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The Time of Drawing: Drawing Time 
Christine Taylor Patten 

 Griselda Pollock 
  

 
 
Conceivably, drawing may be the most haunting obsession the mind can experience…But is 
it, after all, a question of mind?… 
The soul of the mind requires marvellously little stimulus to make it produce all that it 
envisages, and to employ all its reserve forces in order to be itself, which it clearly it is not 
until it is very different from its ordinary condition. It does not want to submit to being what 
it most frequently is. 
A few drops of ink, a sheet of paper as material for the accumulation and co-ordination of 
moments and acts, are all that is required. 

Paul Valéry 
 
For me real drawing speaks of consciousness. 

Christine Taylor Patten 
 

Drawing allows one to go back and reflect. The gestural record on the page stages a moment 
of existence that is no other moment. It measures and binds and establishes perimeters. It 
allows on imaginatively to rethink that moment of action even though it is past, and in that 
sense it marks its time. 

 Avis Newman1 
 

Drawing is thus not to do with perceptual illusionism, but with infinite space as mental 
possibility. Is the drawing itself, the ground, the space of transience? 

 Cathérine de Zegher2 
  
 
My propositions are these: 

Christine Taylor Patten creates light. Her instrument is drawing.  
Christine Taylor Patten makes time visible. Her method is drawing.  
Christine Taylor Patten materializes thought. Her process is drawing. 

 
 In 1998 Christine Taylor Patten conceived a project to draw 2000 drawings, each one inch by one 
inch (2.5 cm x 2.5cm) which would be complemented by one drawing seven by twenty-four feet long. The 
series is called Micro/Macro. It needs to be exhibited as one vast installation. So far, only small snapshots of the 
enormous undertaking have been shown in Taos, London and New York. It forms the conclusion to these 
encounters into the Virtual Feminist Museum  - not because I do not hope that ultimately a major museum will 
embrace the project and finally allow the world to experience it in its complete form which requires its own 
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material presence and the embodied, moving spectator experiencing its line – but because it is a major art work 
dealing with time and space, by means of singular and often overlooked, even feminised practice, drawing. 
 Christine Taylor Patten was born in California but spent much of her early life in Europe, where in 
visiting great museums in Amsterdam and Rome even as a tiny child, she discovered for herself a world of art. 
Losing her parents in one the great sculpture galleries of Rome, she wandered alone amongst the objects, the 
guard indulgently allowing her to run her childish hands over the surfaces and to feel the forms of the 
sculptures. Initially working in sculptural installations, Patten eventually decided to follow the line, felt in the 
movements of her tiny hands over those energised forms of Italian and classical sculptures. For over thirty 
years she has made drawing the central process, practice and investigation of her work.  Utterly abstract and 
non-representational, these drawings are, none the less, deeply inscribed with both historical time – American 
and world historical events since the 1970s – and women’s time  –  the time of this one woman’s living, sexual 
time, subjective time, gendered time.  Drawing time suggests time set aside for drawing as well as drawing as a 
means of thinking, feeling and seeing time.   Could drawing tell us something different about the time of sexual 
difference? 
 
Context 
It is one of the unexplained paradoxes of twentieth century art that the ‘highest’ and most sustained moment of 
painterly, sculptural and graphic modernist abstraction – reaching an apogee in the 1950s in New York with the 
concentration of modernist artists in the United States resulting from their flight from Nazism in Europe – was 
not sustained beyond that decade.  Instead, within a few years, the cutting edge of artistic practice swerved 
away not merely to different media but to a radical challenge to that modernist conception of art itself. In 2007, 
the  curatorial team of  Documenta XII, could pose the question: Is Modernism now our Antiquity? 

 Passing through a series of equally profound and important paradigms of which Minimalism and 
Conceptualism remain the most fertile as the lingua franc of so much contemporary practice, we witnessed, 
under the added impact of a specifically feminist intervention in art practice, the return of narrative, the 
investigation of the body, and the arrival of new media.3 Representation as both practice and critique re-
emerged. What I call the ‘triumph of the gaze’ and the predominance of lens-based artistic, if not 
representational, practices in photography, video and latterly digital media coupled with the widespread 
expansion of sculpture into performance and installation left what had been, on the cusp of the 1960s, the 
most serious, ambitious and still un-exhausted practices based on traditional artistic protocols looking old 
fashioned and frankly historical.4 Curatorially and critically smoothed over by the nebulous concept of post-
modernism, this short-circuiting of high modernism so embedded in painting and abstraction remains a 
theoretical and art historical puzzle.  The implications for our contemporary acknowledgement of artists whose 
practice continues within this imaginative and aesthetic territory that renders modernist art so complex as 
artwork has, however, been adverse, to say the least.  

A review of recent exhibitions and a prospect of those forthcoming reveal an interesting sea-change in 
which ‘painting’ and ‘drawing’ re-emerge as sites of both serious curatorial revision and current creative 
activity.5 This re-vision and re-engagement in discourse, curation and theory with the potentialities of painting 
and drawing provides a new frame to make visible and legible artists faithful to a creatively modernist 
conception of art as a form of visual thought, as an ethical laboratory in which, by pursuing with rigor and 
attention the interface of the affective and semiotic properties of material, media and process with the moment 
of human subjectivity, existence, being and action (in the Rosenbergian sense), a life-long practice is sustained. 
 
Drawing 
Of all the returns, the recognition of drawing as one of the great modernist practices rather than a mere 
preparatory processes is the most significant. Drawing has so often been placed in a kind of supplementary 
relation to the big aristocrats (John Golding’s term), Painting and Sculpture.  Prized for informality and 
spontaneity, for the insight into the imaginative and creative process, drawing has been treated as preliminary 
or exploratory and rarely is it pursued for itself.  Few artists have understood and created so faithfully within 
the parameters Paul Valéry recognised in the work of his contemporaries: Manet, Degas and Morisot, when he 
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wrote: ‘A few drops of ink, a sheet of paper as material for the accumulation and co-ordination of moments 
and acts, are all that is required.’ Christine Taylor Patten’s thirty-year career is one profound and current 
example of an artistic practice committed to drawing for itself.  

Valéry’s comments serve me here for a paradox.  He insists on the traditional relation of drawing to 
the mind, to thought, to hand-thoughts (as Bracha Ettinger has named her process in her notebooks) in the 
classic battle between line and colour, between classicism and romanticism, between a self-denying ordinance 
of reduced resources: ink and paper, black and white, and the sensuous indulgence of colour.6 But then he 
wonders if is it only a question of the mind. There follows his wonderful phrase: the soul of the mind, that 
opens human thought to its ethics and to its affects – refusing Cartesian dualisms of mind and body while 
interlacing feeling, reflecting, thinking, knowing and sensing as the supreme human activity. Such interplay is 
not normally allowed as these elements are divided up into work and play, sex and labour, thought and feeling.  
The aesthetic of the great projects of modernist practice summonsed us precisely into that kind human being – 
the legacy of Heidegger’s profoundly important phenomenology that resonates through art history via the 
readings of Cézanne, the ur-modernist, by Maurice Merleau-Ponty.  The current and long overdue interest in 
art and art history in the aesthetics of Merleau-Ponty provides us with a tough, and rigorous if ever beautiful 
vocabulary for speaking of the curious processes at the heart of art making.  Merleau-Ponty too cites Valéry: 

The painter “takes his body with him” says Valéry.  Indeed we cannot imagine how a mind could 
paint. It is by lending his body to the world that the artist changes the world into paintings. To 
understand these transubstantiations we must go back to the working, actual body- not the body as 
chunk of space or a bundle of functions - but that body which is the intertwining of vision and 
movement.7 

 
For Merleau-Ponty, it was Cézanne and Matisse as painters who enabled him, a philosopher, to see what their 
transformation of painting into modern painting enabled us to think/understand as the intertwining of vision – 
so often suspended as a kind of autonomous ocular observation or reception of the world – and movement, 
the living body embedded in the very world which is not only seen (as if from the distance of the mind) but is 
itself seeing the enworlded human subject who is part of the things of the world and yet has a consciousness 
with which to see him/herself seeing and seen. Much of what Merleau-Ponty writes about painting can be 
addressed to what Christine Taylor Patten explores through drawing and finds out about drawing as a means of 
seeing seeing.  The question of seeing: visibility as well as the unseen: invisibility were emerging for Merleau-
Ponty as key questions premised on the duality that forms the human experiencing subject of being both se-er 
and seen. 

But humanity is not produced as the effect of our articulations of by the way our eyes are implanted in 
us (still less by the existence of mirrors, though they alone can make our entire bodies visible to us. 
These contingencies and other like them, without which mankind would not exist, do not by simple 
summation bring it about that there is a single man.  The body’s animation is not the assemblage or 
juxtaposition of its parts, nor is it a question of mind or spirit coming down from somewhere else into 
an automaton – which would imply that the body itself is without an inside and without a “self”.  A 
human body is present when, between se-er and the visible, between touching and touched, between 
one eye and the other, between hand and hand a kind of crossover occurs, when the spark of the 
sensing/sensible is lit, when the fire starts to burn that will not cease until some accident befalls the 
body, undoing what no accident could have sufficed to do…Once this strange system of exchanges is 
given, we find before us all the problems of painting.8 

 
Merleau-Ponty argues that ‘things and my body are made of the same stuff.’ Quoting Cézanne: “Nature is on 
the inside,” he argues: ’Quality, light, colour, depth which are there before us, are there only because they 
awaken an echo in our bodies and because the body welcomes them.’9  In discussing the paintings of animals 
on the limestone walls of the caves of Lascaux, the philosopher defines the ‘image’ as the visible to second 
power, a carnal essence rather than a faded copy, and thus what ‘it’ is neither one with the walls nor elsewhere 
so that is hard to say ‘where’ the painting/drawing is.  
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For I do not look at it as one looks at a thing, fixing it in its place. My gaze wanders within it as in the 
halos of Being. Rather than seeing it, I see according to, or with it.10 
 

Of painting and drawing, therefore, Merleau-Ponty can conclude: ‘They are the inside of the outside and the 
outside of the inside which the duplicity of feeling (le sentir) makes possible and without which we would never 
understand the quasi-presence and imminent visibility which make up the whole problem of the imaginary.’11 

The phenomenological reading of a certain aspects of modernism’s duality – the attention to ‘the 
world’, sensation, perception, life and the preoccupation with art – making, gesture, mark, action – brings into 
view the practice pursued with a dignity of self-defining authority and integrity by Christine Taylor Patten over 
the last decades of the twentieth century, offering a series of unique and remarkable artistic propositions 
through her preferred medium: ink, crow quill pen, paper. The question then arises around what Merleau-Ponty 
did not address: how does sexual difference at the level of our embodied consciousness and desire inflect that 
seeing/seen, the feelings and thoughts about space and time, the world and things experienced in the mediation 
of our specific living and historically shaped bodies find itself inscribed in the aesthetic act? 
 
A Living Line: the Story of the Worm 
Patten tells a story of her student days at Otis Art Institute in Los Angeles in the early 1970s: 

One of my teachers…told us to bring a drawing to class the next day, bring a line. Yes, a single line. 
One of the students concocted a great apparatus that resembled a Rube Goldberg contraption that 
had all sorts of moving parts and managed to make a path across of a piece of paper that he placed on 
the floor, and it drew a pencil line as it crossed in front of us, right before our eyes. I brought a live 
worm on a pile of sand. I liked the multi-levelled aspect of that—the worm was a line in itself, and as 
it moved in the sand it drew all through class time. It’s aliveness brought time into the equation, as did 
the man-made Rube Goldberg drawing machine. We got to see lines being made, some locked into 
time, some not. 

 
This story of the worm and its earth drawing in and beyond time catches up as allegory the quality that marks 
the mind and art of Christine Taylor Patten and raises her long drawing practice to an importance it is only 
now garnering.  She writes: 

I thought a lot about those lines over the years, because as I passed through painting and clay and 
then large foam sculptures that one could get into, I kept scratching little lines all over the place, 
looking for what happened when I did that, where the abstract qualities of space and time took me 
when I was playing so.  I kept wanting to go swimming in those lines, into the crevices and pockets, 
into the vastness of the empty spaces. I loved seeing the light that got trapped and the idea that my 
little scratches seemed to me more a way of manipulating the light, blocking it out to see what was 
there hidden in the paper, covered up by all that light, all that white space. 
 
 

In her recent interview with Catherine de Zegher for a major exhibition of drawings from the Tate Collection, 
drawing artist Avis Newman states: 

I would definitely identify drawing with the infinite space of sensation: both the sensations of the 
body and the sensations of the mind. The consciousness of that limitless space is embodied in the 
reality of the white page, which I would say is a space of fragmentation that has, since modernism, 
been an interminable potentiality, symbolically the dreadful place of boundlessness.12 
 

While Newman’s ideas about the space of sensation both corporeal and physical accords with Christine Taylor 
Patten’s avowal of a desire for immersion but also investigation, Newman’s dread image – itself freighted with 
already gendered anxieties - of the uncharted space and fear of fragmentation and boundlessness is radically at 
odds with Patten’s openness to discovery.  Her practice, in its scale and sustaining philosophy, certainly takes 
its place within the grand canons of modernist ambition and self-reflexivity, but what sets it on its own singular 
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pathway is the depth of curiosity that allows the drawing process – ink, crow quill pen, carefully selected paper 
– to be the means of movement, swimming perhaps, travel in and beyond the space-time continuum by means 
of this fascination with what we might see if drawing ‘opened’ up the vast expanse to the tiny worlds from 
which we are blinded by too much light, by too much knowledge or preconception.  What is found is both an 
event at the level of Merleau-Ponty’s ‘things’ of the world and what this singular artistic practice as intervention 
alone can deliver into the world – for seeing, knowing, sensing. 
 The story of the drawing worm holds something more.  Art making is a necessary yet impossible form 
of attention to the life of the world which modern art concluded it could not represent without inflicting a 
reifying mortality but to which the foundation act of art, drawing, can bear perpetual and creative witness 
because, like the worm, it is not merely boundary, delineation, edge, but movement that itself, in its own and 
other world, makes space and time visible. Like music, there is no verisimilitude in this attentive witnessing 
because there has to be an equally profound commitment to watching the autonomous liveliness of the process 
itself.  Thus, in encountering the drawings of Christine Taylor Patten, we find ourselves in a deeply formal 
territory where we must attend to process, material and effect created by both the discipline of a reduced 
resource (ink, pen, paper) and by a gesture based on the stroke made by the movement of the hand – the ur-
mark of human inscription.  At the same time, this formal process and its gestures set in motion a 
phenomenally limitless but directed process of other marks, all bonded in an unpredictable creative relativity 
that brings forth a form, an event which we are invited to witness on paper, and imaginatively/projectively 
enter in the way we process what is happening in the drawing not as a drawing of something but as something 
become drawing.  

A serious and profound artist makes a world by seeing with/in/through her work as both an 
autonomous event and a trace in the world of the intertwining of vision and movement as the living, embodied 
person made the work over time. Such art is neither a representation of the world nor an abstraction from it.  It 
is a world.  It is also, in its physical reality and engagement with living, the world.   It comes forth from the 
world, and returns it to itself, differenced, through the astounding particularity of a singular art-making that 
seamlessly joins consciousness and thought, materiality and creativity, sensation and affect, aesthetics and 
embodiment. 
 
Passionate Minimalism 
Christine Taylor Patten takes her place within the great traditions of twentieth century and contemporary 
drawing through her life-long fidelity to its core: a gesture that is a mark that, therefore, produces not merely a 
drawing or drawings (which are, none the less, always works of extraordinary formal beauty and affective 
intensity).  She performs the very conditions of drawing as a process of doing and making in every work. 
Christine Taylor Patten takes drawing to both an exploration of the possibilities of its fundamental coordinates 
– ‘a few drops of ink, a sheet or paper’ - that become an ‘accumulation of moments and acts’ and to a restless 
investigation of the mind in an engagement of enquiry into being in the world.  In this she achieves what I am 
tempted to call a passionate minimalism. Her work undoubtedly shares in the great adventure of the minimalist 
project that is one of the most important, complex and sustained achievements of the modernist century 
emerging to salvage modernism’s commitment to material and process from the threat of romanticism and 
gestural individualism. Patten’s projects are defined by a typically minimalist set of formal parameters that never 
however, simply become the proposition as in so much work by Minimalism’s canonical masters.  Like Eva 
Hesse and so many other women artists, liberated by minimalism’s discipline, Patten finds through it a means 
to explore living, love, death, mourning, anger and curiosity. 
Furthermore, her work distinctively differences minimalism’s potentially desiccated formalism to assert the 
ethics of an impassioned citizen speaking to her world of peace, mourning, and the deep pathos and joy of life.  
In addition, her work speaks of and from our real modes of being in the world as the resource for a singularity 
and a history that links the kind of foundational research into materiality and making with the challenge of 
engagement with real time, with history. 
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Seriality and the Time of Drawing 
Over a long and sustained career, Christine Taylor Patten has explored the deepest and most fundamental 
reaches of abstract drawing, tracking its still uncharted possibilities. For her, drawing is a way of seeing. Going 
beyond definitions of the medium that are based on its traditional graphic processes, paper support, or 
restrained use of monochrome, Patten’s drawing is an activity of consciousness, opening itself to worlds 
intimate, social, and cosmic. Thus her now considerable oeuvre should be considered as a single, evolving 
project motivated by creative research into and through drawing. Yet the essential form her drawing takes has 
gradually resolved, without initial intention, into that of the series.13 Each of Patten’s eight major series respond 
to possibilities or questions raised by ‘events’ that occurred in preceding works. Her rigorously abstract drawing 
is, therefore, both akin to variations in musical form, such as the fugue, and creatively in dialogue with the serial 
aesthetic of the visual arts in the later twentieth century. Furthermore, through her engagement with the 
serial—the site of so much intense creative thinking after the 1960s—she reflects upon the intensities of 
personal, social, and historical living.14 

Patten follows a rhythm in her works that moves from the simple to the complex and back again. A 
wide ranging series of drawings that the artist has playfully titled Free Radicals (1970–78), for example, presents 
the viewer with works of astonishing complexity that interweave suggestive, intensely sensuous forms full of 
inner spaces and swelling volumes [fig. 1]. These were then countered by drawings that radically invert the 
relations of dark and light, dramatically setting in motion a single diagonal across the page; large areas of rag 
paper are left untouched as this hinge opens, bows, and closes across the surface. Such apparently minimal 
drawings invite us to move close and recognize the complex workings from which the formally simple 
drawings are made. Patten creates density with a multitude of tiny cross-hatching strokes whose accumulating 
darkness paradoxically releases what we would not see as light if confronted only with the unmarked expanse of 
white paper. The varying intensities of the woof and weave of the delicate crow-quill-pen markings are the 
means by which Patten “discovers” light. The hatchings create luminosity, leaving, nonetheless, their own trace 
embedded as a palimpsest of making. At the edges of these darknesses, stray pen strokes traverse what is 
always a provisional and uncertain borderspace, like hairs escaping a cap. It is an invocation of the body 
reminiscent of Eva Hesse’s controlled but vital minimalism, which also breaks its own classical bounds and 
allows us associations with uncanny things such as body, hair, and internal space—things that are ours but not 
quite us.  

Patten is also deeply involved in the exploration of graphic change, particularly the point at which 
planes meet and turn. Evolving from some of the “simple” Free Radicals, the Vietnam (1982–86) and Vietnam 
Afterimages15 (1990–94) series offer dramatic examples of this through inversion: horizontally bisecting the 
paper, great fields of darkness pivot around a single central point of shifting contact [fig. 2]. “Sometimes I feel 
as if I am sculpting paper as I draw,” the artist has said. What is significant here is the immense scale of the 
Vietnam series. The drawings are up to twenty feet long. In between these two series, Patten began Life as We 
Know It (1985–90), in which the paper is again bisected but this time forms an intersection of massed, tumbling 
hatchings that together configure intricate networks of cavities and flows, unintentionally calling to mind 
contemporary theories of chaos and turbulence and returning us to her exploration of complexity in the format 
of the turning planes [figs. 3, 4]. “Things that appear simple are always much more complex than we imagine.” 
The series QED (1989–90) radically shifts us to the horizontal plane, a vast white field of “negative” space 
created by the subtle interventions of spears of dense hatching only at the vertical edges [fig. 5]. This series was 
inspired by reflections on the intensity of sound. 

 The ongoing Peace (1994–) series involves not so much a study of wave forms as the stages of change 
and alteration that could lead to the image turning over on itself [fig. 6]. There, the paper is bisected with a 
thick horizontal band of unmarked paper that is gradually opened up to produce opposing, partial triangles of 
differing densities of pen markings. As the greater density of marks in the lower segment yields and those in the 
upper segment increases, the effect is that of a time-delayed camera marking the movement of the triangles 
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over the median line. Ultimately, after twenty-seven drawings, each titled with the word for “peace” in a 
different language, the serenity of the peaceful horizontal will be regained. The series invokes the time it takes 
to move from the aspiration for peace to its realization, thus making us conscious of the intimate relation in 
Patten’s project between the ethical and the aesthetic, the conceptual and the formal. 

Of all her work with series to date, however, the exhibition that was on view at The Drawing Center, 
New York in 2006-7 concerns her most monumental and distilled: micro/macro. Begun in 1998, this series 
consists of 2,001 drawings: 2000 are one by one inch and 1, the macro, is seven by twenty-four feet long. Studies 
for the larger work, each called imagine, are twenty-one inches by nine feet—still vast in scale compared to the 
smaller pieces. ‘All attention seems to be on the micros, perhaps because there are so many of them, but the 
core of the work is the difference between the two [micro and macro], and its meaning. Why is that difference? 
What it is? Is it only perception?…The tensions and contradictions between them [micros and the macro] are 
important to me, some life in between the two that is not represented visually, only sensorially, on some other 
level.’ 

The installation of micro/macro juxtaposes the many and the one; the small and the large; the idea of 
series and of singularity; the experience of moving along a line and of standing back before a space; seemingly 
infinite evolution and serene resolution; intimacy and grandeur; scale and size. Yet both micros and macro are 
created by the same process and speak to a shared project hinged across these differences. What is it? What is 
the difference that the slash between micro and macro is making visible for us? What, by means of drawing, does 
it allow us to experience? What does she accomplish with this series?  

The vast undertaking that was the creation of these 2,001 drawings that move across the differential 
span between micro and macro began with a dot in space, created by the darkening hatchings that blot out light 
to leave a tiny sphere that the next drawing allows to split and slide apart. Without further premeditation, but 
acute attentiveness to the events in each drawing, the following 1,999 micro drawings evolve, each of them 
departing from only one of the many possibilities opened up by the drawing preceding it. Moving through the 
2,000 micro drawings, which are generated from one another without any predicted or anticipated outcome, we 
become witnesses to “drawing drawing.” Every possibility from geometric to organic, from cosmic to 
micrological, from bleached luminosity to tenebrous depth, from calm monumental to agitated chaos, are 
“found” as the artist, sometimes spending weeks on one micro, goes where the drawings take her, artistic 
decisions interacting with fate as she yields to the events that the process allows to come forth. 
In these works, the drawing process is determined by the consistent parameters chosen by the artist; these 
include a crow quill pen filled with black ink, white paper, and the arc created by the movement of the pen tip 
through space  (fig.   ). The arc indexes both the specific body that is making the work and one of the simplest 
and most fundamental acts that initiate “drawing.” By hatching out the blinding light of the white paper, forms 
are discovered and fields emerge to give this otherwise invisible environment—luminosity—a shape. The 
process reveals the infinite possibilities of such limited but essential procedures—drawing in its essence as both 
a signifier of life through the marking of the undifferentiated world with meaning and as a history of the 
cosmos and of time moving on through its cycles independent of that human attempt to mark the otherness of 
the world with intelligible purpose and meaning. On the tiny scale of one by one inch, whole planetary systems, 
stellar worlds, and cosmic events tumble and evolve, shifting from spheres whirling through infinite dark space 
to jagged zags of lightning, flows of turbulence, falling comets, burgeoning seeds, fractal geometries, dancing 
lines. Organic and geometric forms seamlessly morph over long sequences of drawings, taking hundreds of 
them to return to something similar. The linear installation of the drawings compels the viewer to follow ‘a line’ 
that is simultaneously created by the movement of her/his body in space and by the sequence of the drawings 
that enact a physical arrow of time. Yet to take in the entire work, the viewer needs to backtrack and 
recapitulate, to trace the movements and processes through which the end point emerged from its predecessors 
as only one of many virtualities held within it.  Here one has both time as a flow and time as an event: the two 
major philosophies of time intersect. Since the Greeks, the question of time and hence of how we understand 
historical time, the time of consciousness and of human intervention, has challenged philosophers.    For 
Heraclitus, time is envisaged as a flowing river, a continuous movement momentarily halted by our stepping 
into it to grasp from that flow a single moment. This image of time produces history as a continuous narrative 
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with its own inner logic of progression: destiny. Democritus, on the other hand, suggested a ‘world occurring in 
bursts and explosions, as the rainfall of reality.’ This privileges ‘the event, the unfolding, particularity rather 
than generality.’16 

The series also captures that aspect of time we call life—the humanized aspect of our experience of 
time—in the sense that we only understand what it was, a life, our life, after it has unfolded, flowing forwards, 
unpredictably. We catch up to its process only in retrospect, as a completed event, when what it was is, in a 
way, dead to us, a past we cannot reinhabit. History can only tell us of time’s movement from this moment 
backwards, from the point at which we arbitrarily look back to make sense of the process by which we arrived 
there, a process without sure purpose or relentless aim, but made up of possibilities, choices, chance that only 
in retrospect can be gathered into intelligible order. 
 The series bears witness to Patten’s work, therefore, as constituting a kind of “history drawing,” one 
that ethically engages with the historical experience of her own time, a history that stretches from the anguish 
of the Vietnam War to include current world conflicts, so scarred by slaughter, suffering, and wasteful loss of 
life. Patten is an artist whose career has spanned the peace movements of the 1960s and 1970s, which were a 
‘new’ generation’s reaction against both the horror of the two industrial world wars and the prospect of an 
endless Cold War, to meet the present torment of our newly traumatized twenty-first century. Her titles suggest 
that her drawings, often months or years in the making, are themselves prolonged meditations on 
contemporary history as mediated through its deeply personal resonances—be they pained, joyful, erotic, or 
mournful.  

The works in micro/macro are titled with numbers and letters, to which the artist appends the 
abbreviation “AD,” or Anno Domini, thereby linking the drawings to the first 2,000 years of the Common Era, 
a world time whose cultural intersections shape our contemporary global situation. Until a truly magnanimous 
museum undertakes to show the project in its monumental entirety, the public will only get to see a few 
‘centuries’ at a time, to experience a tiny dimension of the whole vision. And yet even this makes evident the 
grandeur of the series’ conception and realization. 

Time, as invoked by this millennially-oriented titling, plays across the project at three levels. First, 
there is the time dedicated by the artist to creating this epic journey, to producing so many drawings in a 
continuous, unfolding experimental series. This notion of time introduces into the drawing the living time of 
the artist, both inside her world and in the world at large. Drawing, furthermore, has an intimacy with the body 
that is sensorial, erotic, and time-bound through age—a trace of a sentient consciousness registered in the 
vitality and drama of the works at the level of mark and decision. Then there is the meditation on time 
embodied in her creating a drawing for each year of the Common Era: she literally makes this vast expanse of 
linear time (or history) visible, with each year being monumentalized by drawings. Yet the only way to 
encompass the project is for the viewer to move along the line of time, in the real span it would take to see 
2,000 plus one drawings. Third, the events that occur in the drawings—the fundamental battle of light and dark 
pursued by the marks of the crow quill pen, the thin arc of black ink against the textured surface of the paper, 
placed following the logic of the initiating dot in space—open up even on their tiny scale to a cosmic sense of 
time, of worlds coming into being, evolving and transforming. Without any intention to create references or 
images, the drawing produces spaces, forms, cavities, and, above all, light. Invisible when you look at the 
burning white sheet of paper, light has to be induced through the counterforce of darkness, which is the 
drawing’s work—itself an accumulation of tiny marks that bring you to see the light it (drawing as darkness) 
creates in this generative opposition-difference.  

Change, transformation, process—all emerge, then, as the substance of this lively investigation and as 
the experience gained in the encounter with the installation. Tensed between what I can only call the cosmic—
referring to the physical universe (the world of time and space, in which we are a tiny dot of consciousness)—
and the historical (the act of consciously reflecting upon our actions in the fabric of time, the meaning of 
human social existence, and hence an ethico-political consciousness), Patten’s drawing practice is exhibited here 
only in a tantalizing fragment. This becomes an invitation to a discerning world to enable the full presentation 
of the complete project, one of the most ambitious and serious in contemporary art. Its roots lie as much in the 
still vibrant aesthetic of the late modernist-minimalist intersection as in our current hunger for work that 
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understands itself as profound thought undertaken through the human manipulation of materials to create 
something and make it visible via perception to reflection—for the kind of art, in other words, so often 
betrayed by what is now packaged and sold as art with its quick-fix, one-off hit. 
 
Relations 
I first encountered the works of Christine Taylor Patten on a visit to Santa Fe, New Mexico, in 1994. From the 
very first, I knew I was in the presence of a major intellectual and artistic personality, one creating a sustained 
project that was deep and subtle, profound both ethically and aesthetically. It was evident to me that she was 
producing works that could solicit and hold prolonged attention and reflection—works that were humorous, 
erotic, pathos-laden, and visually astonishing—fully belonging to a genealogy that extends from the great 
modernists of the twentieth century (one can detect elements of Hesse’s playful engagement with complexity, 
Rothko’s ethereality and stillness, and Kollwitz’s graphic and intellectual strength in her work) back to the 
artists she herself most reveres: Johann Sebastian Bach and Johannes Vermeer. Bach, particularly in his work 
on the fugue form, represents an exemplary commitment to combining, on the one hand, purely abstract 
research into a chosen artistic language/medium and, on the other, a perplexingly moving and spiritually 
serious kind of mathematical playfulness in sound. “Bach’s counterpoint seems to me to be (in its infinite 
forms, responsive to each moment) an expansion of time in the guise of sequence.” Vermeer, whom she 
imagines as the quiet, studious, persistent student of the conditions of visibility, raised to inimitable serenity the 
simplest and yet most challenging of artistic encounters—that between a gaze, an other, and space in a way that 
made painting an encoding of desire in time and a suspended moment.  
 

Drawing is the closest thing to love, for me, apart from another person. 
 
It is the inner search for stillness and silence, a quiet, contemplative state in which I listen for 
sounds I have never heard and look for sights I have never seen. Drawings are places, new 
places in the universe that seem to be powerful and powerless, tranquil and full of life, and 
for me, questioning and not questioning. 
 
Bach, Vermeer, Patten: A musician, a painter, and an artist who draws—the latter category being one 

for which, significantly, we have no proper name. “Draughtsman” indicates our exploitation of drawing for 
purposes other than itself. Somewhere along the line of art history, drawing—so often presented as 
supplementary, transient, shorthand (though also studious), preparatory, delineating, translating, projecting—
lost its profound position as disegno, or “conception” in Latin. I use the word “conception” because “design,” 
disegno’s literal translation, no longer holds the elevated status attributed to the term by the great Renaissance 
sculptor and architect Leone Battista Alberti, who wanted to register a new concept of the artist as akin to the 
intellectual, as a creator rather than a mere servant of other branches of intellectual and spiritual life. Today, 
though we have the words “painter,” “sculptor,” “etcher,” and “print-maker,” we have no word to define those 
artists who have made drawing their life’s work. “Drawing,” however, as a present participle or gerund, holds a 
fundamental truth before us, which is that of the medium’s unusual relation to time: when we think of a 
drawing, the “-ing” of the word reminds us that it is still at work while we are looking at it, drawing. The artist 
states: 

 
Drawing is the examination of movement and feeling, made material, the 
materializing of the evanescent and ephemeral, locked into a part of its being. What 
is seen on paper is a moment of the drawing’s being, an illusory state, its other 
processes buried beneath the surface, hidden now, forming its substance. 
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Other Directions 
Two further directions opened up during these intervening thirty years between the worm’s living movement 
and the project for drawing drawing that is the mirco/macro series: geometry and holography. For the study of 
geometry, the artist’s motivation was 
 

…to understand structure and movement better, and how we perceive it. And how it has 
some connection to human beings. I started folding paper to find out about movement, the 
movement of light mostly, how it crossed paths with the various planes of the paper...I’d 
been fascinated with the simplest of relationships, the subtleties and hidden activities of 
points of intersections. Change. That’s what all of this is about. Observing change and trying 
to understand it. Trying to see what it reveals to us in new languages.  

 
The other experimental field Patten explored side by side with a continuing drawing practice was holography. 
Holography was a temporary means of getting inside the ever-enlarging drawings she found herself making. 
Patten reports having had the curious experience of encountering a large drawing she had been working on. In 
early morning light, it appeared to move off the wall and come forward to meet her: “The accumulation of all 
those hundreds of thousands of pen marks on that paper had been memorized somewhere in my brain, 
memorizing space, creating the drawing in time.” The time involved in making the drawing—the building up of 
layer by layer, version replacing version, the continuous working process that results in strata that are no longer 
visible but are remembered by the artist who accompanied each level of emergence and change—this “time 
element” virtually materialized before her, returning the drawing to the artist in an almost three-dimensional 
form. “I wanted to stay there and move forever in between those strokes and inside the dynamic spaces that 
were spinning and throbbing and changing shape as I watched.” Thus, in 1982, the artist decided to establish a 
holography laboratory to explore the several dimensions of her drawing by means of this luminous technology 
that turned line into intense light and opened up the dimensionality of drawing in space. She abandoned this 
research after five years because of the danger that the lasers, however carefully calibrated and managed, posed 
to her eyesight. She remained, as she puts it, deeply attached to “the sensuousness of the paper, the sound of 
the pen pulling the ink across the surface, the repetition of small movements that become an unexpectedly 
large whole, all of life right there on the paper.” 
 Leaving behind the lab did not mean leaving behind the profound impression the laser light—so 
opposite in its “terrific force” from “the gentleness of [her] drawings”—had made upon her. “I miss that light, 
but I know about it, remember it, I learned it. Once you have seen something has meaning to you, it isn’t 
forgotten, like the strokes of that drawing that came out from my wall and let me dance within it, the laser light 
is still inside my brain and lights my drawings on paper, where I need to be.” 
 These experiments with virtual drawings using industrial lasers to draw space with light as well as early 
work with large-scale sculptures (1973–85), in which she would truss up and sew vast constructions of foam to 
create interior spaces, took the artist to places and possibilities that helped her to distill the deeper project: “ink 
drawings as a solitary direction.” Patten writes that this simplicity of process “allows me unlimited expansion, 
unlimited scope, beyond the confines of my own imagination.” This statement allies the artist with a significant 
aesthetic position in the later twentieth century, hanging as it does on the cusp between two crucial concepts: 
on the one hand, the high modernist idea that the art work can approach its ethical essence only through total 
fidelity to the uncharted capacities of its medium; on the other, the minimalist revolt against the supplementary 
baggage of spirituality and personality that attended high modernist painting and sculpture. Minimalism—and 
its successors, process art and systems art—made of modernism an economy, producing extraordinary artworks 
that achieved almost philosophical status as propositions. By “economy,” I mean setting oneself a project 
defined by the limits of chosen materials and processes. Patten’s drawings, be they on a scale of one by one 
inch or seven by twenty-four feet, are all made with exactly the same movement and materials. Yet neither 
predict the extraordinary range of formal and suggestive possibilities that can result. Thus “economy” does not 
imply “economical” in the sense of frugal or limited; in artistic parlance, it captures the dialectic of structural 
parameters that are infinitely generative and genuinely poetic: creative. 



11 

Art as economy can, therefore, result in a work of magnificent scale or import—but that effect 
cannot, as with a motivated representation, be predicted. At the same time, the outcome is not merely 
automatist surprise. “Economy” denotes research by aesthetic process—premised on the understanding that 
the simplest of materials, gestures, and processes, put into action by a thinking, sentient, sensuous, and 
reflecting human being, can only reveal more than is known in advance. Parameters in art are like hypotheses in 
scientific research undertaken in the knowledge that one is both part of the world one is exploring and 
impinging on and, therefore, changing what is being explored. Divisions between the two attitudes, aesthetic 
and scientific, in terms of twentieth-century physics and aesthetics, have shrunk significantly, allowing some 
sense of parallel if irreducibly different paths of investigation. 
 Modernism, a core art consciousness of the twentieth century, now so remote as to be interesting in 
archaeological retrospect, was marked by a strange contradiction between, on the one hand, an immersion in 
material and medium, and, on the other, a spiritual aspiration that sometimes took traditional religious forms 
and at other times wandered through all kinds of alternatives, from quantum physics and genetics, to occultism 
and cosmology. Anxious before the fruitful and often chaotic confusion of boundaries between models and 
modes of knowledge that pervades twentieth-century art and artists’ writings, writers of art history have tended 
to stress only “proper” formalist aspects, edging towards other qualities with a belated willingness to consider 
the psychological through a turn to psychoanalysis as a resource for analyzing the “charge” of otherwise non-
referential exercises in materiality and process. Patten accepts and enjoys the affinities between the “research” 
process of her drawing practice and the other worlds and knowledge systems around her. Like Eva Hesse 
before her, Patten tracks down complexity through procedural simplicity and the unexpected events that occur 
across her interacting and co-generating series. 
 

In the illusion of complexity, in the illusion of repetition of little movements, the universe 
is what it is, changing forms, changing illusions, changing metaphors, changing change; and 
by using such a simple tool, a tiny pen tip, a tiny bit of ink at a time, a tiny space on any 
size paper, I get to see more than when I try to look at it all at the same time. Its 
contradictions and baffling processes lead me to discovering the kind of things that 
physicists discover when they watch electrons, atoms, and quarks, and the kind of things 
that surgeons discover when they open human beings’ bodies up, and the kind of things 
astronomers see when they take pictures of places millions of miles away and moving out. 
Because when a human being moves a hand, and leaves a trace of that movement, part of 
the universe is being exposed; the second generation movement, the ink on the paper, 
mimics all other movement in the universe, irregular, baffling, metaphysical, abstract as 
well as concrete movement. I feel like I get an inside view of its all, trapped there for a 
while on that paper, trapped in time in my brain, ready to lend perspective to the next 
movement, changing the context of the next movement, the next stroke, the next day of 
this life that is such a mystery. 
 

Patten is fundamentally interested in the work of juxtaposition. This may be the juxtaposition of the apparent 
ephemerality of a passing thought in the artist’s mind and the way it can be trapped on paper by drawing for 
another mind, the viewer’s, to look at and make sense of at another moment in time or place. She also works 
with “the juxtaposition of the vast amount of time it takes to draw these drawings, and the all-of-one-
timeness—the seen in a moment—that happens when [a finished drawing] can be seen at once in that single 
space, in a single moment, on that simple piece of paper.” 
 

So drawing isn’t cool. I can’t use it to show that I am disattached from life, from others, 
from ideas, from mind or purpose. I am guilty of being utterly consumed by the process 
of observation in relationship to all of the past and all of the future, all of now. My 
detachment is not disattachment—these are different parts of the act of living. I prefer 
to let attachment and detachment co-exist in this process of my life and acknowledge 
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that what I discover has been discovered before, but not by me. So I must do this, so 
that I can see and take my next step in this larger context, and then the next 
step…Drawing is still a vital force, taking on new ideas and new ways of using it to 
discover what this grand experiment is all about. The fact that sometimes a drawing can 
be beautiful should not deter us from recognizing that its beauty is secondary to its 
process, not unrelated, but just another part of the gift that all forms of life are to us. In 
our own humility as human beings, we can acknowledge that there is no one way to do 
things, although there are many ways to do one thing. That’s what I am curious about. 

 
There is no doubt that Christine Taylor Patten’s majestic drawings are beautiful in their classical 

simplicity and serenely resolved transitions, whether they are worked out on a “micro” or “macro” scale, 
whether we have to move in close to see a world or move back to experience a shift in space as a plane turns 
over or two intersect. What I want to emphasize is the timeliness of her micro-macro project that seems at 
once out of time in its intelligence, ethical self-consciousness, and passionate commitment to seeing as a form 
of thinking, that places the work both at the center of seriously considered art and (beautifully and necessarily) 
at odds with so much of contemporary art’s fundamental inability to take time (to make), to demand time (to 
be seen), to be the product of a practice over time, a lifetime of thinking and making. In a statement, echoing 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological response to Cézanne’s exemplary dedication to the passionate 
making of an art of seeing a world of which he claimed to be the eyes,17  

Christine Taylor Patten says: 
For fifty years I have drawn because I am compelled to. Images come from deep 
within, from where my spirit begins and reaches out to the visible world, searching 
for resonance and meaning. As I draw, I examine qualities in human nature that are 
like the wind, or waves of water, of the invisible power of time and repetition. I 
find all of life in a single stroke of a pen, in the accumulation of the tracks of my 
being, there on paper for all to see. Millions of strokes become a whole, exposing 
what was never seen before. My drawings are the by-products of my examination 
of life, not unlike a membrane that catches and makes visible the movement that 
passes through it. 

 
Originally published in Griselda Pollock, Encounters in the Virtual Feminist Museum (London: Routledge, 2007) 
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