                                 PALIN & THE BEAR: Taxonomy of Drawing:

                                                         Stephen Farthing  

When the Sarah Palin looks up at the Alaskan State Flag she first sees, eight golden stars on a dark blue field, then a length of woven cloth either lifted or let down by the wind, what she most probably doesn’t see are the two very physically different kinds of drawing that enable flag.   

 Benny Benson made the first as he sat at his school desk. He is the thirteen-year-old seventh-grader, who won the 1926 Territory-wide contest for schoolchildren to design a flag for what would in time become the 49th state of America. The second is a drawing every Alaskan makes every time they look at their flag flapping in the wind and most times they look up at the night sky, most times without realizing it.  
Today Sarah Palin will recognize the image of the star top right as the pole star; she will also know the seven below as an asterism. She may or may not know the word asterism, or that the cluster of stars she is looking at are the best known part of the constellation Ursa Major, what we can rely upon however, is her knowing the common name of that star cluster.  

 Every time the ex - governor looks up at the Big Dipper or Plough as we call it in the UK, we know she completes a drawing, there are no pencils or paper involved because her drawing is a rehearsed cerebral act that is dependant on her first recognizing a familiar set of markers, then joining them in her mind to produce a drawing. A drawing that has a name and is in most of our minds a shape in the sky.   
   There is of course a lot more to drawing than joining up the dots, drawing has   after all been an important force in not only enhancing our understanding of our planet and solar system but of shaping our relationship with our world, it has to put it succinctly been, critical in our relationship with discovery.  

After our ability to make marks in the dust, estimate and accurately measure, the two most significant discoveries within drawing, have been, first the realization that three-dimensional things can be represented in two dimensions by an outline. Then that places, things, time, directions and quantities can be represented by marks that have only a passing relationship with what they represent.  

So a village can be reduced to a circle and ”X’ can represent the position of anything we deem significant.

 After these founding discoveries came a series of landmark inventions, each gradually    shaping drawing into what we know it as today, these include:  Writing, Geometry, the invention of Paper, Perspective, Pencils and Erasers then the Cameras Obscura and Lucida, then Photography, CAD systems, GPS and finally Digital Imaging. 
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                                                        THE KINGDOMS

Drawing is one of four species within the kingdom concerned with recording, communication and discovery. The remaining three are Writing, Mathematics and Musical Notation.
                                                           THE CLASSES
 The species Drawing has two distinct and different classes; on one side there is the Conceptual and the other the Pictorial. The Pictorial and Conceptual have parallel histories, which at times cross-fertilize; each however has its own distinct line of descent. 

An example of The Conceptual might be a cluster of dots drawn onto a window pane with a fibre tipped pen that mark the position of the stars as they were in last nights sky Whilst The Pictorial might be a line drawn with the same pen around the edge of your own image on the surface of a mirror. 

Although by using these specific examples I may be suggesting that the difference between these two types of drawing resides in the difference between a sheet of glass and a mirror. What makes them really different to my mind is neither what they are drawn on, nor what they depict, but how we “read” them. 

 Pictorial Drawings rely on our ability to recognize things by their outline.

 Conceptual Drawings on the other hand require a more complex translation process that is dependant on our ability to read and make sense of abstractions. 
The reading of both begins with us intuitively placing a given drawing into one or other of the two classes, then continues with us either seeing the need for an associated narrative, “key” or “legend” that will inform our reading, or with us forging ahead and relying on the drawings ability to offer up its narrative to us, as we read.  

 The real distinction between the two classes rests however, on not simply, how we read them, but on us recognising where their respective narratives are physically located. 
                                  THE CONCEPTUAL: 

                              Counting on the narrative 

Conceptual drawings don’t have a built in narrative their narrative is either located in the margin or somewhere beyond.
A good example of a drawing that I feel content to provisionally place on the Conceptual side of my taxonomy is the freehand, geometric linear cluster that was scratched some 77,000 years ago into the ochre rock of the Blombos Caves in South Africa. With three equally spaced horizontals forming a warp   and a series of more or less equal length lines arranged as inverted “V’s” establishing a weft, the drawing has a layered woven appearance.  Beyond this highly subjective observation, the narrative that controlled its making, the narrative that we assume was once, if not locked into the minds of a   maker and an audience, then the mind of a lone draftsman, is today lost.  
 Left with no clear cut embedded narrative and absolutely no way of knowing, if the drawing was intended to function instructively, descriptively, definitively or was, quite simply a speculative act, everything we imagine about its intended meaning must for the foreseeable future at least be framed within the conditional tense.  

Seventy five thousand years after the Blombos drawing a Greek mathematician resident in Egypt constructed what is to my mind, a more straightforward example of   a conceptual drawing.  Still frequently copied, it this both linear and tonal, the paradigm shift is that it has a three dimensional component and   is activated in real time by sunlight.  Using a mix of mathematics and practical experiments Ptolemy   drew his sundial, developed its underpinning narrative and recorded it in a book he called the Analemma.  Once we have access to the Ptolemy’s narrative we can use this clearly conceptual drawing not only “ tell” the time but also the date.  
Just about nine hundred years ago the French composer Baude Cordier made a far less pure, more hybrid series of drawings that for me span the space between the Conceptual and the Pictorial. 

Now bound into what has become known as   the Chantilly Manuscript his scores are early examples of the kind of non standard musical notation we now call “ eye music”. Working with the standard musical notation of his day Cordier drew a love song into a heart shaped stave, then a canonic round into a circular stave, by investing the music with this additional dimension I believe he didn’t simply inspire his choristers to think LOVE , think CIRCLES  but created a substantial cross fertilization between the Pictorial and Conceptual classes of drawing. 

We recognize the circle and the heart by their outline they function pictorially we need however, to look towards an external narrative to effectively read the conceptually underpinned notations on the stave. 
More recently, in 1840, Emily Babcock, a young member of the Shaker Community in New Lebanon, New York drew The Narrow Path to Zion. This for me Conceptual drawing, or “Gift” as it would have been known within a shaker community, is the record of a vision experienced by a third generation of shaker. The “Gift” (as in Gift from God) was not in theory the product of a mortals imagination, it was a factual record made with a view towards it having a life as teaching tool supported by an oral narrative. Although it was never the draftsman’s intention that it should speak for itself what appear to be post execution annotations today embed something of a narrative beck into the drawing.  
                                             THE PICTORIAL: 

                                           Talking Pineapples

 The Pictorial relies for the most part on an embedded narrative which if it works enables the drawing to speak for itself. 

 Although the realistic drawings of quadrupeds made in the cave of southern France and Spain some 30,000 years ago I would be a natural starting point more straight forward because we actually know why they were made are   the drawings made by recording artists during voyages of numerous European discovery between the 15th and 18th Centuries.

One of the earliest of those artists, John White, drew in 1660 what Sir Walter Raleigh dubbed ‘ the princess of fruit”. As the first image of a pineapple to find its way back to England. At first White’s drawing probably required a little explanation – over time however it began to speak for itself.

In a similar vein John Webber the official artist on Cook’s 3rd voyage of discovery drew a long beaked standing up straight up, not very aerodynamic bird, even then I suspect his King Penguin spoke for itself.   Another clear-cut Pictorial drawing is to my mind the   duck-rabbit image originally “noted" by American psychologist Joseph Jastrow. He recognized the potential for this image to be deployed as a means of underpinning an argument that   supported his belief that perception was not simply a product of the stimulus but also of a mental activity. Over time this drawing may have developed a very interesting narrative it never the less remains a fact that given time both duck and rabbit will eventually speak for themselves. Now right up to date and to get us out of the past I would like to close this section by reflecting on the American painters Chuck Close ‘s drawings during the 1960’s he drew a number of self portraits all based on photographic self portraits, It doesn’t I suspect matter if you realize they are self portraits or not, like Rembrandts self portraits the crucial part of the narrative, the part that caused the drawing to be made is embedded in the image and stuff it is made from not the extraneous detail of the artists life   . 
                                                        THE ORDERS 
After the permeable dotted line that divides drawings by their Descriptive Strategies    comes a solid line that produces The Orders. The Order   is determined by   Purpose. Within this taxonomy a drawing aims to either   Define or Speculate. Together Class and Order produce four possible sub orders. These are as follows:  Pictorial Speculative and Pictorial Definitive - Conceptual Speculative, Conceptual Definitive.  

Depending on the job in hand   a draftsman will work sometimes towards Definition, by this I mean making drawings that say, “ this is the way it is “ which would include Whites Pineapple and Webbers Penguin.  Other times working more tentatively towards Speculative outcomes as Cezanne did when he drew Monte St Victoria over and over again.

                                                            THE MODES

 After Definition and Speculation   come two further options, these are the two Modes of drawing.  Probably less concerned with approach than intent The Modes    set out to either Instruct or Describe. Road, sports field markings and the icon on the on the lavatory door are examples of drawings made within the Instructive mode.  Where as maps, David Hackney’s made with a Camera Lucida portraits and Whites Penguin are all examples of the Descriptive mode. 

So within my taxonomy every drawing has three possible allegiances first to either the Pictorial or Conceptual, then to being either Definitive or Speculative then finally to being engineered towards     either an Instructive or Descriptive mode.  

Most maps sit quite happily on the Conceptual side of drawing, during their formative stages they will be to some degree Speculative, in their final version however their expectation of the audience, if not their maker is that they should be accurate, Definitive and disinterestedly Descriptive .

 So  maps within my taxonomy become Conceptual, Descriptive and Definitive drawings. In saying this I am aware that cartographers may disagree with this assumption, but as the point of this taxonomy is that it  should act as a test bed for  
 A  Portrait of Jane Austen  cut in profile into black paper with a pair of scissors by a silhouette make will be  Pictorial ,   Descriptive and in so far as it conditions our view of what Jane Austen actually looked like  Defining. So it is  Pictorial ,Descriptive and Definitive . The measured line drawing  that is the football pitch has been repeated  thousands of times across the world every year since 1873 when it was first drawn.  Like the tennis court and cricket pitch  the drawing is Conceptual, ( they only work in conjunction with a narrative – the rules of the game )  the drawing Defines the area of play,  the drawing is designed to Instruct not passively describe .  As  a white on green  measured line drawings  it is Conceptual,   Definitive  and Instructive  
A circle drawn freehand is Conceptual its shape may be Speculative, but if it is reasonably accurate it remains  Descriptive . A circle drawn with a compass is also Conceptual, if accurately drawn  it is  Definitive and Descriptive .

.The gender based Ikon on a toilet door is Pictorial, Defining and Instructive. 
A landscape drawn by the English Landscape painter  JMW Turner is always Pictorial , always Descriptive  then sometimes Definitive other times Speculative
Having established  what for me is a workable  classification system for drawing. 

A system that allows me to break drawing down into  explorable,  graspable dose sized tablets   , I would now like to  briefly share with you what I mean when I use the word  Drawing. 
                                                              DRAWING                                                                  

An interest in creating definitions is usually aroused by the suspicion that a word doesn’t have a determinate meaning, to my mind drawing is one of these words. 

It’s not that there is anything particularly confusing about the common usage of the word, or difficult to understand about the processes and reasoning behind most drawings, it’s just that peripheral words like: talent, giftedness and perhaps most of all art tend to get in the way once we start trying to describe what drawing is .  

 By  suggesting this I am not proposing a hierarchical system of differentiation , in fact quite the opposite. What I’m suggesting is that our ability to see and comprehend the bigger picture of drawing is  very often obscured buy a cultural preference for placing  art in the foreground.

Once we get beyond the most basic acts of communication and  start making marks……. writing, drawing  and calculating with a view towards both making sense  of and  organizing where  we find ourselves; physically, intellectually , emotionally , spiritually  and financially . The two most important forces we bring into play  are  both geared towards simplification, the first involves the removal of superfluous detail, the second quite literally the flattening of time and space . What I think  we are  doing when we not only draw but handle, words , numbers and notations    is translate   multidimensional events that  may or may not physically exist  into   readable two dimensional  matter.  

As a starting point in trying to explain how I see - not just the drawings of artists  , but drawings from the  bigger picture  fitting into this concept  I would like  to  reflect for a moment  on  the word  “Essay”. 

Today the word Essay   in most of our minds  is firmly attached  to  the written…….   it once  however, had a much broader reach. 

The word essay comes from the French, essayer, meaning "to try" or "to attempt " an essay wasn’t always a short written summary of an individuals knowledge on a particular subject it was also be a preliminary drawing or sketch, “a try”  a “ possibility” .  Even today a drawing made as a preliminary design for a postage stamp or banknote is referred to within the  Mint and Post Office ( in the UK) as An Essay.  It doesn’t matter if  it is a nineteenth century design for  a pavilion or  the  line  General Travers drew in the sand at fort Alamo, when I  use the word  drawing   I am thinking of  essays, first steps  and first attempts .

 So   for me drawing  is   provisional  ,it’s  ideas  in limbo,  designs waiting to be activated and made concrete.  

  What must be one of the largest drawings in the world , the road markings of North America  started  life in Wayne County Michigan  in 1911 as a result of an innitative taken by one  Edward N. Hines  Ever since the very first  white line  was drawn down the centre of a road the drawing has increased in  both size and complexity , perpetually  remaining in a state of growth, revision and restoration.     
 Recognized  today as one of the most important traffic safety devices in the history of highway transportation the first line( which was apparently inspired by a leaking milk truck ) had just one purpose……to divide a road in two…… to prevent head on collisions. 

Over time the number of drawing conventions used multiplied, today it is built out of several types of line, it is at times rendered in color and quite frequently uses words and symbols. The purpose of the drawing however, remains the same…… to facilitate the safe flow of road traffic and  to mediate between the driver, the pedestrian and “the narrative” the  Federal Manual on Traffic Control .

 By using a  predominantly drawn ,conceptually driven -  rather than a concrete and steel  object based  traffic control system the Highway Administration has not only maintained a flexible , easily revised , ecologically sustainable  and inexpensive system  but I suspect improved road safety by providing the driver with less obstacles to hit   ,  instead of walls  and gates we have lines and lights.
 As I draw towards the end of this short exploration  of,  first my attempt at organizing drawing into a manageable package ,then  my assessment  of what drawing might be,    it seems clear   that any sustainable definition  of drawing must look beyond the  materials  and techniques  people have used to draw and focus  on the idea that drawing  is  a translation process .  That, in common with writing, mathematics and musical notation it is driven by  a need,  , to reconstruct multidimensional events  as readable two dimensional  matter. 
                                                            TO CONCLUDE 

                                  Some thoughts on what we call new technology 

 Once, we harvested information using libraries and sketch  books , by the year 2000 we tended to  use  the web and a camera instead.  When it came to  sifting that  information, once we stood at easels and at drawing boards by 2000 most of us were sitting at a keyboard using off the shelf software to manipulate  our words and images .

 The push and pull between the hand made and new technology I believe grew as we started to integrated that technology into the curriculum,  teachers and students alike  I believe failed to  see  “the new”    as “ additional “. Instead they saw it as  “ a replacement “, so the introduction of  new technology not just into the art school and the library but the curriculum   became  less  about enrichment than modernization. 
We have just lived through a decade and a half when digital cameras managed to all but replace the sketch book , when  a small wave of software packages  replaced  not just rulers, easels  and pencils  but erasers and drawing boards as well, which  today  has landed us at  a point where  flat screens  are  the picture on the wall .    

By the end of the last century when the modernization process was more or less complete we had cast drawing adrift within the curriculum and produced a generation of teachers and  students who  found it difficult to articulate the relationship between photography and drawing , no longer  felt comfortable  with the interface between the digital and freehand  and felt very uncomfortable  with free hand as the primary tool of invention.    

 Today  a decade into the new century I suspect  many have  developed   very positive  relationships with new technology ,  if there has been a cost however it is  that  during the modernization process we neglected   the importance of the hand made .   

So finally , my title , why Palin? why the Bear? 
Well beyond the flag that loosely ties them together it seems to me that there are two very different ways of approaching building a drawing -  of  lets say an Alaskan and a  Bear. 

We have choices - on one side there is the Pictorial route that is concerned with the external appearance of things , of  the  type we see in National Geographic , then on the other - a more conceptual approach that’s depends on   constructing an image  by joining up whatever dots  we derive from knowledge , our emotions and research and   in the end deem important. 

  By dividing drawing down the middle and presenting it as a two sided  entity my aim  is to present  drawing as two equal halves not deliver one half as superior to the other.  

Now what’s important to me about all of this, is that  in my mind it highlights  the  need for  our students  to understand  the scope of drawing , and the need for them to be able to   see drawing  as  a compendium of possibilities not  simply a  subject that’s  attached to the past by the life room and the future by the computer.

Because within the bigger picture of drawing the  class and the computer  are minor details .  

                                                                 END
This paper was first delivered as a key note speech at Drawn Out 2010 , an RMIT/ UAL  conference held at RMIT in Melbourne in April 2010
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