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8 The Drawing Center was founded in 1977 to meet a need. Martha 
Beck, a junior curator at The Museum of Modern Art, perceived that 
museums like MoMA weren’t interested in exhibiting the work of 
local, emerging artists, let alone drawing, a medium virtually hors 
concours in the contemporary art discourse, not to mention the 
market. Beck rented a storefront in Soho and for our first few years 
The Drawing Center featured group exhibitions of contemporary 
drawing. We were a neighborhood venue, presenting works on paper 
by neighborhood artists. 
	 More than forty years on, our exhibition track record includes 
exhibitions of drawing in all its forms, from tattoo flash and tantric 
drawings, to texts, diagrams, illustrations, and comics. We have 
displayed the drawing collections of great European museums 
and exceptional ones compiled by great artists. Monographs of the 
drawings of some of the best-known artists of the twentieth century, 
like Eva Hesse, joined groundbreaking presentations of lesser known 
postwar icons, like Mira Schendel, on our schedule, which also 
featured exhibitions examining the intersection of photography and 
drawing, and writing and drawing. 
	 As the years passed, group exhibitions of drawings by 
contemporary artists occurred less frequently at The Drawing 
Center. As Soho morphed from a neighborhood of artists’ studios and 
galleries to one of luxury residences and high-end retail, as museums 
and markets woke up to the cultural and economic potential of the 
art of the moment, and as our institution became better known and 
more ambitious, putting together a contemporary art showcase 
became a more competitive and more loaded proposition. 
	 Earlier this year, as a viral pandemic swept through New York 
City and the world, closing The Drawing Center and virtually 

100 Points of Light 
to Pierce the Darkness
Laura Hoptman
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everything else, cultural organizations were left to face multiple 
economic and programming challenges. In a period of crises 
that have threatened the very existence of The Drawing Center, 
the largest and most confounding problem by far has been a 
fundamental one: how to reinforce our own relevance to an audience 
menaced by disease, threatened by economic hardship, and riven  
by upheaval and painful manifestations of deep-seated inequities at 
every level of society. 
	 When faced with the prospect of reopening our facility  
after half a year of closure, nearly a million deaths around the 
world, and chaotic national politics, we chose to return to our roots.  
100 Drawings from Now is the result: an exhibition of drawings made 
this year by a cohort of international artists. Not a manifesto for 
particular trends, formal tropes, or points of view, this exhibition 
is something of a core sample of artistic voices, revealing myriad 
distinct layers of drawing activity, from photo-based figuration to 
text-based conceptualism. 
	 As I have written elsewhere, one of the key characteristics of 
late-twentieth and early-twenty-first-century contemporary art 
is its stylistic eclecticism. Thanks to a revolution in information 
accessibility, artists have had the chance to broadly mine art 
history, trying on styles like costumes, and endorsing ideologies 
by emulating artistic points of view. In the 1980s, critics identified 
the appropriation of stylistic languages and motifs as a strategy to 
undermine the hegemony of the art historical teleology that mapped 
the “progress” of visual culture exclusively through European 
and American art. Today, in the second decade of the twenty-first 
century, postmodern eclecticism has grown from a strategy of irony 
and critique to a veritable marker of this strange and stylistically 
unoriginal time in contemporary American visual culture. As 
a result, contemporary group exhibitions can seem like romps 
through Western art history: expressionist abstractions abide next 
to figuration carefully drawn from the model, and studio portraiture 
in the vein of Rembrandt or Alice Neel vies with digitally printed 
likenesses. Systems-based drawings and text pieces hang next to 
collages, montages, and assemblages. 100 Drawings from Now is no 
different. If it didn’t present a picture of what participating artist 
Cole Lu calls “this looted, ventriloquized earth,” it wouldn’t be from 
this cultural moment. 
	 But the works in this show do seem to have something else in 
common beyond the date of their creation and their stylistic variety. 
To a one they exhibit a confidence in the medium of drawing as 
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a viable platform of expression and, in many cases, as reported 
by the artists, as the platform of expression in a historic moment 
challenging in itself for creative pursuits. It might be impossible  
to record for posterity this period of isolation and peril, uncertainty 
and strict rules to follow as if our lives depended upon them. 
What artists in 2020 are drawing is not necessarily as compelling 
as the fact that so many of them have turned to drawing, in 
many instances, above all other mediums. The British artist Ed 
Atkins speculates that artists are turning to drawing because it is 
“durationally feasible.”1 Other artists cite issues of mobility and space 
that have focused them on their drawing practices. Still others point 
to their own isolation and the meditative quality of this famously 
immediate medium. But as the anecdotal evidence of these 100 
drawings indicates, artists have turned to the drawing medium in 
2020 for convenience, but also for solace. Self-portraits reinforce 
selfhood; portraits remind us of love and community. Depictions 
of classical memento mori, like skulls and flowers at their peak 
bloom, are meditations on the fleeting period of youth, and fantastic 
landscapes are intimations of dreams and the freeing force of the 
imagination. Relatively few artists have chosen to depict the actual 
virus: those works that feature the chillingly familiar orb adorned 
with spikes are joined by other drawings that depict narratives of 
physical illness or mental disquiet. For some artists, like Nicolás 
Guagnini, their recent drawings serve as diaristic records of their 
time in quarantine, a “catalog of different figures and positions: 
asymptomatic, super-spreader, moment of contagion, etc.” For 
others, like Fred Tomaselli, making drawings during this time was 
both an exercise in documentation, a “deep dive into events as they 
were happening,” while at the same time, “an act of forgetting as  
I lost myself in the process of making [them].” For many, the act of 
drawing was a kind of therapy, or antidote to isolation. “I’m drawing 
now,” Torkwase Dyson admits, “because I need to.”
	 Helen Marten muses that at this special moment in history 
“perhaps drawing is something like the drama inside language, the 
crowd or chorus that gathers at the edges and never stays still.” In 
the great tradition of group exhibitions of new work by living artists 
at The Drawing Center, 100 Drawings provides a platform, if not a 
megaphone, for a clamor of voices—100 positions on the aesthetic, 
political, geographical, and generational spectrum, speaking directly 

1	 This, and all subsequent artists’ quotations, are excerpted from pages 144–171 in 
the present volume.
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to our viewers with nary a frame nor a glass or Plexi barrier between 
our eyes and each work. A gesture of radical democratization in the 
annals of exhibition design, this thrilling experiment in “naked” 
display is meant to promote intense looking and encourage acts 
of real time connoisseurship. We hope that many of you will visit 
this exhibition in person, masked, distanced, and by appointment, 
or online. We are sure that our visitors, like us, will be uplifted by 
what is a veritable tsunami of drawing creativity on the walls of The 
Drawing Center, displayed because of, and more importantly, despite 
the human crises that are keeping us apart, on edge, and uncertain 
of our near future. 100 Drawings from Now is our institution’s act of 
faith in the future of our city, our country, our world, and a gesture 
of homage and gratitude to the artists whose work unfailingly 
continues to light our way in this dark period. 
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14 At the beginning, before we understood the physical and economic 
devastation the Covid-19 pandemic would wreak, many people in 
the art world, including myself, experienced an initial wave of relief. 
Does this stay-at-home order mean I don’t have to get on a plane 
and travel to give that lecture? Will I no longer have to attend that 
opening dinner or indeed any event in the immediate future?  
Can I wear pajamas all day?
	 This initial euphoria was quickly tempered however by a nagging 
question: What do I do now? As Zadie Smith eloquently muses in 
her newly-released essay collection penned during lockdown, those 
of us who are not essential workers were suddenly faced with an 
unaccustomed amount of time on our hands.1 Indeed, for many, one 
of the most jarring effects of lockdown was an acute awareness of 
time—both its vast and inherently limited nature—as day followed 
repetitive day. This time also provided ample opportunity to reflect 
on the relative value of what we “do,” forcing us to consider what 
constitutes a life truly lived versus simply pursued. Soon enough, the 
reality of our new virtual existence set in and digital engagements 
replaced participatory ones. Still, without the usual busyness  
and external demands, the question became: What defines authentic 
engagement? Where does true meaning lie?
	 Visual artists had their own unique set of challenges. Separated 
in many cases from their studios and assistants, faced with 
exhibitions being indefinitely postponed or cancelled outright, they 
were left wondering what or whom their art was for. In this climate, 
many returned to fundamentals. Drawing made a resurgence as 

Staying Present
Claire Gilman

1	 Zadie Smith, “Something to Do,” in Intimations (New York: Penguin Books, 
2020), 19–28. 
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artists took up pen, pencil, and paper and applied themselves to 
their immediate surroundings. Once again, drawing showed itself  
to be that most adaptable of art forms, a medium that can be 
pursued anywhere, by anyone, with limited material resources.  
The result, simple drawings of simple subjects. Here, I’m thinking 
of Amy Sillman and Hugo McCloud’s flower drawings; Samson 
Young’s desk arrangement and Paul Chan’s studio image; Francisco 
Clemente’s oceanscape; Hadi Fallahpisheh’s drawing of a domestic 
play scene; as well as Cecily Brown’s drawings after found images 
from art history and Curtis Talwst Santiago’s ode to the healing 
power of nature in a watercolor of a streetgoer that reads, “If the  
sun shines, then I’m fine.” 
	 But I would argue that the impulse to draw during times of 
trauma is ultimately motivated by something more innate; something 
to do with what artist Torkwase Dyson refers to as the medium’s 
“at-handness.” Dyson asserts: “I’m drawing now because I need 
to… Moving back and forth from my tiny apartment in Harlem to a 
larger space in Newburgh, New York, has really opened up the idea 
of what’s at hand. Drawing in this moment is taking me through 
what I have on hand in my apartment, without the infrastructure of 
the studio. This ‘at-handness’ is calming in this moment of violence 
and isolation. The process feels monastic.”2 In one sense, Dyson is 
referencing proximity, the fact that drawing allows her to create from 
what is immediately around her. And yet “at-handness” necessarily 
refers more broadly to the drawn gesture, to drawing’s foundation in 
the act of touch, and to the way in which touch provides a necessary 
rooting. Again and again, when asked about what it is like to make 
work now, and the role that drawing plays in this effort, artists 
have vocalized a similar quest for self-centering. Consider William 
Kentridge: “It seems to me that any attempt to have a definitive 
interpretation of what the pandemic means is a way of trying to 
understand and to land somewhere… In general, it’s been far more 
hours of quiet drawing, of being on my own—which has been kind of 
marvelous.”3 Or Nathaniel Mary Quinn: “The works bear the weight 
of internalized acceptance of the world’s current state while I pursue 

2	 Torkwase Dyson, “Bird and Lava,” Artist Statement, 2020, https://www.
torkwasedyson.com/bird-and-lava.

3	 William Kentridge quoted in Sarah Douglas, “In Lockdown, Artist William 
Kentridge Makes Sense of the World Through Solitary Drawing,” Artnews, May 
13, 2020, https://artnews.com/art-news/artists/william-kentridge-drawing-
lockdown-1202687051/.
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accepting it, letting go of it, dismantling concepts of control,  
and becoming as present as humanly possible.”4 And Paul Chan:  
“The thing, the goal, is simply used to reawaken the wonder, 
courage, and resilience it takes to be fully present in the face of  
all that is hostile and indifferent.”5
	 This inward shift is visually evident in the turn to self-portraiture 
by artists like Marcus Jamahl, Karl Haendel, and Mounira Al Solh,  
as well as in Shara Hughes’s landscape entitled Self-Reflection, 
Christian Quin Newell’s memory image, and Meriem Bennani’s 
devastatingly funny, comic-book rendering of a therapy session 
starring her signature lizards. It is also apparent in a profound 
anxiety about the vulnerability of bodies that manifests itself 
in images like Camille Henrot’s Out for a Walk, a delicate rendering 
of two transparent bodies that explores our newly heightened 
awareness of the permeable border between ourselves and others, 
and Rina Banerjee’s evocatively-titled watercolor portrait, Droplets 
and decisions carpeted her expression on surface while in mind 
triangular apprehensions, a distaste for isolation melted as survivors 
hypnotized by sickness climbed out of Central Park. 
	 To make too much of subject matter is, however, to miss the 
point. Because, as the artists in 100 Drawings repeatedly indicate, 
what feels essential now is less what one depicts than how one 
depicts it, through the simple act of stopping, focusing, and paying 
attention. Moreover, this “monastic” self-centering should not 
be confused with a capitulation to separation. Rather, there is no 
more intimate way of responding to the world than by recreating 
it through the felt gesture, through Dyson’s “handness,” or Koak’s 
appeal to touch—“And to feel myself, I have to feel where we touch.”6 
Because if we cannot physically touch the other, at least in drawing 
we can experience “the will to touch,”a desire that asserts our 
sustained relationship with the world even in our isolation.7 Indeed, 
cultivating self-presence confirms that we are here and ready for 

4	 Nathaniel Mary Quinn, “Nathaniel Mary Quinn Won’t Succumb to Mediocrity,” 
interview by Eliza Jordan, Whitewall, June 24, 2020, https://www/whitewall.art/
art/nathaniel-mary-quinn-wont-succumb-to-mediocrity.

5	 Paul Chan, “Letter to Young Artists During a Global Pandemic,” 4Columns,  
May 15, 2020, https://4columns.org/chan-paul/letter-to-young-artists-during-a-
global-pandemic.

6	 Koak, “Return to Feeling,” Artist statement on the occasion of the exhibition 
Return to Feeling at Altman Siegel, San Francisco, March 5–April 18, 2020.

7	 This phrase is taken from Jacques Rancière, The Ignorant Schoolmaster:  
Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation, trans. and with an introduction by 
Kristin Ross (Stanford, CA: Stanford UP, 1991), 54.
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action even if we don’t yet know what action to take. And we need 
this readiness more than ever as frustration over life’s disruption 
has given way to fear for our loved ones and fellow citizens, to rage 
over a seemingly unbreakable cycle of police brutality and racial 
inequity. To paraphrase Dyson again, faced with the most recent 
state-sanctioned murders of Black bodies, she felt the need for some 
kind of emotional and physical immediacy: “I turned to drawing 
because I needed to embody what it meant to stay alive, to touch, 
and stay grounded.”8 For Dyson and others, turning inward does not 
mean turning away from the world. Rather, as Paul Chan observes 
in his “recipe” for how to cope during these tumultuous times, 
being attuned to ourselves is a precondition for understanding our 
inherent connectedness: “Take a seat in your place…Pay attention to 
how these newly discovered aspects belong to your place as much as 
you do. Then, acknowledge that you belong to this empirical world.”9 
And in the words of Rashid Johnson, “[Now] we’re all restricted in 
some way. And that’s humbling, for people who believed they could 
do whatever they wanted, that’s just not the case anymore. Because 
you are responsible to other humans.”10 
	 Dyson, who has been drawing while listening to books and 
podcasts—as she puts it, to stories about “lives lived with the purpose 
of love and freedom”—did not find quarantine isolating: “I feel a 
collective presence in my studio even in this moment of distance.…  
I feel a chorus in my space of solitude and I’m making because 
of it.”11 Similarly, many of the artists in 100 Drawings have been 
exploring and depicting new forms of togetherness: Sam Messer 
and Rochelle Feinstein’s Zoom portraits of each other, Amy Bravo’s 
delicate pastel featuring two imaginary friends, and Larissa De Jesús 
Negrón’s testament to collective grieving. In this spirit, Johnson 
explains the spontaneous evolution of his Anxious Men series 
from black to red crayon. For all their original specificity as “stark 
black characters against sharp white backgrounds,” the shift from 
black to red made Johnson realize that the intention behind these 

8	 Dyson, conversation with Robert Shane, The New Social Environment #75, 
The Brooklyn Rail, June 30, 2020, https://brooklynrail.org/events/2020/06/30/
torkwase-dyson-with-robert-shane/.

9	 This text by Paul Chan was posted on Greene Naftali’s website on April 14, 2020, 
and is no longer accessible. 

10	 Rashid Johnson, quoted in M.H. Miller, “Two Exhibitions Respond to Art in the 
Age of Anxiety and Distance,” The New York Times, April 24, 2020, https://www.
nytimes.com/2020/04/24/t-magazine/george-condo-rashid-johnson-art.html.

11	 Dyson, “Bird and Lava.”
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portraits of collective fear and anxiety was always to “encapsulate 
everybody.”12 100 Drawings from Now amplifies Dyson and Johnson’s 
chorus, showing the myriad ways in which drawing can act as a vital 
connective force and as an assertion of our humanity in the face of 
pain, anger, and injustice. For to return to the existential question 
about time spent, what is essential is not what we are doing at every 
moment, but how we do it. What is essential is the strength and 
dedication we bring to every gesture we make and that we remain 
present in our commitment to each other and to the world.

12	 Johnson in Miller, “Two Exhibitions Respond to Art in the Age of Anxiety and 
Distance.”



19On the third Saturday of March of this year I woke up feeling 
anxious, yet again. It had been just over a week since I last rode the 
subway to work and five days since all nonessential businesses—
including museums—had been shut down. The evening before, all 
New York residents had been instructed to stay at home unless 
absolutely necessary. My friends and colleagues who had somewhere 
to flee to—relatives’, friends’, or weekend homes—had already left  
the city. The Drawing Center’s offices had been disembodied into  
the digital ether; we held our first virtual staff meeting earlier that 
week with colleagues joining from all over the country. Even if  
I had been willing to take the health risk, flying to Buenos Aires  
to shelter in place with my own family wasn’t a possibility because  
as a “nonimmigrant alien,” I couldn’t risk the chance I would  
be unable to reenter the country due to new travel restrictions.  
I wasn’t going anywhere. 
	 Still, in some ways I felt relieved since I was deeply immersed 
in preparations for an upcoming exhibition; working remotely 
meant, in theory, that I had more time for the quiet, solitary work of 
researching and writing, but I found it nearly impossible to focus on 
anything but the unfolding health crisis. I was buoyed by watching as 
many art institutions rapidly adapted to the situation—shutting their 
physical doors and opening digital portals to a plethora of online 
initiatives and programs for the general public. They shifted in what 
seemed like the blink of an eye from places for the exhibition and 
care of objects to places that engage with and serve communities.1 

Structures of Feeling
Rosario Güiraldes

1	 For more on this topic, see: Alex Marshall, “What Is a Museum? A Dispute  
Erupts Over a New Definition,” The New York Times, August 6, 2020,  
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/06/arts/what-is-a-museum.html.
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2	 Claire Gilman, Rosario Güiraldes, Laura Hoptman, Isabella Kapur,  
Duncan Tomlin, “A Note from the Curators,” in The Pencil is a Key: Drawings  
by Incarcerated Artists (New York: The Drawing Center: 2019), 11.

3	 Dodie Kazanjian, “What Does the Art World Look Like Now?,” Vogue, April 27, 
2020, https://www.vogue.com/article/art-world-post-covid. 

Similarly, I felt a growing sense of responsibility to reconsider the 
practice of care in my work as a curator, and looked for ways to both 
acknowledge the often dangerous caregiving required of essential 
workers and to reach outward and connect with those in my own 
community, despite the physical limitations.
	 What is the role of art, and the role of drawing in particular— 
if any—during periods of crisis? To begin to answer this question, 
I returned to the work that my co-curators and I had done a year 
before for The Drawing Center’s exhibition The Pencil Is a Key: 
Drawings by Incarcerated Artists. We posited that the abundance of 
drawing by incarcerated artists can be explained not only by the 
relative accessibility of drawing materials in forced confinement, but 
by drawing’s unique ability to allow “the mind and the self to rise 
above circumstances that seek to make the individual feel less than 
human.”2 While I am not expressing an exact equivalency between 
the experience of freedom denial and that of voluntary self-isolation, 
the existential reasons to choose drawing over other forms of visual 
expression within restricted conditions could be perhaps transposed 
to the broadest definition of crisis. Acting on the primal, instinctual, 
and universal impulse of putting pencil to paper—activating ones 
mind through drawing—is a tangible way for human beings to 
understand and respond to the experience of physical confinement, 
fear, and uncertainty, and to embellish reality and create beauty  
as a way to endure unbearable situations. Drawing can also mobilize 
support and raise awareness of pressing issues. In these ways, 
drawing does appear to achieve an essential character during 
moments of crisis: that which artist Elizabeth Colomba described  
as an “unnecessary essential.”3
	 It was with those thoughts in mind that I conceived and began 
a daily drawing series on Instagram that morning in March. I called 
it “One Drawing a Day,” a simple construct that provided constancy 
where there was otherwise none. Over the next eighty-three days, 
I posted images of drawings by artists whose work I find exciting 
and inspiring; artists who, through drawing, look critically at their 
societies and histories, and, in doing so, reform these histories in 
the present; artists who have helped me understand what drawing 
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4	 Siddhartha Mitter, “This Puerto Rican Sculptor Meets Disaster With Spirit,” 
The New York Times, April 1, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/01/arts/
design/daniel-lind-ramos-art-virtual-tour.html.

is and can be; artists whose drawings are raw and direct. I wrote 
and posted mostly about drawings that clarify, drawings that set up 
new possibilities. I shared them in an attempt to connect with and 
nourish my community. I began with a drawing by Argentine artist, 
poet, writer, activist, and community organizer Fernanda Laguna, 
whose first major exhibition of drawings will be held at The Drawing 
Center in 2021. Fernanda had explained to me that that particular 
drawing was part of a series she made at a difficult time in her life in 
order to challenge her negative thoughts, conjure her desires, and 
make them manifest. Thinking and writing about drawing, as well as 
reflecting its role, likewise became my daily affirmation.
	 I was not alone in this, and watched as many artists also turned 
to drawing during lockdown. That The Drawing Center should 
organize an exhibition of drawings made “now,” during this period 
of isolation and unrest, soon became evident to my co-curators and 
me as we witnessed an undeniable surge in drawing. This can be 
partly explained, again, by the fact that drawing materials are more 
readily available than, for example, painting materials, sculpture 
tools, or sophisticated video equipment. Many artists found it 
difficult to access their studios and were no longer able to work with 
assistants and fabricators. But more profoundly, the abundance  
of drawing seemed to come from the need to adapt and respond— 
to submerge into events as they were happening or, conversely, 
escape via the activity of artmaking, a form of reimagining. 
	 Puerto Rican artist Daniel Lind-Ramos metabolized his present 
circumstance by making art with the materials he had on hand 
while quarantined at a rented apartment in East Harlem, unable to 
return to his home in Loíza, where he typically works in sculpture 
[PL. 50]. “We have to take everything that is within our reach to create 
images,” he explained. “I’m not in my studio, but I have paper, pens, 
pencils. So I can react to the situation.” Transforming catastrophic 
events into strong images is something that he is used to as a Black 
Puerto Rican artist who has survived Hurricane Maria and a decade 
of Puerto Rico’s financial debacle: “You can create images that are 
not complicated to build—but that doesn’t mean that they won’t be 
strong and won’t reach a lot of people. There’s a big power there.”4 
Similarly, Cauleen Smith recalibrated her understanding of the 
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crises through her ongoing Covid Manifesto project: a modest series 
of drawings made with vigorous strokes of graphite on yellow and 
fuchsia notepads. The word-based images consist of short, personal 
opinions, as well as reflections on the simple pleasures of domestic 
life, all seen through the lens of cultural politics [PL. 40]. The impetus 
and vigor in the strokes of Smith’s handwriting underscore the 
messages’ demand for immediate attention. Like the meaning of the 
language itself, the drawings feel urgent, unmediated, raw. 
	 For the artist collective comprised of Amy Lien and Enzo 
Camacho, drawing is a practical tool to envision shared freedom 
and to mobilize assistance for those that are structurally 
oppressed—especially the families of plantation workers in Negros 
in the Philippines [PL. 15]. During quarantine, Lien and Camacho 
experimented with papermaking techniques using leftover food 
scraps and discarded materials as a way to, in the artists’ words, 
“imagine ecological liberation through material play.”5 Drawing is 
a vehicle to escape the body and the systems it occupies, to remove 
oneself from the present situation, and to allow introspection, as 
in the case of Mika Rottenberg’s humorous and absurd drawings, 
Nicola Tyson’s enigmatic pencil landscapes, and Sonia Gomes’s 
meditative drawings [PLS. 11, 104, 92]. Conversely, for some artists, 
drawing emerged as a natural consequence of slowing down during 
confinement. Mexican-born artist Aliza Nisenbaum, for example,  
has explained that, without a supply of canvas or the possibility 
of seeing subjects (whom she typically paints from life), she found 
herself honing her approach to portraiture by revisiting older 
paintings through drawing [PL. 38]. 
	 At the end of May the nature of the crisis shifted dramatically 
with the brutal murder of George Floyd by a police officer in 
Minneapolis. In the wake of yet another instance of state-sanctioned 
violence and racism, the Black Lives Matter movement galvanized 
across the country with protests and uprisings. The circumstances 
and considerations for organizing our show—which was to examine 
the role of drawing in the present—immediately and decisively 
changed. We had to recalibrate the framing of the show and our 
understanding of the terms “crisis” and “now,” while simultaneously 
attempting to find ground for solidarity and connection, both as 
individuals and as a team. It is understood that the notion of critical 
distance—the space required to remain impartial and detached  

5	 Amy Lien, e-mail to the author, July 31, 2020. 
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from our own presuppositions and from our own sociohistorical 
context—is central to our work as curators and art historians who 
study the lives of artists and the artifacts they make. But how can  
we possibly aim at impartiality and detachment when we are not 
only thinking and reflecting while experiencing events in real time, 
but when detachment and impartiality are precisely what puts  
the lives of the most “vulnerable and disenfranchised in society”  
at risk? We had to work with “a different lens, giving up on claims  
of authority and objectivity.”6 
	 Critic and activist Brian Holmes defines “the aesthetics of 
crisis” as “the forms through which an emergent process of social 
change becomes perceptible and sensible.” Holmes refers to the 
ways in which artworks can evoke a “structure of feeling”—a term 
that he borrows from the late theorist Raymond Williams—which is 
constituted by the ways in which artworks can sometimes articulate 
that which we cannot, or that which we struggle to describe with 
language.7 Holmes points to the importance of representation in 
the realm of the political, inasmuch as, in order to address matters 
in society and ultimately transform them, we first have to learn 
how to represent these matters aesthetically. Following Holmes, 
then, central to the process of social self-alteration of societies and 
individuals is the construction of a structure of feeling. Even though 
100 Drawings from Now does not deal with any given aesthetics other 
than the one resulting from the 2020 time marker and the drawing 
lens, an aesthetics of crisis has certainly emerged. It is comprised of 
the multiple ways in which artists have taken up drawing in order 
to create images that represent our unarticulated thoughts around 
notions of care, equity, community, and inclusion, and which, in 
turn, reflect the conditions of the present multiple crises, but also, 
perhaps, provides evidence that artists will continue to make art,  
to draw, no matter what.
	 Curating an exhibition of drawings made during and about  
the mounting crises, while simultaneously experiencing these  
crises as individuals, and working at an institution at a moment 
during which institutions are being tasked to, in the words of  

6	 Yesomi Umolu, “On the Limits of Care and Knowledge: 15 Points Museums  
Must Understand to Dismantle Structural Injustice,” Artnet, June 25, 2020, 
https://news.artnet.com/opinion/limits-of-care-and-knowledge-yesomi-umolu-
op-ed-1889739.

7	 Brian Holmes, “The aesthetics of crisis: Art in arrested democracies,” Eurozine, 
June 17, 2015, https://www.eurozine.com/the-aesthetics-of-crisis/#footnote-2.
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curator Yesomi Umolu, “acknowledg[e] the genealogy of violence 
and injustice” and “unlearn the practices and behaviors that have 
emerged from this condition, and seek to build anew along antiracist 
and decolonized lines,” has been, and continues to be, an incredible 
challenge and an extraordinary responsibility, but as a non-collecting 
institution dedicated to the most intimate, accessible, and universal 
medium, I believe that we are in a unique position to build ourselves 
anew.8 I hope that this exhibition, at the very least, will offer some 
of the radical thinking and imagination, the structure of feeling, that 
we all need right now.

8	 Umolu, “On the Limits of Care and Knowledge.”



252020 is a bad year. The Covid-19 pandemic and the US government’s 
abysmal response to it have trapped many of us in our homes, and 
tasked others with the dangerous work of keeping communities 
fed and healthy while under constant threat of deadly illness and 
economic disaster. The essential work of protesting police brutality 
and racial inequity has been met with violence and vitriol. Most 
everyone is dealing, to varying degrees, with a crushing reality— 
one that reminds us that our bodies are fragile, and dictates how  
we move through the world in ways we might rather forget.
	 During this time, marked by widespread illness and increased 
racial consciousness, many have been prompted to become more 
acutely aware of their own bodies and their physical relationships to 
others. Every walk is a dance to avoid giving or contracting the virus 
from passersby. People with whom we used to comfortably share 
space—friends, loved ones, and coworkers—may now spark extreme 
fear. We are forced by instances of police brutality and the racial and 
economic facets of the Covid crisis to contemplate, sometimes for 
the billionth time and sometimes for the first, how race, skin color, 
and health status place us on a sliding scale of situational danger. 
And of course, regular face-to-face interactions are supplanted 
by dependence on devices, shifting the status of technology from 
supplementary to essential. The artists in this exhibition do not 
universally speak to one experience during this period, but  
a significant subset do meditate on the body, physical place, and 
interpersonal relationships, which provides a glimpse of how  
these artists are thinking about the fragility and complexity of  
their own bodies during this time.

Out of Body Out of Mind
Isabella Kapur
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Portraiture, as a genre that allows us to interrogate how we perceive 
each other and how we present ourselves, is well-matched to the 
exploration of this new extreme bodily awareness. Nathaniel Mary 
Quinn, R. Crumb, Marcus Jahmal, and Aliza Nisenbaum capture real 
life visages with varying techniques, connecting to themselves and 
the people around them through their work. R. Crumb presents a 
very honest line-drawn portrait of himself, capturing his body in 
this moment [PL. 74]. Aliza Nisenbaum, who usually draws and paints 
from life, with her subjects in the room, was forced to find new ways 
of working, including returning to and abstracting older portraits 
[PL. 38]. In both cases, the artists take a candid look at how bodies, 
and their own bodies’ ability to draw, exist in this particular time. 
Nathaniel Mary Quinn’s fragmented face [PL. 47], compiled from 
the disparate parts that make up the subject in Quinn’s mind, pulls 
on the artist’s own memory and present impulses, marrying his 
preestablished way of working with the current moment, much like 
Nisenbaum’s approach.
	  Rina Banerjee has explored the body in global space and 
international biological agents since early in her career. One of a 
series of portraits, Banerjee’s Droplets and decisions carpeted her 
expression on surface while in mind triangular apprehensions, a distaste 
for isolation melted as survivors hypnotized by sickness climbed out of 
Central Park, uses acrylic, ink, and collage to create a face alive with 
texture, color, and pattern, much of it amoeba-like in nature [PL. 43]. 
A mosaic of black-and-white striped paper, washes of acrylic, fly-away 
hairs, and teardrops traveling up and down the face make visible the 
inescapable organic reality of our bodies—the presence of viruses, 
bacteria, sweat, oil, and hair. The vibrant purple of the background, 
added to the work in July as New York temperatures rose into the 
nineties, is reflective of the sweltering heat.1 
	 In Camille Henrot’s Out for a Walk, two figures mirror each other 
as they stroll towards the right side of the page, one appearing to be 
nude, the other with visible internal organs [PL. 18]. Delicate lines  
of red create the nerves or capillaries that pool at the leading figure’s 
feet, emphasizing the effort of the walk, while the two figures just 
barely touch, linked by the following figure’s nipple. These points 
of contact make subtle physical moments not only visible, but 
tangible to the viewer. By articulating the sensitivity of the figures’ 
bodies, Henrot mimics the reality of existing in a body with many 

1	 Rina Banerjee, e-mail to the author, July 27, 2020.
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points of responsiveness and awareness. This feels familiar in an 
environment where simply brushing past another body might spark 
anxiety. Explicit physicality and anatomy is at work again as Annette 
Messager presents a skeletal parent and child, tapping into the  
way the present situation provokes an undeniable fear of mortality 
[PL. 55], and as Steven Holl presents a pair of lungs labeled “Mystery 
of Force? Takes your breath away,” a similarly direct reference to  
the respiratory impact of Covid-19 [PL. 19]. 
	 Nicolás Guagnini’s “scientific illustrations on acid,” developed  
as semi-automatic exercises in processing the pandemic, reflect  
on bodily experience during this time on two levels [PL. 77]. Both 
the practice of drawing and the content of Guagnini’s contribution, 
Asymptomatic Disbelievers, are equal parts personal and alien. The 
automatic process of making lines, gently shading, and following 
where this action leads, demonstrates the cathartic experience of 
drawing, a way of both connecting to the body through making 
and detaching from an overtaxed mind. The amorphous pathways 
that make up a warped pair of lungs in Asymptomatic Disbelievers, 
meanwhile, strike a similar balance between recognizable organ 
and alien structure. In fact, the accounts of many of the artists in 
this exhibition are testaments to the security that drawing provides 
during chaos, both mentally and, for some artists, financially.
Cecily Brown’s work, like Guagnini’s semi-automatic process, is  
a reminder of the grounding physical practice of drawing. Brown’s 
study of Frans Snyders’s Still Life with Dead Game, Fruits, and 
Vegetables in a Market (1614) presents a mass of game meat, bloodless 
severed animal parts piled high in a gracefully drawn scene of 
violence and death [PL. 60]. Subtle patches of red watercolor bleed 
into the shadows of the otherwise colorless figures, a change from 
the cacophonous colors of Snyders’s work that allows the weight  
and form of the flesh on the table to shift into focus. Brown shows us 
two things to be consumed, taken in, and experienced physically—
art and food—complicating the inherent comfort of both with her 
choice of subject. Of course, drawing isn’t the only salve for anxiety, 
isolation, frustration, and fear: Katherine Bernhardt renders Xanax 
and cigarettes in a repeat pattern, evidence of attempts to calm the 
body and mind in other ways [PL. 89].
	 Whether consuming, contracting, or distracting, these drawings 
tease out relationships between our interior and exterior worlds. 
Shara Hughes’s description of a recent self-portrait provides a telling 
take on this relationship: “There’s what’s happening inside the 
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‘head shape’ and what’s happening outside. It all fits together, but 
everything is tight and fighting for its voice.... I keep telling myself to 
make something, but I don’t know how, and each day I say, ‘Today 
I will start.’ But I just don’t. I think my portrait reflects something 
almost like tectonic plates within my own isolated body, rubbing up 
against each other, agitated and caged.”2 Here, Hughes presents a 
vibrant landscape with a river running off to an abrupt end, defined 
by the artist as the only way in or out of the space of the drawing [PL. 

98].3 The confinement she experiences, comprised of agitation and 
physical restriction, is a hallmark of the lockdown era.
	 Vulnerability, anxiety, and comfort also emerge as themes in 
the work of artists reflecting on racial violence in the United States 
during this period, often building on explorations of these themes 
in years prior. Deborah Roberts’s You look so much better if you smile 
features a Black girl pieced together with fragments of faces and 
bodies found in magazines and other publications [PL. 72]. The girl 
has an ambiguously neutral expression on her face, one eye gazing 
up in what could be exasperation or concern, lips set in a line. Her 
cheerful, patterned clothing, paired with the tiara in her hand, 
provides a strong impression of what, rather than the aggressive title 
statement, might actually make her happy. Roberts has observed 
that, “Black women start as vulnerable as anyone else. But society 
puts so much on us that you have to grow up fast to take on this role 
as protector-of-self before any other girl...We have seen images of 
beautiful and successful black women, and we know that we have to 
get there, but how does it start? ... There has to be someone looking 
at the vulnerability of black women.”4 The girl in Roberts’ work, 
given a complex emotional existence by the artist, demonstrates this 
vulnerability in her shifting expression, the subtle moment where 
one foot worries over the other, and the blend of adult hands with 
the shape and clothing of a child, forced to protect her interior and 
exterior self while too young. She becomes a powerful reminder 
that Black women and girls are being forced to unfairly shoulder 
the burden of physically caring for others and educating others on 
matters of racial inequity, all while withstanding the grief and fear 

2	 Shara Hughes, interviewed by Dodie Kazanjian, “What Does the Art  
World Look Like Now,” Vogue, April 27, 2020, https://www.vogue.com/ 
article/art-world-post-covid.

3	 Shara Hughes, artist statement provided in e-mail with the author, July 25, 2020.
4	 Deborah Roberts, interviewed by Antwaun Sargent, “The Artist Changing  

the Face of Black Girlhood,” Vice, March 6, 2018, https://www.vice.com/en_us/
article/59kapb/the-artist-changing-the-face-of-black-girlhood.
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that comes with the disproportionate loss of individuals in their 
communities to the pandemic and to incessant racial violence.
	 Lavar Munroe’s personal approach to the era resonates with 
the political moment as well. Munroe created his drawing on the 
envelope in which his citizenship confirmation letter, signed by 
President Trump, was delivered to him [PL. 39]. On this envelope 
Munroe presents his response: a portrait of a Black man sliced on 
the neck and cheek, bleeding from both the eyes and the nose, and 
with a forehead wound of exposed red paper. The drawn and real 
life adhesive bandages barely cover the neck wound, an actual gash 
in the paper, while Munroe has only partially sewn up the cheek 
wound, letting the needle and thread dangle, abandoned. A pattern 
of dots, hairs, and pimples defines the man’s face, serving much 
the same function as similar features in Rina Banerjee’s portrait, 
evidence of human physicality and frailty. Munroe’s sunken-eyed, 
corpse-like figure is a blunt rebuttal to a letter from a president 
and administration who have mismanaged a pandemic, stoked 
xenophobia, and encouraged white nationalist violence. In the past, 
Munroe has used the same detailed, sensitive shading and material 
buildup to present scenes both joyful and violent. Emaciated bodies 
and figures experiencing violence are not new to his work, which  
has also included snarling dogs, dripping red paint, and fine lines  
of red piercing bodies like the laser sight from a gun.
	 Indeed, many of the artists featured in this volume were 
working within the same themes before the pandemic and the latest 
wave of social and political unrest. The physical threats and bodily 
experiences that have been exaggerated by this era were already 
present, symptoms of persistent political, social, and economic issues. 
The evidence is in the work on view in this exhibition. Ultimately, 
the value of this new work is in helping us understand not simply our 
bodies, experiences, and relationships during a difficult moment  
in time, but also how those experiences can be traced through time. 
There is a before this moment, and there will be an after, and drawing 
is one tool for understanding and processing that transition.
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Plates



PL. 1
Rashid Johnson
Untitled Anxious Red Drawing, 2020



PL. 2
Karl Haendel
How long will it be until I'm forgotten? #2, 2020



PL. 3
Paul Chan
das Atelier (studio), 2020



PL. 4
Meriem Bennani
Milan Dream from Comic Therapy Diary, 2020



PL. 5
Jennifer Packer
Untitled, 2020



PL. 6
Torkwase Dyson
Sing, 2020





PL. 7
Lauren Halsey
Untitled, 2020



PL. 8
Koak
Some Future, 2020



PL. 9
Constanza Giuliani
A Card from the Butt Hill, 2020



PL. 10
Sadie Benning
July 19th, 2020, 2020



PL. 11
Mika Rottenberg
Cr121, 2020



PL. 12
Giuseppe Penone
Fleuve (D4049), 2019



PL. 13
Jesse Darling
Untitled, 2020



PL. 14
Guadalupe Maravilla
Healing Plant 1, 2020



PL. 15
Amy Lien and Enzo Camacho
Needs (3), 2020



PL. 16
He Xiangyu
Palate 20-1-60, 2020



PL. 17
Marcus Jahmal
Mirror 4, 2020



PL. 18
Camille Henrot
Out for a Walk, 2020



PL. 19
Steven Holl
Mystery of Force, 2020



PL. 20
Milano Chow
Night Facade/ Open Door, 2020



PL. 21
Paul Giamatti 
Untitled, 2020



PL. 22
Larissa De Jesús Negrón
Watching it Burn, 2020



PL. 23
Cao Fei
Fetishism 01, 2020



PL. 24
Sam Moyer
Payne 105 (c-19), 2020



PL. 25
Ulrike Müller
Sequitur (Template), 2020



PL. 26
Sam Messer
Rochelle, 2020



PL. 27
Rochelle Feinstein
Sam Messer Drawing, 2020



PL. 28
Simon Denny
Speculative accountability trail courtroom sketch: Brisbane supreme court, Caterpillar 
Semi-automous longwall coal mining roof support system, 2020





PL. 29
Uri Aran
Narrator & Two Prototypes, 2020



PL. 30
Michael Armitage
Study for Curfew, 2020





PL. 31
Walter Price
Scarecrow, 2020



PL. 32
Paulo Nazareth
PAÍS DO FUTBOL OU DEMOCRACIA RACIAL SOCCER COUNTRY OR RACIAL 
DEMOCRACY, 2020



PL. 33
Christian Quin Newell
Dream Entry no. 9, 2020



PL. 34
Angela Su
Xylaria polymorpha, 2020



PL. 35
Florencia Rodríguez Giles
Viaje inmóvil, 2020



PL. 36
Amy Bravo
Sweet, 2020



PL. 37
Ambera Wellmann
Lovers in Front of the Heart, 2020



PL. 38
Aliza Nisenbaum
Randy Close-up, 2020



PL. 39
Lavar Munroe
A Message to the President of the United States, 2020



PL. 40
Cauleen Smith
Still Life/Shopping List, 2020





PL. 41
Nedko Solakov
A Man Searching for…, 2020



PL. 42
Dan Perjovschi
Virus Diary (2 m Distance), 2020





PL. 43
Rina Banerjee
Droplets and decisions carpeted her expression on surface while in mind triangular 
apprehensions, a distaste for isolation melted as survivors hypnotized by sickness 
climbed out of Central Park, 2020



PL. 44
Curtis Talwst Santiago
If the Sun Shines Then I'm Fine, 2020



PL. 45
Hugo McCloud
April 18, 2020, 2020



PL. 46
Maurizio Cattelan
Untitled, 2019



PL. 47
Nathaniel Mary Quinn
Treasure Hunt #2, 2020



PL. 48
Raque Ford
Black Face White Mask Martini, 2020



PL. 49
Lucy Dodd
Corona and Friends, 2020



PL. 50
Daniel Lind-Ramos
Sketch for “La Loca” 2020



PL. 51
Cole Lu
You see, we are long past the switch days, there was only this world, this looted, 
ventriloquized earth, and if one were looking for a place to rest, mightn't it be here?, 
2020



PL. 52
Win McCarthy
Collective Latch, 2020



PL. 53
Ed Atkins
Untitled, 2020



PL. 54
Jeremy Deller
Untitled, 2020





PL. 55
Annette Messager
Father and Son, 2020



PL. 56
Nalini Malani
Hieroglyphs, Lohar Chawl, 2020



PL. 57
Tishan Hsu
Gray Zone-2, 2020



PL. 58
Francesco Clemente
5-22-2020, 2020



PL. 59
Sanya Kantarovsky
Untitled, 2020



PL. 60
Cecily Brown
Untitled (After Franz Snyders), 2020



PL. 61
Xylor Jane
next pres. please, 2020



PL. 62
Steve DiBenedetto
Cronch, 2019–20



PL. 63
Terry Winters
Untitled, 2020



PL. 64
Timothy Curtis
Fingerprints on a President's Casket No. 45, 2020



PL. 65
Alvaro Barrington
Jesus Piece, 2020



PL. 66
Mounira Al Solh
Self-Portrait, 2020



PL. 67
Ania Soliman
Journal of Confinement (War Dreams), 2020



PL. 68
Simon Evans™
Insecurity Card, 2020



PL. 69
Rirkrit Tiravanija
Untitled (I knew I had to be a part of it), 2020



PL. 70
Fred Tomaselli    
March 21, 2020, 2020    



PL. 71
Derek Fordjour
Blackball Study, 2020



PL. 72
Deborah Roberts
You look so much better if you smile, 2020



PL. 73
Anton van Dalen
Eros & Covid-19, 2020



PL. 74
R. Crumb
R. CRUMB by R. CRUMB, 2020



PL. 75
William Kentridge
And I Alone, 2020



PL. 76
Amy Sillman
Untitled, 2020



PL. 77
Nicolás Guagnini
Asymptomatic Disbelievers, 2020



PL. 78
Aline Kominsky-Crumb
Why Can't I Be Like Peggy, 2020



PL. 79
Arlene Shechet
Untitled, 2020



PL. 80
Steffani Jemison
What Use?, 2020



PL. 81
Elliott Jamal Robbins
Meditation on Ambition, 2020


