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The Archaeology of Now: why and how do artists record the passing of time in 
their work? 

At the start of this course I described my work as being about the creation of personal 
space: literally how we construct around us the spaces that we occupy. My current practice 
is centred on the spaces the MA Drawing course occupies at UAL  and how they change as 
we use them. Each drawing I make is a record of a moment in time, or as an archaeologist 
might say, a context: a unit of space and time, ‘ a distinct event in the life of the site’.  

The studios change every day, sometimes even as I am drawing. Each ‘context’ replaces 
and obscures the one that went before. But it still contributes to what the space is now and 
its unique history and character, which is made of what happened there and what didn’t 
happen. 

This is the history of the everyday, laying down what archaeology later peels away layer by 
layer. Establishing and recording the truth of what happened moment by moment.  

This essay will look at the strategies other artists have used to record in a single work the 
impact of time passing moment by moment. I want to try to clarify where my own work 
and concerns sit within this very wide field so I have chosen very different works in 
different media, in an attempt to identify at least something about the parameters within 
which I am working. 

I will examine three works: 

1. Michael Wesely         27.3.1997 - 13.12.1998 Potsdamer Platz, Berlin - a long exposure 
photograph which literally records activity over 21 months. Activities which lasted only 
a relatively short time appear as ghosts; buildings which remained throughout appear 
as solid structures. The photograph appears to be an objective record of changes over 
time but the way it was made also generates a particular type of layering and of 
selection. 

2. Alberto Giacometti Portrait of David Sylvester 1960 - Giacometti’s portraits are 
often discussed in terms of the relationship between the sitter and the space. It is 
possible to consider them also in terms of what they convey about the artist’s changing 
perceptions over time and the compression of many sittings (in this case 20) into one 
surface. 

3. Paul Winstanley       Art School 2011-12 - a series of photographs of art schools taken 
when they were empty, between school year. The publisher describes them as  ‘… 
highlight[ing] the abstraction of the interior…’ with ‘their sterile nature … juxtaposed 
by their intended purpose of fostering intense creativity…’ But they are also spaces 
which record past activity as a context for future activity. 

The idea that a drawing is always a record of a moment in time that will not recur is 
commonplace. But comparing these works will show that the idea of recording the passage 
of units of time can have different meanings for the artist as well as for the viewer.  

My concern with depicting what is and is not present in a ‘unit of time’ and how this shifts 
into another unit of time seems to lie somewhere in the intersection of the concerns 



explored here about the artist’s (subjective) changing perceptions; the (objective) changes 
taking place in the subject; and the implications of potential, what has not yet happened, to 
shape a place. 
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