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… the world must be created again in every hour, by each one of us, if not in every 
minute and second. It is the task of the artist to illustrate this process, to organize 
the chaos of the visible world in patterns from which some meaning can emerge.  
 Oscar Kokoschka (Roditi, (1980), p86) 

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. A core part of my 
current practice is centred on my experience of the spaces occupied at Wimbledon by the 
MA Drawing course 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’ (Wickstead, 2008, p16).  

The studios change every day, sometimes even as I am drawing. Each ‘context’ replaces 
and obscures the one that went before, contributing to what the space is now and its 
unique and specific history and character, which is made of everything that happened 
there, as well as what didn’t happen (Massey, 2004, p130). Recording this is inevitably 
about time passing, as one space/time context replaces another, but equally it is about the 
history of the everyday, recording the reality of what happened moment by moment, a kind 
of laying down layer by layer what archaeology later peels away layer by layer. 

This essay will look at the strategies artists have used to record in a single work the impact 
of time and events 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 an 
attempt to identify something about the parameters within which I am working. 

The three works I discuss are all static, not time-based. This is a deliberate choice because I 
want to look at ways of compressing aspects of time into work that does not itself unfold 
through time (other than through the time the viewer chooses to spend with it). Time-
based works themselves, for example most emblematically Christian Marclay’s film The 
Clock (‘The Clock (2010 film)’, 2015), embody time and thus in some ways avoid the issue 
of actually conveying the passage of time and its meaning in purely visual non-time-based 
terms. 

I have chosen three works that could, at first sight, be seen as relating respectively to past, 
present and future, but as the discussion shows, this distinction becomes clouded, if not 
illusory. 

Michael Wesely’s  27.3.1997 - 13.12.1998 Potsdamer Platz, Berlin is a long 
exposure photograph which literally records activity at that site over 21 months. Wesely 
sets up his camera and simply leaves it in place until either circumstances force its 
removal, or he thinks the negative will be fully exposed and unable to receive any more 
data. 
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Berger (2005, p67) writes of the visual being ‘always the result of an unrepeatable, 
momentary encounter’ and of a photograph being ‘static because it has stopped 
time…’ (2005, p70). But this photograph stops time again and again. It contains within 
itself the tracks of time; each moment may be static but the accumulation of moments has 
something of the nature of a film. Wesely says that in contrast to Cartier-Bresson’s search 
for the ‘decisive moment’, he was looking to ‘collect millions of moments in one 
picture’ (Meister, 2004, p9). Jurgen Harten talks about ‘the paradox … of the static 
appearance of moving entities’ in these pictures (Wesely, 2010, p35) , but one might 
equally think of the paradox of the - apparently - moving appearance of what we know in 
everyday life to be static entities, ie buildings. 

Potsdamer Platz is shown not only being, but becoming. It includes buildings which were 
there throughout, appearing as solid structures; buildings which were constructed, as 
newly arrived ghosts, but also the ghosts of structures which were there but no longer exist. 
As Sarah Meister says it ‘evoke[s] simultaneously a vanishing and an emerging 
vista’ (Meister, 2004, p9), an echo of Berger’s suggestion that ‘Appearances, at any given 
moment, are a construction emerging from the debris of everything which has previously 
appeared’ (Berger, 2005, p67). 

The photograph is, at one level, an objective record of changes over time, with what comes 
after being superimposed on what has gone before. Thus it seems to be a record of an 
irrecoverable past. But the way it was made also generates a particular type of layering and 
of selection. Once a part of the negative has been exposed to strong light and has reached 
its maximum, technically possible density, it will produce a white area in the print - 
whatever may have been placed in front of that part of the negative later. But if a part of 

Page !  of !2 7



the negative has been dark for most of the exposure, even a short period of illumination 
will leave its mark and appear in the positive print. (Meister, 2004, p10). The effect of this 
is that in photographs made in this way, the future does not always replace the past. 

Nonetheless, the chief impression is of a record of a succession of past moments, a record 
of changing perceptions. Giacometti’s portraits are often discussed in terms of the 
relationship between the sitter and the space. I want to consider them in terms of what 
they too convey about changing perceptions over time and the compression of many 
moments into one surface, with reference to three images of David Sylvester 1960, 
taken after the 12th, the 19th and the final and 20th sitting. 

The process of sitting for this portrait ended only because he [Sylvester] could no longer 
remain in Paris ( Sylvester, 1995, p130). Giacometti could have carried on, working and 
reworking. Sylvester describes the daily effacing and overpainting but remarks that this 
process was not about moving towards perfection, rather ‘the value of the work done so far 
was in what had been learned in doing it’.  

The impulse behind this compulsive reworking was evident from Giacometti’s earliest 
years as a working artist:  ‘The principal problem was the impossibility of achieving his 
main aim, “to copy exactly appearance”. … his constantly changing impressions of the life 
model …’ (Giacometti: Pure Presence, 2016) According to Charles Juliet, Giacometti 
realised that ‘reality is a fluctuating and elusive mixture of the things we see and the 
emotions their perception generates’ (Juliet, 1986, p80). Thus, each ‘unit of time’ in which 
he sees and experiences the model in a particular way is replaced by another ‘unit of time’ 
in which he sees and experiences differently.  

As he tries to capture in one picture plane these ever-changing perceptions of the sitter, he 
is in effect trying to pin down each moment. He treats each moment of perception as  
equally valid, to be added to or to replace an earlier one, but essentially without their 
sequence being significant. These units of time-perception can’t usefully be separated or 
ordered. 
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Because ‘I can only do by undoing’, as he said (Juliet, 1986, p83), Giacometti made his 
paintings a kind of eternal present moment. Yet, they remain charged with all the previous 
‘present’ moments, and implicitly with the moments that could yet come. 

This sense of the past, present and future within one moment is encapsulated in the Art 
School 2011-12 series of photographs by Paul Winstanley. These are photographs 
of art schools taken when they were empty, between school years. There is an interesting 
path back to Winstanley’s early paintings of underpasses and walkways, usually empty of 
people: places of transition, constantly remade, where anything may yet happen 
(Winstanley, 2000). 

Winstanley notes that when he began the series ‘…the residue of detail and particularities 
came to the fore’ which established them in his mind as very much documentary images. I 
take that to mean images which provide evidence of what has gone on and what could go 
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on here. Winstanley says he wanted to avoid nostalgia: ‘For me, the photographs are in a 
persistent present tense …’ (Winstanley, 2013) but to me this ignores the other tenses that 
palpably live in these spaces. The evidence of previous occupation acts as an indication of 
future use too: chairs placed as though people were recently sitting having a conversation; 
traces of paint framing where a painting was made; partitions creating studio spaces for 
temporary occupants. 

This brings to mind Brian O’Doherty’s idea about studios existing ‘under the sign of 
process, which in turn defines the nature of studio time’: 

Studio time is defined by this mobile cluster of tenses, quotas of pasts embodied in 
completed works … at least one in process occupying a nervous present, through 
which … future plunges into past, a future exerting on the present the pressure of 
unborn ideas. 
(Hoffmann, 2012, p37) 

These art schools may be empty but they still exist in studio time, with the memory of past 
work and the pressure of yet-to-be-born ideas. Jon Thompson suggests that the studios are 
in ‘…a state suspended between past and future, between memory and possibility, without 
showing any clear allegiance to either.’ (Winstanley, 2013)  

Winstanley speaks of the studios as ‘empty spaces, as empty potential’. Maria Fusco sees 
this as ‘an interestingly counterintuitive way to approach production’ (Winstanley, 2013) 
but emptiness as a fertile space is, in fact, a key idea in Gestalt theory. The Gestalt cycle of 
experience explains human behaviour as the way in which we recognise our needs, 
concerns and intentions; deal with them; and then move on. The ‘Fertile Void’ is the point 
in this cycle where one need or sensation has been dealt with and another has not yet taken 
its place (Fraser, 2015). At that moment nothing is unfinished or unresolved, nothing is 
drawing our attention; this moment of equilibrium is an important resting point, allowing 
the emergence of something new. It seems to me that these photographs capture precisely 
that moment. 

The idea that a drawing is always a record of a moment in time that will not recur is 
commonplace; everything happens at one moment in time or another. What links these 
three artists and works, different though they are in many ways, is the flow of moments. Its 
that sense of flow, not the sense of an individual moment, that allows for the evocation of 
something more in these works than is immediately visible on the surface.  

This research has clarified that in my practice a key concern is these shifts from one ‘unit of 
time’ to another. Depicting what is and is not present remains fundamental.  As George 
Kubler remarks, while actuality is ‘a void interval slipping forever through time … yet the 
instant of actuality is all we can ever know directly.’ (Kubler, 1962, p17) But he adds that 
‘we know time only indirectly by what happens in it’. To see time, we need some 
manifestation of actuality - a change, a succession.  

It is the flow of present moments, each with its own actuality, that creates meaning and 
meaning creates a history. In the light of this, new questions arise for my future practice: 

• Recording is a kind of proof of existence, that the moment existed, and I within it. But 
as Kokoschka says, the task is to organise the chaos: so what is the role of repetition 
and selecting, of remembering and forgetting? 

• Is the studio significant for me as a subject? or is the fundamental concern the 
everyday, the familiar-and-easily-overlooked, making the invisible, visible, or,more 
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radically,making the familiar unfamiliar (Buchli and Lucas, 2001, p15) which in the 
context of an art school involves the studio? 

• How can recording be more than just accumulation? How can an archive encourage the 
accessing and sharing of experience? 
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