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Discuss the intersections of drawing, performance and video in the work 
of Joan Jonas with specific reference to Drawing without Looking (2013) 
Critical Review for Drawing 2 | Gesa Helms | #492645 

3122 words - (550 words table + 243 quotes) = 2329 words  

 

Making one performance from Joan Jonas’s extensive artistic practice the subject for this critical 
review arises from an interest that I still don’t find easy to articulate. Let me try, though: it 
possibly articulates first as question: ‘But is it drawing?’ I laugh at the question, and still I pose it. 
I keep posing it and keep seeking its answer(s). Is writing drawing? Is an instruction drawing? A 
performance? I realise that these questions are not new and find the relevant body of work 
(e.g., Sawdon & Marshall 2012, 2015; Garner 2008). I first turn towards  an in-between: the 
ambiguity that resides in the practice and object of drawing, and Derek Horton’s (2015, 1) 
refusal to answer my question above as guiding line for my own enquiry which eventually leads 
me to Jonas’s artistic practice: 

to investigate the opportunities that arise if we are ambivalent to the answers 
to such a question, subvert any answers that might be given, or challenge the 
question itself. 

Horton continues to chart the field for such ambivalence and ambiguity: the ubiquity of drawing, 
the relationship it maps out first between a working practice and a finished object, but later 
then too between something private (the working out) and something public (the finished 
drawing), and to arrive at the importance of ambiguity in exploring the ‘interpretative 
relationship between people and things or ideas (or representations of them)’ (ibid). 

Joan Jonas (b 1936, New York) has explored such questions through performance, video and 
drawing spanning her artistic career from the early 1960s to date. The question of who and what 
and how and for whom; of artist/ performer, of artwork and process and of audience have been 
utilised by her with great attentiveness to chosen forms and intersections.  

I chose one of her recent pieces, Draw without Looking (2013) (DwL), which at its centre poses 
the question of transmission, transition and translation. It is devised as a performance for 
camera and live streaming, i.e. it only exists in a digital, transmitted form. In it, Jonas, of course, 
draws, talks, writes, monitors, videos and screens, and above all: performs. An analysis of the 
performance (which is accessible freely and easily in its intended form: a YouTube clip, albeit no 
longer live) serves to explore Jonas’ notion of interdisciplinarity, transmission and the role of 
ambiguity in production, transmission and reception for her work. 

The essay is structured as follows: I firstly introduce DwL before turning to the negotiations of 
different forms and practices in Jonas’s work. For this, I attend to three themes: fragments and 
transitions, spatial constructions and digital live transmission. The final part relates this at once 
back to the opening remarks around ambiguity and traces the relevance to my own work in the 
context of Drawing 2 and beyond. 
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Draw without Looking (2013) 
DwL is an almost 15 minutes long performance commissioned by the Tate and produced as a live 
performance transmitted through the Tate’s YouTube channel. The performance features Jonas 
by herself in a room with various props (a mask, drawing tools, sheets of paper, a sheet of cloth). 
She performs in front of a screen onto which multiple videos are projected. For most of the 
performance, a soundtrack featuring a range of musical styles is playing; Jonas speaks, (hums) 
and uses a number of musical instruments, such as a whistle, a horn, two rattles. Finbow (2016) 
charts the spatial construction of the performance in a Tate Case Study 

A series of Jonas’s abstract videos was projected onto the back wall of the 
small gallery space, which was marked by a blue wall painting. That painting, 
in turn, paralleled the works on paper which were dotted around the space and 
displayed during the performance. Another, larger projection depicted a 
collection of crystals hanging from strings. Patterns of small star-like specks of 
refracted light from this projection, moved across the wall as the crystals 
swung. 

The performance is a live-streamed event and, in fact, repeat viewing depends on transmission 
bandwidth, and as such can stutter, pixelate, delay. On some of my viewings, it froze, the video 
turned still while the audio kept running and the image quality degraded. – These are outwith 
both the performers and my control (though I can repeat view) and a significant yet not easily 
controlled factor of the performance’s reception (and thus arguably its form). 

Viewing it repeatedly, I still find the performance overwhelming, heady, hazy and entrancing. 
The crystals and the projections are the key elements besides Jonas herself. But, to be truthful, 
Jonas turns puppet master, shaman—a figure once there and absent, so it becomes difficult to 
unpick her performance from the whole stage, the space that she constructs with projection, 
sound, props and her own presence. 

I would like to consider five key scenes, which I outline below; single screenshots are included 
after the table: 

 

 

# Time / 
title 

JJ’s actions Projection Space, sound, all else 

1  00:00 – 
03:10 

Opening 
scene 

JJ addresses the camera, 
reads a list of 
instructions on a long 
sheet of paper 

At 02:45 she skips to the 
final few and states ‘I 
may not do these all’ 

One darker screen, 
encompassing almost 
entire back wall; inside, 
in bottom middle a light 
rectangle, crystals are 
visible in the smaller 
one, their eflections in 
the bigger one; JJ’s 
seated figure is caught 
by both, and a shadow 
projects to the 
righthand third of the 
lower half of the bigger 

- the only time she 
speaks until she steps 
out of the performance 

- no other sound than 
her voice, no movement 
until she takes off her 
glasses and gets up 

- my image freezes, the 
screen goes blank, the 
clip buffers 
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one; both images are 
still, they begin to move 
as she gets up 

3 04:15 – 
04:55 

Holding a 
sheet of 
paper 

JJ holds a large blank 
sheet of paper in front 
of her and moves 
towards the camera 
while moving the sheet 
up and down 
 

At 04:45 her shape 
exceeds the smaller 
projection >> 
 
 
 
She puts the sheet down 

As in 1 but now the 
sheet is larger than the 
smaller lighter 
projection, her head in 
the shadow of the larger 
one; the crystals in the 
smaller one now are 
superimposed on a 
mountain view 

The smaller rectangle is 
scaled up; soon after, on 
the left hand of the 
larger projection crystals 
appear hanging 

 

- the first extra spatial 
plane is introduced 

- sound is single high 
notes, insisting 

5 05:50 – 
06:05 

 

Drawing 
projection 

JJ turns left and picks up 
an oval blank paper 
shape, she holds it up 
and inserts it to the 
projection on the screen 

Her face and hands are 
offset against the lighter 
background and her 
white dress 

She begins to move the 
shape rhythmically 

Drops the shape and 
picks up face mask 

The larger projection 
shows a white chalk on 
grey ground line 
drawing; we see her left 
hand holding the paper 
on the video 

Crystals are visible in the 
foreground of the 
projection 

The projection also 
moves slightly 

- sound continuous 
compared to before, 
less insisting 

- an earlier made 
upright fish drawing is 
visible on the left, a 
chair on the righthand 
side 

11 09:30 – 
10:20 

Blowing a 
horn 

JJ removes bird whistle 
and rattle, picks up horn 
and echoes horn on 
soundtrack; 

Call/response between 
JJ and soundtrack of 
different horns or 
trumpets 

The projection is 
complex by now: 

Left front: crystals, 
behind a soft sheet 
(paper, rather than 
cloth), this casts a 
shadow onto the smaller 
projection screen (which 
shows a landscape 
scene, moving), large 
background screen as 
light reflections of 
crystals  

- this follows previous 
instruments (whistle, 
rattle); a horn first blows 
in the soundtrack, is 
then followed by hers 
live 

- the soundtrack 
becomes more 
rhythmic, insisting, at 
this point;  
 

 
She puts the horn down 
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13 12:10 – 
12:20 

Red flag 
turns 
black 

JJ continues the 
rhythmic movement and 
waving of a red flag. 

The light changes and 
the previously red flag 
(in action for the past 3 
mins) turns in the 
shadow monochrome 
and black 

- this is the final part of 
the most rhythmic, 
entrancing soundtrack, 
the light change alters 
sound, projection, 
complexity; it acts as a 
release 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1 DwL (2013) scene 1: Opening scene 
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Figure 2 DwL (2013) scene 3: Holding a sheet of paper 

 
Figure 3 DwL (2013) scene 5: Drawing projection 
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Figure 4 DwL (2013) scene 11: Blowing a horn 

 
Figure 5 DwL (2013) scene 13: red flag turns black 
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Transition, intersection and transmission in DwL 
For a more detailed discussion of this performance I will draw out three themes: (a) the role of 
fragments and transitions between scenes and media in DwL; (b) the construction of spatial 
planes between performer, performance and audience; and (c) the form of the performance as 
live performance through YouTube and a subsequent record. 

Fragments and transitions between scenes and media 

The interest in the performance’s structure and its negotiation of not just media but their 
relationships has been raised when encountering Morgan’s (2006) on a different single work by 
Jonas, I want to live in the country (and other romances) (1976) (also: I want to). Morgan 
expands on Jonas’s use of fragments and cites an interview sequence in which a slightly 
perplexed interviewer asks:  

”If the viewer is left to find the connections among all the elements presented 
in this piece, doesn’t it mean that no two people see the performance in the 
same way?” The unperturbed artist answers, “Of course”. (Jonas 2004, 11, 
cited in Morgan 2006, 86) 

Here, the fragments, the collage constitute Horton’s ambiguity from this essay’s introduction. It 
results, as Morgan carefully traces throughout her exposition on I want to the relationships that 
Jonas constructs through the stage, the space, the video and their respective frames. By drawing 
on quotes from Jonas’s works, Morgan (2006, 86f ) concludes that ‘Jonas’s work comes together 
in an amalgam of varied fragments: selected elements and planned juxtapositions that are often 
catalysed through improvisational techniques or chance operations’. In a more recent interview, 
Jonas states that 

I felt that you could translate something from one form to another. I related 
performance to the structure of film and music, and to the rituals of other 
cultures. To me, there’s always a relationship. (Quaytman 2014) 

What does such careful attention to the fragments within and across Jonas’s work create, as after 
all: it leads to a single continuous role of film, screened in chronology, so a very definite unified 
object and piece of work; or, in the case of DwL to a single YouTube clip of the performance 
recorded. 

A key element for DwL is the first scene and the poem Joan reads out, stating that she will enact 
some of these instructions. It directs herself throughout the set and as Finbow (2016) states 
‘[a]lthough the instructions were not enacted in the order Jonas had read them, each phrase of 
action could be distinguished from the previous one and so Jonas physically embodied her 
poem.’ Hence, the coherence resides in the poem, the ambivalence or gap, in Jonas’s choice of 
omitting some instructions, of not doing them in the sequence read; the transition is hence less 
the scenes I outline but an identification of instructions: one starts, ends, a new starts, etc. The 
cues for these are in the soundtrack and the projection sequence. It is tightly timed and the 
props are located to facilitate the transition to the next scene. The projection and Jonas’s 
presence are the constant throughout, along with the sound. Most scenes also feature the 
crystals, these connect the fragments, the sequence. 
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The spaces constructed between performer, performance and audience 

The spaces constructed throughout DwL are complex, and unfold following a simple staging and 
direct address in the first scene, where the projection is a still image and introduces us to the 
two projection screens. It is here that Jonas acknowledges us as audience directly. Then the 
projections complicate: with the use of handheld screens (cloth, paper large and small, a large 
sketchbook), employed to interact with the projection and break, fragment the existing viewing 
plane. Shadows, cast live or recorded are key too. From early on, an upright fish, drawn in blue 
ink on the lefthand side and a chair on the righthand side of the screen anchor the physical 
space for us. Objects and props are placed across the room and picked up and put down in a 
complex choreography. The spatial construction seems to be most complex just before the light 
switches from white to dark blue in scene 11 (see Figure 6 below), while she waves the flag that 
turns from red to black. The ensuing scenes before the end seems to resonate off that 
complexity, introduce different scales and hues of crystals before the closing scenes sees her 
folding in the cloth against a dimming background of crystal reflections. She steps out of the 
performance after folding the white cloth in front of the camera, removes the mask from her 
face: ‘That is it’ (14:45mins), addressed at the camera, at us. She asks us not to leave as there 
will be a discussion.  

 
Figure 6 DwL (2013) scene 12 (waving red flag)  as complex layering of projection and  performances space 

There are two notions of site, of space constructed here: one is the cyberspace between us 
watching the stream, the other one the projections that she enacts and controls within her 
performance space. It is a good example of how site is never simple, never easily contained, as 
Kreider & O’Leary (2015) explore in their contribution of drawing as interdisciplinary and 
complex.  
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The mediality of DwL as live performance on a YouTube channel 

In tracing Jonas’s coming to video and performance, her early influences, notably her 
motivations, methodology and repeating and evolving interests, Morgan (2006) spends 
considerable time in unpicking key elements in Jonas’s practice: cutting, repeating, mirroring, 
the use of voice, the doubling of herself in the frame as image and performer. Also, the wider 
field of video art as it develops as an accessible means to work with the temporality of film. We 
can see evidence of this practice in DwL too: there will be, somewhere to the left (I suspect) of 
our viewpoint (the camera), a monitor that allows her to place herself inside the frame. She talks 
about this too in the ensuing Q&A: in terms of the choreography of the performance. So, Jonas’s 
practice strongly relies on an ongoing viewing (and reviewing) herself performing on screen. This 
is an interesting notion of interiority, reflexivity and points forward to later debates around the 
selfie.1 Besides this reflexive constitution of selfhood through video (monitor), of course the 
main transmisision, the main viewing occurs on the other side of the web stream: we as viewers. 
Generally, we do so individually, on our own, in front of our computers or mobile devices. Here, 
debates about the nature of the networked image resonate strongly. Dewdney (2012) identifies 
a key change for the networked image that it blurs a previously held distinction: that 
photography would act as safeguard for a coherent (private) subject, the TV screen in turn for 
the presence of a public sphere. This separation is blurred, reorganised through digital and 
networked images (of which Jonas’s live stream is one example)2. Consequently, we find 
ourselves participating and constituted through these forms which reorganise notions of 
analogue and digital (or indeed: networked), and whatever happens in the space between these. 

Resonances with my own extended drawing practice 
I asked in the beginning whether ‘Is it drawing?’ constitutes a useful, productive concern for 
trying to articulate one’s practice. The writing and investigation around the TRACEY drawing 
research network, notably their most recent publication (Sawdon & Marshall 2015) directed my 
essay towards not only ambiguity but also interdisciplinarity, and I pursued these with a 
discussion of one of Joan Jonas’s recent drawing performance video works, Draw without 
Looking (2013). 

That her video constitutes drawing is evident: she, firstly, draws during the performance; 
employs drawing in the projection material and arguably begins to draw in the first scene of 
reading out instructions. Her work thus uses an extended field of drawing, an interdisciplinary 
practice that thoroughly integrates different mediums and disciplines (rather than siting them 
next to each other). In all this, there remains an ambiguity. 

It is this ambiguity that resonates with questions that have arisen for my own work during the 
Drawing 2 module. These questions concerned a sense and notion of a gap: firstly, directly 
observed as the gap between two metal filing cabinets (The Gap). From this I formulated an 
explicit question as to moving between one form and the other, and what happens in that 
process of transfer, translation; and what kind of artistic practice may be best attuned to 
attending to such processes. I pursued this in A Photocopier Manual as to the potential to 
interact with a photocopy plate, exploring if writing constitutes drawing and notions of 

                                                        
1 See also Kraus (1976) on the narcissism of video art, from which she Jonas exempts. 
2  Arguably, with video art, this uncoupling already happened earlier. I have written more about this in the essay for 
an earlier module, Digital Image and Culture, which is available here: 
http://DIC%20Critical%20Essay_Revised%20April%202018_small 
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performativity as drawing; Green (Did I work hard enough), then fell into my hands as a looped 
video. All these works in different ways interrogate the notion of contemporary drawing, in 
particular in relation to lens-based media and the role of my own body as drawing tool. They 
also, as such interrogate the question of site, of venue, of what constitutes the work and who 
and how is it encountered. Doing so, they also resonate with the final observation of this critical 
review. 

As my discussion has shown, Jonas’s construction of audience – in this, her first, live streamed, 
i.e. online-only performance piece, is relatively simple: whoever watches the clip (either then or 
since). The construction of site however is far more complex: it relies on the mediality of the live 
stream, the control enacted within the performance space, the multiple and tightly timed 
projections and her actions. Much, as Jonas concedes and as evidenced by the numerous times 
when the stream buffered, pixelated, stuttered while I was watching, depends on the 
transmission, the gap between the analogue and the digital. In doing so, it relates back to 
Kreider & O’Leary’s notion of a fuzzy, extended, unbounded site.  

These themes then present a series of insights, arising from an engagement with Jonas’s work 
and DwL (2013) in particular, which encouraged me to pursue an interest in an extended field of 
drawing practice, to explore interdisciplinarity within this and be interested in the role ambiguity 
can hold for such practice. 
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