
Why Drawing? 
 
Why choose drawing as the exclusive medium for a charity sale organised for the 
benefit of the Prim’Enfance Foundation, which raises funds for children suffering 
from heart disease? Quite simply because drawing is the first means of expression 
developed by human beings at the beginning of their lives, well before language. 
It is how children construct their relation to the world. All children draw, and all 
artists were once children. For all of them, if to varying degrees and in differing 
ways, there remains something special about drawing throughout their career. It is 
a vital tool. For drawing is the vector for the sudden flashes of thought, for its 
immediate transcription into images. It is often close to fantasy and dream. It 
opens a window onto all the registers of the unconscious, from the witty to the 
uncanny. 
Still, artists do not always approach or use drawing in the same way, or with the 
same intensity. What can be said to characterise drawing, and contemporary 
drawing in particular? It is distinguished by its diversity. It can be swift and 
nervous, as in Mounir Fatmi’s Straight Line. It may take the everyday form of the 
diary, with the sketches of Mark Gonzales and Vanessa Beecroft’s colourful 
figures. It can become writing and poem, as in Tracey Emin’s A Journey to 
Heaven, or Leslie Deere’s work, or it may flirt with painting as it does in Marie 
Hendrik’s large format works on paper. 
Contemporary drawing cannot be limited to paper and pencil. In Mat Collishaw’s 
Rorschach Series fingerprints are applied to pornographic images printed on the 
canvas. Fraser Sharp covers the faces in Polaroid prints with phosphorescent 
paint. Here, drawing becomes hybrid. Many artists mix it with collage, engraving 
techniques and digital printing. 
To sum up, the only common denominator among these works could well be their 
two-dimensionality. A picture (tableau) – that is, a canvas stapled to a stretcher – 
enters the third dimension, if only by a few centimetres, and this entry into our 
living space is experienced as a “stance.” But drawing, because it seems to be one 
with the plane of the wall, remains in a virtual space that we identify with the 
artist’s own psyche: a space “in-between,” as if the work had yet to emerge 
completely into the world. Curiously enough, the fact of staying in what one 
might call the “limbo of thought” in some way protects it from critical judgement. 
Unlike a painting, a drawing is always successful – or, rather, it is never a 
“failure” – for we judge an artwork not by its intentions so much as by its form. 
Some artists, nevertheless, do run the risk of being judged when they add what is 
an important ingredient to their graphic practice: technical virtuosity, which 
immediately brings them into line with several centuries of tradition of 
representation. Here, the drawing is thorough; it gains in precision and results 
from a honed system of vision. Among others, the works here by Andrea 
Mastrovito, Pascal Berthoud and Katie Brookes belong in this last category where 
contemporary artists, in a style that is very much of their time, measure up to their 
illustrious predecessors, be they Nicolas Poussin, Francisco de Goya or Max 
Beckmann. 
Richard Leydier 
 
Richard Leydier is editor of the magazine art press. 


