
 PERFORMANCE DRAWING:  
 FRAMING THE ELEMENTS 

Kellie O’Dempsey

Figure 1 Kellie O’Dempsey, Art after Dark 2012, performance at the 18th Biennale of Sydney, 2/3 Walsh Bay. 
Image courtesy of Grant McIntyre.

Through the examination and production of 
performance drawing, I have become aware of 
a gap in the research and knowledge associated 
with this field. This absence of information 
makes it difficult to analytically navigate and 
locate my work in the field. In positing elements 
for the development of a performance drawing 
framework to enable criticality and discussion, 
this paper proposes that performance drawing can 
be understood in terms of the witness.

Filtered through my observations of and 
participation in the event Draw to Perform 2 
(2015) held in London, I will outline strategies 
that consider the witness, the act of drawing, 
time, space, and collaboration as concurring 
and re-occurring elements in performance 
drawing. By proposing the witness as the key to 
these elements, this paper aims to identify the 

components and conditions of what it means to 
engage in or with performance drawing. 

LOCATING AND LOCATION

As the child of publicans, I grew up in a country 
hotel in Victoria, Australia, where I made 
drawings for friends and patrons as a method 
of what could be described as communication 
and response. Early in my career as an artist, I 
continued to find myself drawing in public places. 
Subsequently, I have identified live drawing to 
be central to my artistic practice. Over the past 
ten years, I have been producing large-scale 
installations of hand-drawn works, both on paper 
and as digital projections, in and on buildings, 
at galleries, theatres, and events (figure 1). In 
completing my Master’s project, “The Spectacle of 
Performance Drawing” (2010), I concluded that 
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my performance drawing practice was an  
inclusive form of visual art that can potentially 
enable audience engagement as a form of  
cultural interaction. During this project,  
I became acutely aware of the lack of available 
research specifically associated with performance 
and live drawing practice. 

In identifying the witness as a vital element in 
the development of an analytical framework of 
performance drawing, I will synthesise existing 
descriptions of performance drawing and 
participatory practice as presented by academic 
and artist Maryclare Foá and by curator and art 
historian Catherine de Zegher. 

FRAMING PERFORMANCE DRAWING

My practice incorporates the process of drawing 
as an immediate and responsive form of mark 
making that is witnessed either as live event, 
as video, or as a remediated document. Using 
experimental and conventional artists’ tools 
through public performance, I aspire to enable 
an inclusive experience for both the artist and 
the spectator. In describing my practice as 
performance drawing, I acknowledge that my 
work can be informed by situations where the 
environments are peopled with those who may 
either be invited or uninvited.

Here, I position my argument by suggesting a 
performance drawing work is only ever activated 
by a spectator or a witness. In naming a work 
such, the artwork is designed by the artist to be 
observed in production as performance, hence 
enabling the possibility of a collective occurrence. 
Bonnie Marranca, the editor of a special issue 
of PAJ (A Journal of Performance Art) devoted 
performance drawing, describes this public 
exchange as the “ephemerality of performance” 
and states that this “is what lends majesty to the 
condition of presence. And in this ecstatic state 
both performer and viewer experience a privacy 
that is paradoxically only fulfilled in public space” 
(Marranca 2014, 1).

Marranca describes the co-presence between 
the artist and the audience as both a collaborative 
and an inclusive encounter that is realised as a 
public and private act that, in turn, simultaneously 
invites a shared experience.

One of the few specific texts on the practice of 
performance drawing is Foá’s PhD dissertation 

“Sounding Out: Performance Drawing in Response 
to the Outside Environment” (2011). Here, Foá 
suggests that the term ‘performance drawing’ 
was coined by de Zegher. As the director of The 
Drawing Center in New York from 1999 to 2006, 
de Zegher was also editor of its publication 
Drawing Papers. Its twentieth issue was titled 
Performance Drawings and was published in 
2001 in conjunction with an exhibition by the 
same name, curated by de Zegher. The limited 
information available on the exhibition (as the 
publication has been out of print since 2011) 
describes interdisciplinary methods of production 
that align closely to the Performance Art 
‘happenings’ of Allan Kaprow in the 1970s, where, 
according to Kaprow, the ‘happening’ “replaces 
the traditional art object with a performative 
gesture” (Kaprow 1993, 15).

The 2001 Performance Drawings exhibition 
included work from Erwin Wurm, Milan Grygar, 
and Elena Del Rio. Wurm’s humorous subversion 
of sculpture was activated by inviting the audience 
to follow drawn sketches that instructed them to 
use their bodies to interact with common objects; 
Grygar produced sound-driven sculptures that 
rhythmically and mechanically produced marks 
and scratches on paper; and Del Rio presented a 
series of marks on paper that documented a year’s 
worth of her movements around her home.

Works in the 2001 Performance Drawings 
exhibition comprised many elements, including 
the act of performance and its relationship to the 
act of making marks as drawn gestures to instruct, 
record, or document action. This exhibition 
introduced the term performance drawing.

FRAMEWORK FOR CRITICAL ANALYSIS

To apply criticality to performance drawing 
practice as research, I propose that the 
components of the practice consist of an evolving 
process of concurrent elements that flow together 
in differing degrees of strength and purpose.

I have distilled these elements down to the 
following: the witness, the act of drawing, time, 
space, and collaboration. Each of these elements 
coexists in an ever-changing confluence of 
performance and production, and consists of 
components that are propelled by both the artist 
and the environment. What is common to all these 
elements is the required presence of the witness or 
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observer to activate, be present, or experience the 
act of drawing as performance.

Contentiously, drawing as an act and artefact 
defies definition.  Deanna Petherbrige suggests 
that searching for a definition “… invites 
frustration or obsession in attempting to clarify 
something which is slippery and irresolute in 
its fluid status as performative act and idea” 
(Petherbrige 2008, 27).

In light of this premise, rather than irresolutely 
define this practice where drawing intersects 
performance, I will instead focus on the 
persuasive evidence that performance drawing 
is to be witnessed in order to be described as 
such. In order to accomplish this, I will offer an 
interpretation of the practice. 

THE ACT AND THE WITNESS

Drawing is a performed act: a surface is physically 
marked by an instrument, tool, or device that is 
guided by the artist and their informed knowledge 
of the practice. The result, a drawn action or 
the act itself, becomes an object, a drawing. The 
artist as conductor initiates the drawn mark and 
the act of drawing is performed whether in the 
studio or in public. However, I suggest that the act 
of drawing is not a performance drawing unless 
the act is specifically designed by the artist for an 
audience. In performance drawing, there is an 
emphasis on the artist as performer or conduit, 
displaying the act for observation.

I propose that witnessing the act of drawing 
is paramount when applying criticality to 
performance drawing. For example, a drawn work 
made in one’s studio may not be considered a 
performance drawing without its production being 
observed by another person or recorded by or for 
lens-based media for the purpose of being seen. 
Foá also identifies the presence of witness  
as an essential component of performance 
drawing, suggesting, 

[P]erformance drawing occurs as an action 
in front of, and conditioned by, the presence 
of another. Not all drawing is a performance 
drawing because not all drawing is made in 
front of a witness. (Foá 2011, 2)

Similarly, a performance art work requires the 
audience’s conscious engagement with a concept 

enacted by the artist through a series of actions. 
Correspondingly, performance drawing requires 
a witness to observe or experience the temporal 
nature of the drawing process. 

Here the performance drawing environment is 
activated by the co-presence of the audience and 
the artist as shared witness. The role of the witness 
is to see the evolution of the drawing performance; 
hence, the audience can be both willing and 
unexpected contributors to the relationship. This 
elucidates a participatory shift in contemporary 
drawing production that involves the availability 
of a shared experience.In the exhibition and 
publication Online: Drawing in the Twentieth 
Century, de Zegher suggests that contemporary 
drawing artists

may work and live in different contexts, 
but they have tried to escape the confining 
orthodoxies of modernity and of our time 
and they imagine art as a reciprocity, as a 
compassionate witnessing of lives of others 
and a form of empathically shared presence. 
(de Zegher in Butler and de Zegher 2010, 89)

De Zegher suggests that contemporary drawing 
artists continue to break from the conventions of 
the historical art object, conceiving their approach 
to practice as one of exchange, of an inclusive form 
of collective experience. Performance drawing 
avails the possibility for shared experience, 
which is enabled by working in collaboration 
and through an ethos of collectivity, where 
the witness is a participant. In today’s global 
socio-economic climate, practitioners hail from 
diverse circumstances and locations from across 
the world and the Draw to Perform 2 London 
event is but one example of this, supporting a 
range of international practitioners presenting 
collaborative public performance.

DRAW TO PERFORM 2

In 2015, I was invited to participate in Draw to 
Perform 2 (figure 2), a collective live drawing 
installation event in London, independently 
curated by artist Ram Samocha. International 
artists presented works using conventional 
drawing tools—pencils, charcoal, and markers—
and unconventional digital prints, experimental 
mark making methods, and labouring tools, 
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Figure 2 Draw to Perform 2, 2015, promotional poster

Figure 3 Kevin Townsend at Draw to Perform 2 2015, performance in London, England. Images courtesy of Marco Berardi.
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including Polyfilla and plumber’s twine. The nature 
of these materials determined how the artist acted, 
moved, and performed in the space. Concurrently 
performing drawings for six continuous hours, 
the twelve artists (including me) used diverse 
strategies in accordance with their own practice, 
working within self-determined parameters in 
separate areas of a warehouse. 

The space was open to the public as a live 
durational time-based performance. The audience 
could wander through or participate in (some) 
works according to their desire and interest. As 
witnesses, the audience activated the space, which 
made them participants in the event. 

Drawing white chalk lines as he moved 
across a black brick wall, Kevin Townsend’s 
(USA) performance consisted of methodical 
and systematic mark-making. Meditative and 
recursive, Townsend’s practice is concerned with 
“creating works that occupy and encapsulate 
both space and time, where marks exist as 
signifier and stain, binding and boundary, act and 
action” (Townsend n.d.). At Draw to Perform 2, 
Townsend would count to three and then change 
the direction of his line ever so slightly. The result 

was an illusory effect where the solid flat wall, 
appeared creased and crumpled (figure 3). The 
remediated video of the performance, which 
was sped up, presents a metaphysical veil that 
appears to fall down the wall. The metronomic 
performance of Townsend’s body and the evolving 
lines as a slow intriguing reveal are captivating  
for viewers.

The space or site of a performance drawing can 
inform the work. The Draw to Perform 2 venue was 
a warehouse in South London. It was a coId, hard, 
dark concrete building in an inner-city industrial 
area. Here, I would also like to introduce the 
notion that the action and the determined drawing 
process can be fashioned not only by duration, 
drawn materials, or being watched but also by 
responding to the location and/or environment. 
The location can also invariably affect and 
establish how the performance drawing is read.

In Draw to Perform 2, Bertrand Flachot (France) 
used markers and manipulated digital prints of 
his own work to present and layer in and on the 
warehouse wall (figure 4). The digital prints he 
installed were images of a country garden that 
he had in fact grown and photographed himself. 

Figure 4 Bertrand Flachot at Draw to Perform 2, 2015, London, England. Image courtesy of Marco Berardi.
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He printed these large-format images and 
wallpapered his section of the warehouse with 
them. The garden images were of trees and shrubs 
he had planted over twenty-five years. He literally 
made them grow again over the six hours by 
drawing and extending gestural marks from  
paper to the wall, crossing and merging his  
garden in France into the industrial walls of the  
London warehouse. 

Bertrand’s drawing practice often involves the 
recreation of an external location into a gallery 
space. He develops an illusory, three-dimensional 
space on two-dimensional surfaces, making it 
appear as if he wants his drawings to relocate 
his physical self. His lines, both hand-drawn and 
digitally manipulated, are designed to deceive 
the spectator and make them question where the 
image starts and ends. 

In an opposite room, movement-based dance 
(and non-dance) practitioner River Lin (Taiwan) 
used hypnotically slow, full-bodied gestures for 
his work River Walk (figure 5). Lin describes 

his performance approach as initiating a point 
of “departure, transforming the conventional 
and ritualistic in everyday life into performance 
work” (Lin n.d.). In River Walk, Lin progressively 
disrobed over the duration of the performance. 
Before the event, Lin ritualistically prepared 
the ground by walking and shaking flour onto 
the prepared plastic sheet with a gentle action, 
almost like sowing seeds or feeding birds. During 
the performance, Lin’s movements made lines 
and marks through the flour-covered surface, 
leaving traces of his path visible on the ground. 
Both Townsend and Lin produced works that 
developed and altered the original surface of the 
location over the duration of the performance. By 
witnessing the drawing of these marks through 
the action of the artist’s body, the observer is 
physically implicated and a shared corporeality 
is experienced. The artist’s body is part of the 
performance drawing as is that of the observer. As 
a spectatorial experience, the drawing’s evolution 
is simultaneously shared and hence communal. 

Figure 5 River Lin, River Walk (film stills) 2015, collaboration with Kellie O’Dempsey performed at Draw to Perform 2, London, 
England. Images courtesy of Marco Berardi.
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Anthropologist Tim Ingold describes sharing a 
drawing experience as

… part metaphorical, but also part 
methodological. Metaphorically, it is about 
our understanding of persons and other 
things as drawing together or binding the 
trajectories of life. Each, we might say, is a 
togethering. Methodologically, it is about the 
potential of drawing as a way of describing 
the lives we observe and with which we 
participate … (Ingold 2011, 240)

Thus, Ingold describes the process of sharing 
drawing as a togethering or as a familiar 
sharing of space that is potentially inclusive and 
participatory. 

Literally bringing the audience into the 
making, Shoshanah' Ciechanowski's (Israel) 
work MYNAMEIS #6 (figure 6) was participatory, 
physically compelling, and demanding for the 
six hours of Draw to Perform 2. After spending 
days constructing a purpose-built flexi-glass 

wall-like structure that was situated between 
two columns in the middle of the warehouse, 
Ciechanowski positioned herself in a Christ-like 
pose. With arms extended horizontally on either 
side of her body, she anticipated her participant 
with her face at the end of a Perspex tube waiting 
to hear the audience’s wishes. Upon hearing the 
wishes spoken through the tube, she then silently 
transcribed the message by writing text with a 
marker, with both hands simultaneously, mirror 
writing with her right hand what she wrote with 
her left. The writing of the audience’s wishes 
built a web of text. Describing her process as 
“consistently centered upon the workings of the 
body, using her own body as a kind of machine-
center for various communications with other 
types of bodies, among them the bodies of 
others and their emissions” (Ciechanowski n.d.), 
MYNAMEIS #6 is propelled by a collaborative 
strategy. Not only is Ciechanowski’s performance 
drawing one of endurance and participation, but it 
is also entirely audience-activated.  

Figure 6 Shoshanah’ Ciechanowski MYNAMEIS #6. Performed at Draw to Perform 2, London, England. Images courtesy of 
Marco Berardi.24
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My own performance drawings at the event 
were a direct response to the space and those who 
occupied it during the six hours. The installation 
or configuration of my setup was designed 
according to the architectural features of the 
corner I inhabited. Using materials gathered 
from the local hardware and art shop, digital 
projections, and black tape, the images traversed 
two walls and the floor.

I drew both the moving gestures of the audience 
and the other artists I could see from my space, 
constantly swapping materials from traditional 
means to live digital drawing and animation 
in an attempt to respond to the mechanics of 
the environment. I drew River Lin as he moved 
through his floured surface; I drew the viewers 
who passed by and those who stayed; I attempted 
to draw the ever changing now. As people moved, 
the drawing was altered, producing an evolving 

Figure 7 Kellie O’Dempsey at Draw to Perform 2 2015. Performance in London, England. Images courtesy of Marco Berardi.

observational tableau. As de Zegher articulates of 
contemporary drawing artists, during my drawing 
performances, I attempt “… to address the viewer’s 
slowly growing understanding of the fact that the 
environment draws and shapes us as much as we 
draw and shape the environment” (in Butler and 
de Zegher 2010, 117). 

Here de Zegher implies that contemporary 
drawn works not only reflect their immediate 
environment but they also have the possibility to 
shape the drawing’s method as well as its form. 
In the case of my live public work, this reshaping 
relationship not only implicates the viewer, but 
also, through happenstance, as they may become 
the subject. 

CONCLUSION

Through a first-hand account of a collaborative 
durational drawing event, I have identified a 
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series of elements for a framework to synthesise 
this practice as research. These elements, which 
are confluent and can exist in various levels 
of application, include the witness, the act of 
drawing, time, space, and collaboration. Of them, 
the witness has been proposed as the fundamental 
element because it is only through the act of 
witnessing that a performance drawing can occur. 

As an enquiry into what it means to engage 
in or with the practice of performance drawing, 
this foundational paper has located performance 
drawing as participatory practice as per the 
discussion initiated by de Zegher’s exhibition On 
Line in 2010, which suggested that the platform 
and dialogue of the contemporary drawing 
practice is one of collective exchange. Availing the 
possibility for shared experience, performance 
drawing is categorically aligned with collectivity, 
collaboration, and participation through the 
presence of the observer/witness.

I suggest that it is in witnessing the drawing 
through the action of the artist’s body, or designed 
conduit, that a shared experience is enabled. 
And it is in the co-presence of the artist and the 
witnessed drawing that the work is made.  
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