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How does an in-situ encounter with an original drawing offer a 

connection to the thought processes and observational activities of the 

artist? How might I create evidence of my own investigative 

observational processes of a historic drawing? The nucleus of this essay 

focuses on one of a series of encounters with works on paper found in 

museum archives. I investigate a self portrait by Dante Gabriel Rossetti 

and contend that meaningful connections may be made between the 

physical traces left by the artist and wider conceptual frameworks, 

uncovering associations with visual perception, phenomenology, 

semiotics, and memory. I argue that these paradigms create a dialogue 

with the complex thought processes and observational activity of 

Rossetti at the event of his observing and recording his own reflection. 

In parallel I suggest that connections are made with the physical traces 

of the historic artist through the activity of tracing my own observational 

evidence of the encounter. I suggest that drawing in-situ from an 

artefact held in an archive brings wider theoretical questions about 

drawing as observation, recording, memory and fragmentation. Finally, I 

contend that this encounter with a historic work, and the larger 

framework of research supporting it, creates new constructs that inform 

my own contemporary practice. 
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“...drawing as a continuum has a huge hinterland – centuries of thoughtful and inventive 

practice that inform and enrich all forms of visual culture today... 

 (Petherbridge. 2010, p.432). 

 

“...Memory is always incomplete, always imperfect, always falling into ruin; but materials 

themselves, like other traces, are treasures…”  

(Solnit. 2006, p.20) 

 

Investigative drawing has been practiced for centuries and the activity continues today1. 

Many drawings are held in museum archives and I begin this investigation with the in-situ 

observation of a self portrait, drawn in 1861 by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, the only drawn self 

portrait by this artist in the archives of Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery2. The complex 

nature of a drawing process which involves observation invites investigation of wider 

theories and frameworks of understanding. Rather than approach the Rossetti drawing as 

part of a body of work by an artist or movement, I aim to make connections with the work 

as a record of an event. As evidence in which Rossetti traces the process of observing and 

recording his reflection. I will explore this different narrative by asking how an original 

drawing might leave traces that recover, at least in part, connections to the thought 

processes and observational activities of the artist. To this end I will reflect on my own in-

situ observation, interpretation and recording from the starting points of scientific research, 

phenomenology, semiotics, and memory.  

In parallel, my intent is not to create a representational image, but to record my 

investigative observation activity by making a trace of my own looking, as evidence of my 

experience. 

On initial viewing the drawing is paler than the reproductions and larger than I 

imagined. The yellowing paper is contained within archival boards. I strike my first 

mark to paper to start the record of my observation of this drawing.  

Do I see the archived drawing and my own drawn mark in actuality? 

                                                 

1 1. For information on a project involving UAL students and the drawings of J. M. W. Turner please go to: Farthing, S. (2006) Drawing 

from Turner [online]. [Accessed 3rd January 2013]. Available at:  http://ualresearchonline.arts.ac.uk/1003/  

To hear artists discussing investigative drawing from works at The British Museum see: The Centre for Drawing UAL [online]. [Accessed 

3rd January 2013]. Available at: http://thecentrefordrawingual.wordpress.com/video-gallery/. 

2 I am grateful to Victoria Osborne, Curator (Fine Art), Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery, for her generous time and attention in 

enabling access to the Print Room and the Rossetti self-portrait. 

http://ualresearchonline.arts.ac.uk/1003/
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SIGHT AND VISION 

Cognitive neuroscientist Bruce Hood has described how the human eye processes clearly 

only the centre two percent of the field of vision and compares the experience of sight as if 

looking at a small magnifying lens (Hood, 2011)3. The human brain appears to produce 

detail by continually moving the eye around to sample the world. The eye makes four to five 

saccades4, per second which the brain samples, stores and remembers. From these 

samples the brain reinterprets the patterns around us to create complex images, building a 

vision which, “...is rich and full of detail...” (Hood, 2011). Even when we look carefully at a 

single spot we are using smaller micro-saccades to generate continual visual information 

(Muljadi, 2011). Between each saccade, that is, each time the eye moves position, the 

brain cuts out vision so that what we are seeing is in actuality, a series of still images. So 

there is a moment of blindness every time our eyes move, yet we perceive a smooth shift in 

movement. The brain is creating solutions as “...it is trying to make sense of the world of 

ambiguity and missing information...” (Hood, 2012)  

The pattern of lines I see on paper as I record my observation is recovered by the 

eye and organised by the brain to enable a semblance of recognition.  

How does sight relate to the paradigm of phenomenology? 

PHENOMENOLOGY 

The Rossetti image is a record of an event, the event of looking, observing and of drawing. 

The process of drawing is experiential in nature and as such the study of phenomenology is 

fundamental. The Greek philosopher Plato, (429-347 BCE), told a story to illustrate his 

theory of partial perception in which a group of inhabitants held in a cave see only shadows 

of the world outside. Due to their lack of wider world experience, the occupants of the cave 

believed the shadows to be reality in full. 

The theme of this story, the partial knowing of the world, was developed by the German 

philosopher Hegel in 1807 who contended that perception is more than a passive 

phenomenon. Hegel saw perception as involving “...two moments...one being the 

movement of pointing-out or the act of perceiving, the other being the same movement as 

                                                 

3 This two percent of clear vision relates to the discovery of an optical line of sight attributed to Leonardo Da Vinci at the turn of the 

sixteenth century. Muljadi, P. (2011) The Eye. A Survey of Human Vision. {Accessed 27th December 2012) Available at: < 

http://www.scribd.com/doc/75832136/Eye > 

4 Saccades are tiny movements of the eye. Hood suggests that because the brain cuts out between each saccade approximately two 

hours is spent without seeing in every waking day. The human eye also has a blind spot at the centre of our sight, where nerves leave the 

eye, for which saccades compensate. Hood, B. (2011) Bruce Hood - What's in your head? [online] [Accessed 27th December 2012]. 

Minute 30. Available at: http://richannel.org/christmas-lectures/2011/meet-your-brain#/christmas-lectures-2011-bruce-hood--whats-in-

your-head 
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a simple event or the object perceived...” (Wollen, 2007). Essentially Hegel describes both 

the object, and its perception, as part of a moment of insight within which the object is 

held. 

American academic Paul Trejo (1993) develops these theories by proposing that the 

shadow images presented in the story of shadow perception in the cave may partly conceal 

the actual as well as partly expose reality. Therefore it is essential, Trejo argues, that what 

is seen should be fully understood. Precise linear perspective, for example, does not 

authentically reproduce, “...the phenomenal reality of ‘perceptual constancy’...” (Chandler, 

2001) The phenomenon of perceptual constancy allows us to compensate for what is seen 

in the present, with previous experiences of the object or scene, in order to make more 

sense of what is directly before us5.  

I continue to observe, and to record my observing, with freshly drawn marks as what 

I observe becomes more familiar. To understand these drawn lines more fully, to 

make new connections, I must use other conceptual frameworks. 

SEMIOTICS 

Semiotic theory, as described by Saussure (Chandler 2013), interprets the Rossetti 

drawing in terms of signs and codes. Drawn lines are made from infinite possibilities of 

marks and arrangement of marks allowing for various interpretations6. Semiosis7, 

articulated by Pierce (Chandler 2013), also includes analysis of the chosen media which is 

itself a signifier affecting the processes of intervention. “When we engage with media we 

both act and are acted upon, use and are used...” (Chandler, 1996). Selection of media 

may indicate choices that consciously resonate with the intent of the artist, or may indicate 

an unquestioning approach by the practitioner for whom the media has become 

transparent. “...it is typically when the medium acquires transparency that its potential to 

fulfil its primary function is greatest.” (Chandler, 1996) 

The Rossetti self portrait is an imitative or representational pencil drawing and as such, it 

tends to withhold its condition as a set of signifiers. The pencil has left a series of soft, 

                                                 

5 1. “Perceptual constancy, also called Object Constancy, or Constancy Phenomenon, the tendency of animals and humans to see 

familiar objects as having standard shape, size, colour, or location regardless of changes in the angle of perspective, distance, or lighting. 

The impression tends to conform to the object as it is or is assumed to be, rather than to the actual stimulus. Perceptual constancy is 

responsible for the ability to identify objects under various conditions, which seem to be “taken into account” during a process of mental 

reconstitution of the known image...” Encyclopaedia Britannica (2013) [online]. [Accessed 3rd January 2013]. Available at: 

<http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/451073/perceptual-constancy 

6 1. A semiotic code with no clear distinction between division and category is called an ‘analogue code’ Crow, D. (2003) Visible 

Signs. Switzerland, AVA Publishing SA 

7 The term ‘semiosis’ was used by Charles Sanders Pierce to, “...describe the transfer of meaning; the act of signifying...It is part of an 

active process between the sign and the reader of the sign...” Crow, D. (2003) Visible Signs. Switzerland, AVA Publishing SA. 



 

 4 

T
R

A
C

E
Y

 |
 jo

u
rn

a
l: D

ra
w

in
g

 In
-S

itu
     2

0
1

4
 

fairly evenly weighted lines. The drawing could be described as aiming to represent a 

person who, “...is assumed to exist before, and independently of, the act of 

representation...” (Chandler, 2011) The system of drawn marks functions to bring the 

image of reality forward, as the signifying marks become less obvious to the spectator.  

What I perceive as a representation of the features of Rossetti, is actually a series of 

signifying marks, a record of what Rossetti chose to include. 

MEMORY 

The French philosopher Derrida (1930-2004) recognized a different source for the activity 

of observational drawing, that which is cemented in memory. Derrida discussed drawing as 

a process in which memory, with its gaps, inconsistencies and focus, is above perception. 

The process of drawing from observation is described as “…blind…” (Derrida, 1993. p.2), 

an act with memory at its core. Drawing is understood by Derrida as, “...an act deep-seated 

in memory and anticipation...” (Derrida, 1993. p.49), the instant of looking away from what 

is observed, towards the direction the mark will travel, is a moment of blindness for the 

practitioner. At this moment of looking away, at this moment of blindness, memory is 

fundamental.  

Explicit in his essay is the idea that the drawing practitioner cannot see where the marks 

will go and so must anticipate the mark, drawing blindly across the surface. The drawn 

mark is visualized, as the hand “…rushes ahead...” (Derrida, 1993. p.4)  

Going further, Derrida asserts that “...drawing of necessity, trades one type of seeing 

(direct) with another (mediated)...” (Derrida, 1993. p.49). The resulting drawing itself 

cannot therefore, be clearly seen by the viewer as the drawn marks come to serve two 

functions: first, purely as marks on the page, and secondly as a sign, an image, or record of 

what was initially observed. Derrida argues that these multiple functions obscure the 

experience of encountering the work for the viewer. The viewer must wrestle with this 

confusion as the drawing is grasped as both a specific series of marks, and also in terms of 

its condition as a record of an encounter, as a mnemonic tool.  

I experience this divergent slipping between the individual abstract marks and the 

larger representative image as I continue to record my study of the Rossetti drawing. 

Derrida examined the position of the nineteenth century French poet and essayist, Charles 

Baudelaire, who saw memory as more than just a palimpsest8 in which memories have 

                                                 

8 Palimpsest “a manuscript written over a partly erased older manuscript in such a way that the old words can be read beneath the new” 

[online] Encarta Dictionary: English (U.K.) 
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been laid one on another9. Baudelaire describes the mind functioning to organize memory 

and revise that which has been recorded (Terdiman, 1993). 

Derrida makes clear that memory is not a support for drawing, but is the specific process of 

this activity. This is most clearly seen in the self portrait which, as Derrida predicts, must 

inevitably deteriorate. Derrida particularly noted the incomplete nature of the self portrait 

and the certain loss as the facial features change even as the drawing activity proceeds. 

These changes may be imperceptible he suggests, but they are inescapable. Further loss 

occurs as the practitioner looks away to set down marks on paper, relying on memory as 

the drawn marks scratch across the surface of the support (Derrida, 1993). 

This loss, this incompleteness is inevitable as I attempt to record my own activity, to 

use memory to transcribe what I see.  

CONCLUSION  

As Petherbridge intimates, drawing is at the centre of philosophical debate, and continues 

to be the cause of thoughtful argument in terms of art production to this day.  

In creating evidence of my encounter with a historic drawing, my aim has been not to 

construct a representational image, but rather to record the process of observing. This 

activity offers a connection to the thought processes and observational activities of the 

artist and is central to my core concern with the processes of observation, recording, 

thinking, and the trace or evidence of this activity. In-situ investigation of the Rossetti 

drawing has supported wider research into frameworks and theories of visual perception 

and of phenomenology, of semiotics and of the processes of memory inherent in the 

drawing process. In conducting this research I do not come close to an absolute depiction 

of the way an original drawing offers a connection to the thought processes and 

observational activities of the artist. Instead, through the spectacle of fractured vision 

described by Hood, the experiential phenomenology defined by Hegel and Trejo, semiotic 

interpretation articulated by Pierce, and Derrida’s perception of blindness during the 

process of drawing, I find intriguing connections identifying observation and drawing as 

complex experiential processes in which new constructs continue to be made.  

The 1861 drawing by Dante Gabriel Rossetti is a progression of thought laid out on paper. 

It is evidence of an event of observation. This in-situ study of a historic drawing enriches my 

research into the act of observation, the instance of perception and the recording of this 

                                                 

9 Sigmund Freud also looks to the palimpsest used by Baudelaire, this time describing the operation of memory, in terms of a version of 

the ‘etch a sketch’ toy, (translated from the German as the Mystic Writing-Pad). Freud asks us to, “...imagine one hand writing upon the 

surface of the Mystic Writing-Pad while another periodically raises its covering-sheet from the wax slab...” Freud, S. (1925) A Note Upon 

The Mystic Writing-Pad. In Merewether, C. (2006) The Archive. London, Whitechapel and the MIT Press. 
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activity. Further research is needed to expand the connections made during this encounter. 

As with the Rossetti self portrait, my own records are evidence, a way of holding on to 

observation, to thoughts, and to ideas. As Solnit (2006, p.20) suggests “...Memory is 

always incomplete, always imperfect, always falling into ruin; but materials themselves, 

like other traces, are treasures: our links to what came before, our guide to situating 

ourselves...”  

My own activity within the archive comes to a close.  

Drawing in-situ at Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery.  

 

 

SELF PORTRAIT, DANTE GABRIEL ROSSETTI 1861 

(LARGE MOUNT) 

 

INVESTIGATIVE DRAWING CAROLINE ALI 2012 

(OPEN BOOK) 

 

PHOTOGRAPH BY CAROLINE ALI, WITH 

PERMISSION OF VICTORIA OSBORNE CURATOR 

(FINE ART), BIRMINGHAM MUSEUM AND ART 

GALLERY 
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