16, 24, 32) 

We must be able to observe the basic structure of an object, regardless of how 
complex and obscured by detail it may be. Every object that you see has a 
structure or form based on the cube, the cylinder, the cone, or the sphere. Any 
object may be based on one or a combination of these four geometrical solids. 
A solid means an object that has three dimensions: height, width and depth. 
(Reyna 1972: 11)

‘Observation is, in essence, the process of learning to see. Seeing can process observation in 
three ways, journalistic, documentary and experiential.’ (Wells 2009: 16) According to Claire 
Watson Garcia, a long observation collects lots of information for you-quite literally to draw 
from. (2003: 23) Our drawings will look better if we understand the position and place-
ment of the object, its basic shapes, basic forms and even the texture on the subject matter. 
To achieve accurate drawing, we need a little imagination, to imagine there are small 
pieces relay in space so we can understand its spatial depth. We need to understand the 
positions and proportions of our subject matter so we can produce proportionate draw-
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will try to capture every dimension and size. 
Surprisingly, we become more concious on 
what we are looking at. As the first exercise, 
we can try to make simple alphabet or basic 
geometric forms. Following are a few exam-
ples of the paper made basic forms:
Paper is a flexible, accessible, versatile and 
easy-to-handle medium. Materials we use 
to treat paper are cutter, glue or adhesive, 
scissors, tape, compass, darning needle, 
eraser paper clips, ruler, staple, cutting mat, 
puncher and et cetera. The appearance of 
the paper can be changed if we apply one or 
more than one techniques in treating the 
piece of paper. Making paper models allow 
us to see things in details and be more aware 
of edges. Before we cut the shape we need to 
know whether the edges of the objects are 
in geometrical or in organic shape. We may 
want to analyse the layers and the ‘bones’ of 
an object. Building paper model helps us to 
visualise the fragmented pieces and cross 
contour lines in drawing. By imagining the 
pivoting planes, we can develop our under-
standing in seeing three-dimensional object 
and understanding the form of an object. 

Fig.3 Drawing from the models

in our mind that can be developed. Drawing is 
‘coding’ which transformed visually from sensory 
information.  Making the paper models stimulate 
our reflective awareness and visualization. And 
with these, we will be able to develop our cognitive 
structures. We take in sensory data every walking 
minute. To be reflectively aware, we need to see 
and notice thoughtfully considering the informa-
tion that we get from all senses- what we see, what 
we hear, what we touch, how we taste, and how we 
smell. In seeing and observation process, we shall 
not cut off our sensory inputs because limited data 
has limited information to process and vice-versa. 
We shall see and notice what we are observing by 
comparing, analysing, organizing information we 
gather from our sensory information, knowledge 
and previous experiences. 

To draw an object, we can start off by analysing 
and rotating the object in our hands. Touch it and 
observe every single detail. Relocate the object in 
different positions and different view points just 
to get us familiar with its plane, proportion and 
dimension. We need to visualise its basic shapes 
and basic forms and to make a same scale paper 
model based on the object. Then, hold the paper 
model in different view points and draw it in differ-
ent angle. By rotating the models in our hands, we 

Fig. 2 Examples of paper models in basic form
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about the edges, surfaces, planes and angles. The following 
three pictures demonstrate the similarities of ‘volumetric 
characteristic; one outdoor sculpture I saw in Singapore and 
the other two following pictures are the paper models dem-
onstrating the volume of a bottle- the ‘volume’ that needs to 
be ‘seen’ with a little imagination.

Seeing the insides are important in structural drawing. Each 
and every wireframe supports the form of an object, here, the 
characters. This is one of the methods in Chinese lantern 
making, the maker needs to bend the bamboo or wire into 
desired shapes. Each shapes are tied together to form a bone 
before covering the bone with transparent semi coloured 
paper or translucent thin cloth. Big and small light bulbs 
could be installed within the frames. This technique inspired 
me. I thought it was very similar to the drawing technique 
mentioned by the author, Claire Watson Garcia in her book, 
about ‘underdrawing’. According to the author, ‘underdraw-
ing’ means ‘drawing through’, putting a preliminary drawing 
under another that will go on top of it. (2008: 42, 143)

Drawing structural objects require the understanding of 
shape, forms, volume and et cetera. The following figures show 
the example of the paper models and the drawings:

Fig.5 Examples of paper modelsThe process of making a piece of paper into a form involves techniques, measurement, materi-
als, senses, imagination and visualization. According to John Montague, each eye perceives 
the object from a slightly different angle. This gives the brain a strong clue as to the depth of 
the object. The brain harmonizes both two-dimensional views and creates a three- dimensional 
view. (2010: 12) When two planes that are perpendicular to the ground plane intersect with 
one another; they form a corner that is also perpendicular to the ground plane. (2010: 100) 
Following figure demonstrates knowledge of cross contour drawing:

Following picture shows some examples of paper models and drawings:

The models are not only providing the clues about the size and form of the object; but also con-
tain the invisible information about the insides. The models clearly provide more information 

Fig.4 The paper model 
and the drawing- 
knowledge of cross 
contour
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Fig.7 Volumetric 
outdoor display in 
Singapore

Fig.8 Volumetric bottle 
and plastic bottle 
inspired by the outdoor 
display

While seeing the object before we construct the model, we need to figure out several possible 
ways, and this is best to be done individually by undergoing a mental process- which involves 
the process of observing, identifying, extracting, imagining and visualizing. We can start to 
formulate and to ask ourselves some questions, for example ‘how do I make it?’, ‘how many 
planes are there?’, ‘Are there edges?’ Or simply ‘what do I notice?’ At the same time, we could 
conduct an experiment to figure things out on our own. Amazingly, we start to trust our eyes and 

Fig.6 Examples of 
structural drawings



Fig.11 The pineapple

Fig.12 Geometric 
objects-hardware and 
a comb

Fig.10 Paper models 
inspired by the 
wireframe display

Fig.9 Indoor and 
outdoor display made 
with wireframe



Fig.16 How we ‘see’ a 
group of objects

Fig.13 Geometric 
objects- containers

Fig.15 Organic 
objects- fruits

Fig.14 Organic 
Objects-fruits and 
vegetables
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our brain. Thus, in the model making process, we see connection of every plane, we visualize 
the invisible structure, we identify the shape and form, and most importantly we notice what we 
overlook. As mentioned earlier, drawing based on the model is more effective in encouraging 
seeing and observation. The models makers are more likely to remember and understand the 
structural elements because they created the paper models themselves.  The approach might 
take more time but it is more effective and it will save time in the long run by not having them 
debriefed again and again.

Drawing structural objects (geometrical/ organic) could be easier if the process of seeing and 
observations are promoted. After seeing, it is about visualizing the imaginative details and 
characteristic. Close our eyes and make a mental map; that is to visualize the planes that con-
struct the object and its relationship with each other. We have to start being critical by asking 
ourselves several questions for examples ‘what is the thickness?’, ‘How many planes are there?’, 

‘How many angle are there?’, ‘What are the basic shapes and the basic forms of that object?’ We 
need to see how all parts fit together by seeing what is relevant. 

Figure above shows how we can ‘see’ a group of object, extracting the colours and details 
at first, to ‘see’ the basic shape and basic form, then to ‘see’ the internals and visualise the 
invisible visible in our brains.     With a little imagination like this, the structure will form in 
our heads and amazingly, it could be ‘turn around’. We start ‘seeing’ it from all sides. As the 
conclusion, this practice is about seeing the visible and the invisible, analysing with a little 
imagination, and to construct every plane and lines with our hands. As the Master Xun Zi, 
the Confucian philosopher in ancient China said to his pupils, ‘I hear and I forget, I see and 
I remember, I do and I understand’. 
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