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Female	students	at	the	Art	Students	League	in	New	York,	1905	

In	her	study	The	Primacy	of	Drawing,	Deanna	Petherbridge	notes	that	drawing	is	often	seen	

as	 “the	 free,	 fragmented,	 spontaneous	 and	 private	 other	 to	 the	 synthesized,	 public	 and	

finished	 work	 of	 painting,	 sculpture	 or	 print-making.”	 This	 primacy	 makes	 drawing	

optimally	suited	to	ignite	our	cultural	romance	with	the	image	of	the	inspired	artist	in	the	

act	of	creating.	Like	the	manuscripts	of	a	poet,	drawings	strike	many	people	as	the	private,	
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material	trace	of	the	artist’s	mental	and	emotional	state,	as	well	as	a	record	of	their	virtuoso	

hand	movements.		

At	the	heart	of	drawing’s	primacy	 lies	a	metaphysics	of	presence	that	sits	uneasily	

with	many	scholars.	 “Expression”	and	“trace”	are	dirty	words	 in	academia.	They	smack	of	

sentimental	 humanism,	 turbo	capitalism,	 cold	war	 egotism,	 and	 intentional	 fallacy.	As	 a	

result,	academic	writing	is	often	predicated	on	the	necessity	of	getting	around	any	view	that	

drawing	is	the	material	trace	of	a	unique	subjectivity.		

My	own	theory	of	drawing	is	 informed	by	my	research	as	a	poet-scholar	as	well	as	

my	 background	 in	 life	 drawing	 studios.	 Thirteen	 years	 ago	 I	 accidentally	 discovered	my	

passion	 for	 drawing	 when	 I	 began	 working	 as	 an	 artists’	 model.	 The	 studio	 invited	 its	

models	 to	 draw	 for	 free,	 so	 I	 began	 my	 education	 on	 both	 sides	 of	 the	 easel.	 The	 life-

drawing	studio	had	a	logic	that	struck	me	as	intrinsically	lyrical.	It	dramatized	two	twined	

aspects	 of	 the	 traditional	 lyric	 poem:	 the	 sensitive	 representation	 of	 the	 other	 and	 the	

unique	expression	of	the	creator.		

While	 I	shared	the	postmodern	view	that	the	 idea	of	unfettered	expression	of	the	

subject	 is	a	romantic	fiction	and	that	representation	of	 the	other	was	often	essentialist,	 I	

was	 also	 not	 convinced	 that	we,	 as	 a	 culture	 of	makers	 and	 admirers,	 had	 given	 up	 our	

longing	 to	 expose	 or	 glimpse	 some	 authentic	 aspect	 of	 the	 creative	 process.	 In	 my	

scholarship	 as	 well	 as	 my	 poetry,	 I	 have	 therefore	 been	 most	 drawn	 to	 practices	 of	

constructivist	 subjectivity,	 to	contemporary	artists	who	admit	 to	 the	appeal	of	expression	

and	trace	while	at	the	same	time	deconstructing	them,	often	in	material	ways.	This	led	me	

to	write	my	doctorate	on	poet,	scholar,	and	artist	Susan	Howe,	who	encouraged	us	to	look	at	

Emily	 Dickinson’s	 manuscripts	 as	 drawings	 and	 whose	 own	 poetic	 practice	 uses	 formal	

invention	to	disrupt	otherwise	transcendental	themes.		
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Envelope	poem	from	the	Emily	Dickinson	archives,	featured	in	The	Gorgeous	Nothings	(2013),	Eds.	Jen	Bervin	
and	Marta	Werner,	Introduction	by	Susan	Howe	

	

Susan	

Howe,	A	Bibliography	of	the	King’s	Book	or	Eikon	Basilike	(1989)	pp.	56-7	
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Susan	Howe,	from	Tom	Tit	Tot,	exhibited	at	The	Whitney	Biennial	2014	

Howe’s	self-described	 “mystic-skeptic”	poetics	enhanced	my	understanding	of	my	

own	appreciation	of	poetry,	which	was	both	transcendental	and	postmodern.	This	bivalent	

approach	also	informs	my	understanding	of	contemporary	drawing	practices,	including	my	

own.	 Drawing	 in	 the	 studio,	 I	 discovered,	was	 very	 often	 an	 all-encompassing,	 euphoric	

experience	of	mark-making	that	incorporated	exciting	accidents.	But	at	the	same	time	there	

were	 also	 hours	 of	 tedium	 and	 frustration	 that	 only	 eventually	 led	 to	 breakthroughs.	

Gradually	 I	 began	 to	 appreciate	 formal	 features	 of	 drawing	 that	 I	 previously	 took	 for	

granted.	This	was	especially	true	once	 I	moved	my	practice	to	a	new,	site-specific	ground	

and	medium.		
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Standing	Nude	with	Chignon,	Artist’s	hair	on	ceramic,	2016	

As	a	life	model	I	would	often	pick	a	spot	on	the	floor	or	the	wall	where	I	could	fix	my	

gaze	and	so	steady	my	pose.	Soon	I	found	myself	afflicted	by	pareidolia,	the	tendency	to	see	

patterns	 where	 there	 are	 none.	 I	 began	 seeing	 faces	 and	 body	 parts	 in	 wood	 grain	 and	
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dimples	in	the	plaster.	One	day	I	was	taking	a	shower	and	fallen	strands	of	hair	came	loose	

in	my	hand.	I	smeared	them	across	the	wall	so	they	wouldn’t	go	down	the	drain	and	then	I	

looked	and	saw	the	clear	image	of	a	woman’s	elongated	back,	a	chignon	at	the	nape	of	her	

neck.	With	a	few	strokes	of	my	finger	the	rest	of	her	body	soon	appeared.	And	so	I	began	

my	private	drawing	practice.		

Eve,	Artist’s	hair	on	ceramic,	2017	
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I	continued	making	these	hair	drawings	in	the	same	manner	in	which	I	discovered	

the	first	one,	that	is,	by	beginning	with	a	random	pattern	and	looking	for	the	features	of	a	

woman	looking	back	at	me.	I	use	only	my	bare	hands	and	work	with	the	lengths	I	am	given.	

These	 restrictions	 lead	 to	 possibilities	 I	 hadn’t	 thought	 to	 consider.	 I	 push	 the	 strands	

around	until	 I	see	some	part	of	a	woman	emerge,	and	then	another	part,	and	then	a	 full	

pose	reveals	itself	through	me.		

Coquettish	Nude,	Artist’s	hair	on	ceramic,	2017	
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In	 fact,	 pareidolia	 has	 been	 a	 generative	 neurological	 tic	 for	 many	 artists.	

Michelangelo	spoke	of	seeing	 forms	 in	patchy	walls.	The	compulsive	habit	of	hunting	 for	

human	forms	in	inanimate	objects	is	not	so	far	removed	from	the	viewer’s	habit	of	looking	

for	traces	of	the	artist	in	her	work.	I	am	not	an	evolutionary	biologist,	but	it	would	seem	to	

me	 that	 this	propensity,	 this	 excitement	at	 the	apprehension	of	 another	person,	 is	 hard-

wired	 in	 our	 brains.	 We	 depend	 on	 presence-detection	 for	 survival	 and	 kinship.	 This	

excitement	 is	 multiplied	 when	 we	 feel	 the	 absent	 person	 was	 possessed	 by	 greater	

knowledge	or	ability	and	has	something	to	teach	us.	

Nude	in	Ruins,	Artist’s	hair	on	ceramic,	2017	
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When	 I	 am	working	 I	 don’t	 draw	 an	 arm	or	 a	 rib-cage,	 per	 se,	 I	 discover	 it.	 The	

chance	procedures	of	swiping	the	lines	around	at	random	allow	me	to	stumble	into	a	pose	

and	 its	abstractions	as	well	as	any	corrections	 in	perspective.	 Instead	of	 sighting	and	 re-

drawing	 correct	 angles	 they	 often	 jump	 out	 at	 me,	 what	 developmental	 psychologist	

Georges-Henri	 Luquet	 referred	 to	 as	 “fortuitous	 realism.”	 Alternatively,	 I	 can	 adjust	 the	

angles	easily	by	sliding	one	portion	of	a	strand	until	the	figure	looks	real.		

Historically	 speaking,	 the	 most	 consistent	 common	 denominator	 of	 drawing	 has	

been	 line.	More	 than	 any	 other	 visual	 feature	 of	 drawing,	 line	 has	 been	 linked	with	 the	

authority	of	the	maker,	the	signature	and	autograph	of	the	artist.	It	has	also	been	associated	

with	presence	and	absence.	We	see	this	in	Pliny’s	famous	passage	about	Appelles,	where	the	

artist	 effectively	uses	 his	 line	as	 his	 calling	card,	as	well	 as	 his	 tale	about	 the	Corinthian	

maid	who	used	a	piece	of	charcoal	to	trace	the	silhouette	of	her	departing	lover.		

The	Invention	of	Drawing,	Joseph	Benoit-Suvée	c.	1791	

� 	9



Although	the	wavering	line	of	an	Agnes	Martin	can	excite	us	with	its	implications	of	

human,	 emotional	 presence,	 a	 line	 in	 a	 representational	 drawing	 typically	 impresses	 us	

most	when	 it	 is	 continuous,	 accurate,	 and	 swift.	 “All	 drawn	 lines	 have	 a	 speed	 that	 can	

usually	be	deduced:	they	have	a	beginning	and	an	end,	and	therefore	represent	time,	as	well	

as	space,”	wrote	David	Hockney,	after	Warhol’s	fluid	projector-assisted	lines	sent	him	on	his	

famous	 exploration	 of	machine-assisted	mastery	 in	 artists	 such	 as	 Ingres.	 The	 swift	 line	

appears	 to	 record	 a	 single,	 inspired	 movement	 made	 by	 the	 artist,	 literally	 a	 stroke	 of	

genius,	a	hand	dancing	in	space	as	it	harnesses	an	otherworldly	power.	In	Dürer’s	time,	the	

word	 for	 this	 power	was	Gwalt.	 According	 to	Dürer,	 the	mark	of	 a	 true	 artist	was	 in	 his	

calligraphy	and	in	how	well	he	could	freehand	draw	a	perfect	circle	or	straight	line.		

� 	

David	Hockney,	Secret	Knowledge	pp.	24-5 
Reproduction	of	an	Ingres’	portrait	drawing	(1829)	and	Warhol’s	projector-assisted	drawing	

The	 seemingly	 unaided	 swift,	 freehand	 continuity	 of	 gesture	 has	 been	 much	

admired	 in	 the	 rough	 sketches	 of	 DaVinci	 and	 Raphael,	 for	 example.	 In	 viewing	 these	

charcoal	and	ink	drawings,	we	assume	that	the	line	stops	when	the	hand	stops.	A	winding	

and	unbroken	line,	therefore,	appears	to	be	evidence	of	the	artist’s	Gwalt.		

� 	10



� 	

Leonardo	Da	Vinci,	Madonna	and	Child	and	Other	Studies,	pen	and	brown	ink,	The	Royal	Collection;	 
Raphael,	Studies	for	Virgin	and	Child,	pen	and	brown	ink,	The	British	Museum	

Conversely,	a	strand	of	hair	cannot	lift	and	begin	again	(neither	can	it	cross-hatch	

itself,	zig-zag,	scribble,	dash,	or	smudge	for	that	matter).	But	 it	can	do	things	that	drawn	

lines	 can	 only	 dream	 of,	 since	 a	 strand	 of	 hair	 has	 perfect	 continuity.	 Such	 a	 fluid	 line	

appears	to	have	been	made	 in	a	single	movement	of	the	hand,	a	flourish	of	gwalt.	But	 in	

reality	I	employ	both	hands	simultaneously,	using	one	hand	to	pull	the	line	taught	and	fix	a	

portion	in	place	while	the	other	hand	flutes	and	defines	each	curve.		
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Source,	Artist’s	hair	on	ceramic,	2018	

In	 the	sketches	of	masters	we	notice	a	 stunning	display	of	curves.	Curves	are	not	

only	 beautiful	 to	 look	 at	 but	 technically	 difficult	 to	 perceive	 and	 draw	 correctly.	 In	 his	

famed	 nineteenth	 century	 drawing	 course,	 Charles	 Bargue	 approximated	 curves	 with	 a	
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series	of	straight	 lines.	 “Don’t	attempt	 to	 transcribe	curves,”	wrote	his	co-author	Gérome,	

“When	you	draw	curves	unaided,	they	tend	to	become	arcs.	Moreover,	when	drawing	an	arc	

it	is	hard	to	know	when	to	stop.”		

Charles	Bargue,	Drawing	Course	(1871)	p.	207	
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Many	 celebrated	 draftsmen	 drew	 curves	 after	 the	 fact,	 traced	 the	 overlapping	

straight	 lines	 onto	 a	 new	 sheet	 of	 paper	 in	 a	 single	 stroke,	 therefore	 amounting	 to	 a	

counterfeit	 spontaneity.	 Matisse,	 for	 example,	 wrote	 that	 the	 “very	 rare	 elegance	 and	

voluptuousness	 of	 line”	 in	 the	 “humble	 pen	 drawing”	was	 “well	 prepared	 by	 an	 analytic	

study.”		

Henri	Matisse,	Seated	Female	Nude,	Holding	One	Knee,	with	Sketch	of	a	Foot,	1909,	Pen	and	black	ink,	The	Art	
Institute	of	Chicago	
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But	 these	 tricks,	 while	 they	 may	 debunk	 the	 public’s	 romantic	 image	 of	 drawing,	 never	

troubled	 the	artists	who	understood	 the	apparent	 “time”	of	 line	 to	be	a	fictive	construct.	

The	 restrictions	 of	working	with	 hair	 afford	 opportunities	 for	 counterfeit	 spontaneity	 as	

well	 as	 counterfeit	 curves.	 Hair’s	 unique	 structure	 (helical	 protein	 and	 lipid	 cortex	

surrounded	 by	 a	 scale-like	 cuticle)	means	 that	 it	 resists	 angles	 and	 settles	 naturally	 into	

beautiful	curves.	Even	thread	or	wig	hair	will	not	produce	the	same	splines	or	curvaceous	

infrastructure.		

Ecstatic	Nude,	Artist’s	hair	on	ceramic,	2017	
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Eventually	I	developed	a	process	using	adhesive	film	so	that	these	drawings	could	be	

transferred	 to	drawing	paper	and	 framed.	By	moving	 them	from	their	original	site	 to	 the	

cotton	paper	 they	become	new	compositions	that	are	more	finished.	The	process	mirrors	

the	tracing	or	 “lifting”	that	draftsmen	often	performed	 in	order	to	develop	their	drawings	

into	more	polished	versions.		

Eve,	Artist’s	hair	on	paper,	11	x	14,	2017	
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Our	postmodern	age	puts	more	value	in	the	inchoate	sketch	and	the	original	materials	than	

in	transformations.	These	drawings	complicate	the	cult	of	the	sketch	because	while	the	 in	

situ	 drawings	 retain	 the	 original	 aura,	 with	 the	 tile	 background	 and	 the	 water	 droplets	

before	they	have	evaporated,	they	also	exist	only	in	mechanically	reproduced	photographs.	

Meanwhile,	it	is	the	secondary	transfer	that	contains	the	original	material—a	material	that	

also	constitutes	the	ultimate	autograph	since	 it	contains	my	mitochondrial	DNA.	Often	 I	

sign	the	drawing	by	using	my	hair	to	spell	my	initials,	forming	a	material	signature	that	can	

stand	up	to	the	most	rigorous	forensic	analysis	of	a	future	conservator.		

Venus	Pudica,	Artist’s	hair	on	ceramic,	2017	
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Using	a	remnant	of	the	body	(a	strand	of	hair)	to	depict	a	body,	the	hair	drawings	

confound	the	normal	operations	of	signification.	Each	nude	is	an	icon	of	an	absent	model	

as	well	as	an	 index	of	 the	absent	artist.	The	shower	drawings	 illuminate	what	has	always	

been	true	about	the	cultural	significance	of	figure	drawing,	from	Pliny	to	the	present:	we	are	

voyeurs	not	only	of	the	depicted	nude,	but	of	the	artist	in	the	act	of	creating.		

The	 hair	 drawings	 have	 another,	 more	 distinctive,	 formal	 feature	 that	 both	 sets	

them	apart	from	drawing	and	reflects	back	on	it	as	a	genre.	When	I	have	finished	a	figure	

and	 am	 ready	 to	 remove	 extraneous	 lines,	 instead	 of	 erasing	 them	 I	 have	 to	 carefully	

extricate	the	un-needed	strands	of	hair,	which	can	be	exasperating	given	that	these	strands	

often	 wind	 around	 other	 finished	 parts	 of	 the	 drawing.	 So	 finishing	 the	 nude	 means	

threatening	to	undo	her.		

Nude	Bending	Backwards,	Artist’s	hair	on	ceramic,	2018	
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During	this	act	of	nervous	untangling,	I	can’t	help	but	think	about	the	metaphorical	

implications.	 Strand	 by	 strand	 I	define	 the	 image	of	 the	woman	 before	me,	drawing	 the	

lines	that	historically	were	drawn	by	men,	demarcating	boundaries	that	are	often	erased.	In	

untangling	my	hair,	I	also	free	myself	to	be	an	artist	and	not	just	a	muse,	to	value	a	woman’s	

ability	to	create	beauty	over	her	ability	to	embody	it—even	in	a	society	whose	values	may	be	

otherwise.	But	 it	was	the	entanglement	of	 these	two	roles	which	gave	rise	 to	my	drawing	

practice	in	the	first	place,	and	so	it	is	fitting	that	this	is	how	each	drawing	would	end.			

Of	course,	these	nudes	do	not	fall	under	the	category	of	drawing,	narrowly	defined.	

There	is	no	mark-making	instrument,	nor	is	the	mark	bound	to	its	ground	except	through	

the	 electrostatic	 bonds	of	 temporary	 adhesion	or	 an	 adhesive	overlay.	 It’s	 a	wet	medium	

manipulated	with	my	fingers.	But	in	the	ways	that	these	compositions	are	not	drawing,	they	

make	 their	 most	 profound	 commentary	 about	 what	 drawings	 have	 historically	

accomplished.	To	me,	this	practice	is	an	ode	to	drawing,	to	the	artist-model	dynamic	of	the	

life	 drawing	 studio,	 and	 to	 the	 conceptual	 games	 of	 representing	 the	 other	 as	 well	 as	

expressing	the	artist’s	unique	signature.		

I	have	offered	this	close	reading	of	my	practice	in	order	to	show	how	my	process	and	

materials	reconceptualize	principles	and	effects	of	drawing	that	we	may	sometimes	take	for	

granted.	It	is	my	belief	that	artists	have	long	been	aware	of	the	imaginative	grip	that	trace	

has	 on	 the	 imagination	 and	 that	 their	 understanding	 of	 its	 material	 manifestation	

inevitably	varies	from	the	way	it	is	culturally	perceived.	Many	contemporary	artists—from	

Claude	Heath	to	Louise	Hopkins,	Susan	Collis,	Russell	Crotty,	and	Gabriel	Orozco,	just	to	

name	a	few—have	experimental	practices	that	constitute	an	ongoing	dialog	with	drawing,	

both	as	a	set	of	formal	techniques	as	well	as	an	evolving	cultural	legacy.	Much	of	this	legacy	

involves	 a	 metaphysics	 of	 presence	 that	 also	 requires	 patient	 untangling.	 Too	 often	 the	
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failure	to	analyze	expression	and	trace	head-on	results	in	readings	that	consider	only	how	

the	world	writes	its	mark	on	the	artist.	We	must	use	our	phenomenological	interest	in	the	

maker	and	her	trace	 if	only	to	avoid	assumptions	about	her,	and	to	historically	 locate	her	

drawing	practice	as	a	precise	set	of	 formal	explorations	 in	which	she	not	only	makes	but	

reimagines	and	recontextualizes	her	mark	on	the	world.	
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