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Abstract

This is a report on a collaborative, trans-media, drawing project. Two 
artists, Tree Williams and Sean Justice, explored digitally mediated 
drawing and the assumptions at the core of conventional practice, 
namely, the primacy of touch. In traditional drawing, the body touches 
pencil which touches paper. Whether the stylus is chalk or charcoal, or 
the substrate canvas or chipboard, touch is essential. Even if the human 
body is removed—for example, if a servo-driven prosthesis maneuvers 
a pencil—marks are made from the touch of graphite on a surface. How 
does digital drawing change this notion of touch? If there is no stylus 
and no surface, what remains of touch, not to mention, the body? Is it 
correct to claim, as some do, that the body necessarily disappears? Or 
disintegrates? Counter to that proposition, here the artists begin from 
the idea that transforming touch with digital materials might in fact re-
integrate the body. Contrary to traditional media’s hyper-individuated 
touch, which can fragment and thus reify the alienation of subjective 
agency, here the question becomes whether digitally mediated touch 
reemphasizes gesture, thereby repositioning embodiment closer to the 
core of collaborative and shared agency.

Introduction

This collaborative, trans-media drawing project came out of doctoral 
seminar conversations between the two participants, Tree Williams and 
Sean Justice, who are in the art and art education at Teachers College, 
Columbia University. In the seminar, a visual art colloquium combined 
with an advanced studio practicum, Williams presented a scroll-like 
panoramic drawing made with ink and brush lines, which Justice lik-
ened to traditions of collaborative mark-making such as the Surrealist’s 
drawing game, exquisite corpse. The ensuing conversation touched on 
notions of time and space, collaboration, gesture, and the possibility of 
expanding the traditional canvas, which by default, it can be argued, 
excludes the viewer from active engagement. The expanded canvas, 
on the other hand, might open the work to interactivity and participa-
tion, and might be accomplished with computer programming and the 
Internet.
At the core of the conversation were questions about the way digital 
studio practice is different from traditional art practice. A common 
position—e.g., that intentions and motivations behind digital art are 
wholly and irretrievably divorced from those of traditional practice—
came under fire as too limited and perhaps even flat wrong. From time 
to time these conversations engaged the entire seminar group, in part 
because several participants, i.e., in addition to Sean, were actively 
pursuing digitally based practices. As such, some of the assumptions 
at the core of conventional art practice were debated in class, namely, 
the primacy of touch. That is, for example, in a traditional drawing, the 
body touches pencil which touches paper. Whether the stylus is chalk 
or charcoal, or the substrate canvas or chipboard, touch is essential. 
And even if the (human) body is removed—for example, if a servo-driven 
prosthesis maneuvers a pencil—marks result from the touch of graphite 
on the surface of the paper. 
Does this material relationship of touch to substrate hold in a digital 
drawing? More broadly, how and in what ways is the relationship trans-
formed? That is, if there is no stylus and no surface, what remains of 
touch, not to mention, the body? Is it correct to claim, as some do, that 
the body necessarily disappears? Or disintegrates? And if it does, what 
is the effect on art practice—and, by extension, on art education? (See 
Hansen 2004 and Mitchell & Hansen 2010 for extended discussions 
on the relationship of digital media to embodiment.)

These are weighty and far-reaching—and perhaps unanswerable—
questions. Around the seminar table we nurtured the conversation 
by reading and responding to Benjamin, Bishop, Foster, Scarry, and 

Sontag, among many others. As a result of talking about and sharing 
our respective art-making practices, we decided to begin our work 
on this project from the proposition that transforming touch into the 
digital might re-integrate a body that had become fragmented. As such, 
counter to the standard position—i.e., that digital materials preclude 
embodied art making—our question became: how are traditional mark-
making sensibilities repositioned by a relational, digitally networked, 
process? That is, in distinction from what can be seen as traditional 
media’s hyper-individuation, which can fragment and thus reify the 
alienation of subjective agents (e.g., in the sense that an individual 
mark is produced by and owned by an individual), we wanted to explore 
whether digitally mediated touch can emphasize a communal gesture, 
thereby repositioning embodied action closer to the core of collabora-
tive, or shared agency (e.g., we make the mark together).

At the time of this project’s inception, in the fall 2011, the way forward 
was not clear, but both of us knew we wanted to explore each other’s 
working process. But one thing was clear: neither of us wanted to write 
an essay arguing our claim. Rather, we wanted to make something 
collaboratively that would, by its existence as an artwork, invite par-
ticipants into further conversation about an embodiment in digital art 
practice—and by extension, art education. This paper, consequently, 
does not argue a position but instead describes a process of exploration, 
and presents some our reactions to that process. 

The first section presents Tree’s drawing practice in relation to the 
foundational motivations of this project. The second section describes 
Sean’s reaction to the work that Tree shared with the seminar group, 
and his subsequent invitation to collaborate. Section three describes 
our collaboration and the process behind the digital composite draw-
ings we’ve made, including descriptions of the challenges of digitally 
re-imagining the gesture at the heart of Tree’s drawings, and explana-
tions of the basic technical details of the composites themselves. And 
the fourth section illustrates a vision of an artwork we would like to 
make, but which (as of this writing in early September 2013) remains 
on the drawing board, so to speak.

Section One: Tree’s Process

A. A Sacred Space Beyond the Tangible Moment

In an attempt to trace my process and to discover how an artist gets 
into the richness of art making, I decided to make a large-scale draw-
ing using ink on paper. I was interested in line and movement and in 
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how both of these affected my brain in ways that allowed me to get into 
a place of flow (Csikszentmihalyi 1996)—a place where I’d lose time, 
thought and awareness. 

Around 6:45 pm one evening I started to work on an abstraction hang-
ing in hallway of my small studio apartment. Normally, my most creative 
hours are from about 12 am to 4am, and well into the morning. Unfor-
tunately, this was not an option that evening, so I decided to pretend. 
Hoping to stay in tune with my thoughts, I did not play music and instead 
minimized all controllable distractions. But mental ramblings from a 
difficult day of teaching, and overall frustrations with life, threatened 
my momentum more than I expected. Clearly, the task demanded its 
own hierarchal way of working without the added pressure of having 
to capture and hold onto a particular state of consciousness. 
Eventually I became engrossed in the act of drawing itself—continuously 
adding charcoal lines, strokes, and layers methodically and ritualisti-
cally to the paper. There were snags as my mind tried to bracket pivotal 
spans of time that appeared as true reflection. Eventually the mental 
clutter dissipated, and I entered the space.

It was as if I had walked into a field of continuous exhalation. I felt 
thoroughly engaged in the moment, undisturbed by thoughts of past or 
present. I felt elated, uplifted, at one with the work and the self. As well, 
there was a sense of non-human empowerment. Indeed I felt tapped 
into a quintessentially enhanced verve. As a result I decided to name 
the experience A Sacred Space Beyond the Tangible Moment.
“Sacred” connotes reverence, veneration, and in some instances an 
association with religion, but I am less likely to call the experience I had 
religious. However, there was an aura about the space worthy of that 
type of respect. It was comparable to inhaling a perfect breath. Space is 
an unlimited realm, a multi-dimensional expanse within which material 
objects and events are located. It’s this tangible realness that I’m trying 
to access by using the word space to describe the experience of making 
art that night. At that moment the external band around me dissipated, 
and I was cocooned by an all-encompassing dwelling. When I am in 
that space I connect with a greater awareness of all that I know to be 
real and true. As far as transitioning into that space, though, it varies 
and can be sporadic—and the smallest thing can interrupt the session. 
I never really know when it is going to happen or how I will get there, 
or if I will stay there. It simply comes when it comes.

B: Moving Toward the Collaboration

After working through some of my ideas about the Sacred Space Beyond 
the Tangible Moment I decided to continue to draw and paint, keeping 
this concept in mind. The next time, though, I created a smaller draw-
ing, more horizontal than vertical, folded like an accordion book. As 
I began to apply the ink to the paper I allowed each mark to happen 
organically. The intrigue was in not knowing how the lines related from 

one panel to the next, or indeed if they would relate to each other. But 
I didn’t worry about it too much; if I was able to enter another special 
space, great—however, that was not my primary focus. Eventually, I had 
in front of me an extremely long panel (approximately 8 feet in length) 
of undulating lines. The completed work reminded me of tribal mark 
making, or ritualistic, symbolic mappings. I took the piece to seminar 
and discussed the process and product with my colleagues. 

During the discussion Sean mentioned the exquisite corpse and elabo-
rated on the relationships he saw between that Surrealist game and my 
piece. Though not familiar with it previously, I found that the notion of 
the exquisite corpse, as a process, highlighted the element of surprise 
and mystery that I was trying to access in my own art making. The 
difference was, of course, that where the Surrealists gathered a group 
together, and each person added an image or text to a piece of paper as 
it was passed on to the next individual, I had been working on my own, 
but in a space where the individual mark making was not my primary 
focus. In fact, I had participated in group-oriented exquisite corpse 
activities before, but had not been thinking about them when I made 
the accordion drawing. 

A few weeks after that seminar session Sean and I were talking about 
my drawings and he suggested we collaborate on a project remixing 
my lines with a computer in order to animate them. I was excited about 
the possibility of exploring the drawings from another perspective. I 
had seen some of his work with photographs and computer code, and 
recalled his ability to poetically breathe into the photographs. My first 
experience of that work left me mesmerized. So, the connection between 
our work was serendipitous. Something about those code-animated 
photographs kept me anticipating the moment, which inadvertently 
kept me in the moment. I looked forward to the meeting of the minds.

Section Two: Sean’s Reaction and Invitation

Drawing is gesture driven by the desire to leave a trace of our passing.

When I first encountered Tree’s thick rich strokes—cacophony dancing 
curling twisting—I remember the layers.
Struggle

Flow 

Interrupt

Overlap

Fig 1 (tangled knot of black and brown lines); title:

A Sacred Space Beyond the Tangible Moment

studio
Typewritten Text

studio
Typewritten Text

studio
Typewritten Text
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Interweave

Transform

Continuance.

Could there be a collaboration? Of what? Or maybe, of when?

Tree focuses on something direct and immaterial (an idea that comes too 
close to cliché)—she maintains a certain energy, let me call it doingness. 
Her mark contains the motion of her body, but only barely. Actually, 
that motion can’t be contained; rather, her mark echoes, suggests, 
shadows her body, hinting at the passing swaying drifting edge of the 
knot of her consciousness. In her drawings gesture is transfigured in 
the immediacy of music or breathing and appears to animate the texture 
of time. I imagine her in the studio. She puts on headphones and plays 
Coltrane and then moves into some kind of space between the tip of 
the brush and the surface of the paper, becoming a balled up pent up 
cinched up energy, and then releasing that energy slowly into the lines 
of ink that flow from her.

Me: this is what I felt the first time I saw Tree’s drawings. There is a way 
of knowing that cannot be verbalized, a passage in and through time 
that can be felt and lived in the present moment of its passing, but not 
articulated. These twisting bent swirled-up brush strokes initiate a 
cascade of awareness, some kind of gestural certainty or a sudden and 
absolute assuredness of presence, the inevitability of making a mark, 
leaving a trace, and of its ephemeral, transient, passing. I remember 
losing myself in the tangled weave of layered textures and arriving, 
inevitably, within sight of that passing—just as it dissolved. 

We know that a moment of awareness is fragile, and will flee from 
the desire that wants to lock it into place, silence it, or restrain it. We 
understand, as well, that there is no escape from knowing that the ges-
ture—the motion of the hand, arm, body that has created the mark we 
behold—has passed and disappeared, leaving us with only its shadow, 
a trace of its vibrancy.
A great sadness and wonder surprised me. Sadness: because such still-
ness is antithetical to Tree’s works. Surprise: because I knew for the 
first time that sadness is inevitable; because the loss that comes from 
the recognition that the space between the shadow and the gesture that 
formed it can never be transcended; because I knew then that drawing, 
all drawing, is a memorial to loss and a reminder of the artist’s absent, 
irretrievable, touch.

Where does this reaction come from? Can it be shared? And before 
the stillness of that absence envelopes us entirely, can the resonance 
of these drawings be translated, transferred, transmitted across and 
through a material space?

Perhaps, I realized, this was where I might participate. My work is with 
the machine, the network, and I play with the material of those spe-
cific relationalities—the code. But Tree has neither connection to nor 
interest in the computer. If there is a space for collaboration I am sud-
denly convinced that it emerges from the distributed connectivity of the 
Internet, and from the possibility that the digital code can contribute 
a new dynamic new to these drawings. I’m not sure how, or what that 
might mean, but I know that I want to thread the visceral gesture of 
Tree’s drawings through the mesh itself, and embed it in the vastness of 
the network, to release the pulsing knot of consciousness that created 
these drawings to the wide sea of human awareness that saturates the 
machine, saturates it through and through.

KnotTangleEntangleTieWeaveWarpStitchHookThreadFlowPuls 
ChurnRoil
So, finally, what would such a collaboration look like?

Light

Ink

Paper

Pixels

Light

…a return to the visceral breath that sustains the connection 
between imagination and desire.
This project will combine the material and the immaterial, and attempt 
to reinvigorate gesture and distribute the shadow that marks its passing.
Distribution—to hold in one’s hand; to wait; to breathe; to let go of 
knowing in order to initiate the slow disbursal of intention; to witness 
a return.

Section 3: Notes on Progress

A: Light Drawing

The first iteration of our collaboration removed touch from the drawing 

process entirely. We decided to explore the gesture separated from the 
stylus and from the substrate—in effect, to imagine drawing as distinct 
from the mark made by touch. Tree held a penlight in a darkened room 
and we photographed the light trails created by her movement. We 
put a digital camera on a tripod and set the shutter speed very slow. 
When the shutter was released, Tree moved her arms and shoulders. 
Holding the flashlight in her hand, she tried to mimic (or invent again) 
the gestures that she had used while drawing with charcoal and ink on 
paper. The resulting time-lapse images—white lines against a very dark 

Fig 2 (black lines on white ground, wide format); title: Digitally composited light drawing.

Fig 3 & 4 (overleaf); title: Light trails, white on black, and the same 
image tonally inverted.
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background (e.g., figure 3)—were processed as negatives (figure 2) and 
then combined in Photoshop as separate, overlapping layers (figure 2). 
The compositions intrigued us immediately but lacked the depth and 
urgency of Tree’s prior, solo drawings. Subsequently we explored 
several variations on this photographic positive-negative time-lapse 
process, but were not satisfied with the overall results. We considered 
trying to animate the resulting composites with software or directly 
with a programming language, such as Processing or Javascript, but 
decided, in the end, that the flat blackness of the resulting lines would 
not be sufficiently captivating to warrant the additional work.

B: Scan Drawing

Our second and third iterations began with scans of ink drawings that 
Tree had made and that Sean scanned with a flatbed scanner. The first 
group of scans were from drawings on 13 x 17 inch drawing paper; 
they were scanned using a basic flatbed document scanner (figures 5, 
6, 7). The scans were loaded into separate layers in Photoshop, and a 
drop-shadow effect was added to increase the illusion of depth (figure 
8). As with the first iteration, however, we did not see the vibrancy of 
Tree’s initial drawings in the results, so we decided not to pursue this 
process further. 

After this latest round of unsatisfying attempts we took a step back 
to talk about our process and to figure out how we might retrieve the 

energy that had motivated us to collaborate in the first place. At that 
meeting Tree discussed her sense of space and gesture, and explained 
that the overlapping and interweaving marks came from feeling a con-
nection between bodily movement and the time in which that movement 
occurred. To remedy the inherent disconnect between that sense of 
embodied connectedness, Sean suggested that Tree overlay her indi-
vidual drawings while she was making them, for example, by taping 

translucent paper on a window so that the light from outside would make 
the marks show through the underlying surfaces. In this way perhaps 
each subsequent mark would visually interact with previous ones. 

With that idea in mind, Tree used a vellum surface for the next set of 
drawings, and an ink pen rather than a brush. The second set of scans 
was made from this group of drawings. As individual gestures, the 
marks felt lyrical and suggested dancing, or floating (figures 9, 10, 
11), and the layered composite (produced in the same way as the previ-
ous ones) felt like an airy landscape, or a flat Chinese brush painting 

Fig. 5
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(figure 12)—and emanated a far different emotional resonance than the 
earlier drawings. To Sean, this difference in mood and space suggested 
whimsical fluidity, so he created an animated gif (using Photoshop) to 
explore the unexpected sense of lightness. 

The animation can be viewed here: http://xavierbonghi.com/drawing/
gif/.
Tree’s reaction to the animation was enthusiastic, which indicated to 
Sean that perhaps the collaboration was finally going in the right direc-

tion. Interestingly, this particular drawing (figure 12 and the animated 
gif) was the first image to include a substrate behind the marks (or, more 
properly, a visual representation of a substrate)—a design decision that 
was to figure prominently in our further work, and on our reflections 
on the work. (Fig. 9 (right top), 10 (right bottom), 11 & 12ß (overleaf))

C: Code-Animated Composite Drawing

The fourth and fifth iterations occurred via long distance—that is, after 
Tree had left New York City for the summer. We kept a conversation 

Fig. 7 Fig. 8

Fig. 9 (above) Fig 9, 10, 11 (individual lines); title: Scans of vellum drawings.

Fig. 10 (below)

http://xavierbonghi.com/drawing/gif/
http://xavierbonghi.com/drawing/gif/
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going via email and SMS messages about how to proceed with the marks 
she was making on paper taped against a window. At one point Tree 
created a scroll-like series of marks that reprised, in a sense, the earli-
est drawings that Sean had seen in the 2011 seminar. These were made 
in Tree’s Virginia studio and then photographed and emailed with an 
iPhone. The drawings, however, could not be separated into individual 
components because they had been photographed as they had been 
drawn—in other words, as physical composites on the windowpane, 
with the individual marks overlain on each other. This meant that there 
was no practical way to animate the various marks as discrete elements. 

In response to the conundrum of the inseparable overlaps, Tree emailed 
another set of iPhone photographs of another group of drawings. This 
set, however, was photographed as separated components (figures 13 
& 14). These 34 iPhone pictures—the fifth iteration of the collabora-
tion—provided the breakthrough material for Sean to make a new and 
more complex animation using html/css code, and to introduce some 
minimal interaction (figure 15). 
This fifth iteration was visually distinct from the others because the 
individual marks all lined up with each other around a central axis. 

Fig. 11 (above)

Fig. 12 (below) (composite of individual lines); title: Digital composite of vellum drawings.

Fig. 13 (centre)

Fig. 14 (right)
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This graphical unity created a drawing with more drama and energy 
than the previous ones; here, the body and texture of the marks took 
on a voluminous, overlapping form that suggested a moody complexity 
reminiscent of the earlier drawings Tree had made on her own (e.g., 
figure 1). But the functional difference between this fifth composite 
and Tree’s individual works is important: in the composite, the parts 

of the image—the individual lines Tree had made—were cleaned up in 
Photoshop and stripped from their vellum background (figures 17 & 
18). This enabled Sean to mix and re-mix them and to animate them 
with the html/css code of web based interactivity. (Fig. 17 & 18 overleaf.)

As preliminary sketches, or doodles of what might come next, Sean 
created several different composites from Tree’s fifth set of lines. Some 
were animated and several were minimally interactive. For both of us, 
these fifth iteration composites felt more relevant to our project than any 
of the previous drawings, though Sean, particularly, was not entirely 
satisfied that the animation and interactivity had fully matured. 
Some of these example web-composites can be seen at the URLs below. 
Composites 2 and 6 are animated by the html/css code, and Composites 
3 and 4 react to the viewer’s mouse when it hovers and scrolls.
http://xavierbonghi.com/drawing/composite2/

http://xavierbonghi.com/drawing/composite3/

http://xavierbonghi.com/drawing/composite4/

http://xavierbonghi.com/drawing/composite6/

Section Four: A Future Iterative Space

Based on the success of the animation and interactivity of the fifth itera-
tion, the project took a major conceptual and formal leap, though it has 
not yet been realized in actual, functioning form. Rather, this future 
iteration remains at the level of concept and sketch. Some of its mate-
rial characteristics have become clear, however. For example, it will be 
visually similar to the fifth iteration composites, but its animation and 
interactivity will be vastly more sophisticated. Figure 16 is a partial 
representation of the sixth iteration composite. The form of this remix 
is longer and narrower than the fifth iteration, and the roughly tex-
tured background of the drawing pad has been replaced by the vellum 
background from the dancing lines in the third iteration (figure 12).
[Williams-Justice figure 16 (knot of brown and grey lines, more slender 
than fig 15, longer and narrower overall); title: Digital composite draw-
ing as projection, animated by interactive sensors and responsive code.]
As we are imagining it now, this new artwork will be presented on a 
wall as a large, vertically oriented, high-resolution projection—i.e., 
not as a website. The image will be positioned at the far end of a deep 
room or long hallway. When a viewer initially enters the exhibition 
space she will encounter the projected image from a distance. Fine 
detail will probably not be discernible. Rather, the basic shape of the 

Fig. 15 (tangled knot of marks, vertical, thick in the middle); title: Digital composite of iPhone 
photographs of drawings.

Fig. 16 (right)

http://xavierbonghi.com/drawing/composite2/
http://xavierbonghi.com/drawing/composite3/
http://xavierbonghi.com/drawing/composite4/
http://xavierbonghi.com/drawing/composite6/
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tangled brown and black bundle of lines will appear as a fluctuating, 
pulsing knot of texture—a restless, barely contained concentration of 
shadowy energy. As the viewer begins to approach the image, however, 
the size and character of the knot will change; the jiggling fluctuations 
will become more energetic, and the bundle itself will begin to expand. 
Both of these characteristics will continue to change as the viewer con-
tinues to approach, until suddenly, at a distance just beyond the point 
where the subtle variations in color and texture of the composite would 
have become visible, the pulsing knot will fly apart, each individually 
gesticulating thread disappearing off the edges of the projection area. 
And if the viewer continues to advance toward the projection wall, the 
subtleties of the vellum substrate behind the knot will become visible, 
but no trace of the knot itself will remain. 

But then, unexpectedly—if the viewer is patient—the wiggling edge of 
one strand of the knot will reappear at the far edge of the projection 
area. If the viewer remains completely still, another thread will appear, 
and then another, until slowly, very slowly, all the dispersed elements 
of the knot will drift back toward the middle of the projected area and 
reassemble in the center, pulsing slowly, rhythmically. This fragile state 
of tension will persist until the viewer moves again, at which point the 
knot will again become worried and skittish. And if another viewer 
enters the room, the knot will sense his presence and fly apart, leaving 
only the blank piece of vellum.
The realization of this piece belongs to the distant space of a future 
collaboration with a computer programmer, or code artist—someone 
who can help us construct the interactive software that would drive the 
described behaviors. Nevertheless, we imagine (hypothetically) that 
the drawing’s digital interface will enlarge the scope of Tree’s initial 
gestures to such an extent that the viewer’s own sense of embodied 
participation would be utterly changed. That is, as the viewer moves, 
the drawing moves. In fact, we imagine that the relationship of self 
to artwork would be experienced as a physically resonant symbiosis, 
where the behavior of the drawing might be anthropomorphized as 
shy, bashful, fearful, and then, when it reappears, as friendly, or self-
confident. Further, it’s easy to imagine that the code controlling these 
interactive behaviors could be randomized so that no two encounters 
would be precisely identical.
And yet, as intriguing as these individual interactions might be, we 
suspect that the greater and far more provocative interactivity will occur 

Fig 17 & 18 (individual dark lines on white background); title: Isolated lines cleaned up and 
stripped of their background in Photoshop.
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between pairs (or groups) of viewers. That is, imagine the museum 
visitor who has finally, with patience and slow breathing, coaxed the 
shy knot to reassemble—only to have it fly apart again as someone else 
enters the space. Here we might see an emergent interactivity based on 
collaborative participation. That is, in addition to the embodied experi-
ence of the individual viewer, as she inwardly calibrates her gesture and 
bodily movements to the rhythms and coded behaviors of the projected 
drawing, there emerges a turning outward, a movement away from the 
individualized, internalized experience, and a consequent movement 
towards an engagement with other viewers, with strangers. That is, in 
order to see the drawing at all, this particular pair of viewers—the first 
visitor and the subsequent visitor—will have to cooperate with each 
other and synchronize their movement (actually, their stillness) in the 
space.

The effect of such a fluctuating, ad hoc partnership would, we imag-
ine, be driven by a coming together of conflicting desires—the desire 
to see the digital drawing versus the desire to remain solitary, i.e., to 
not make direct overtures toward a complete stranger. The alternative 
to collaboration, however, would be to either give up and walk away 
or to keep looking at the blank piece of vellum projected on the wall. 
Perhaps at that moment, standing patiently alone before the image of 
blank vellum on the wall while other museum visitors stroll unaware 
through the space behind her, a visitor might come to the realization 
that the actual substrate of the drawing is the social dynamic surround-
ing her. That is, due to the digitally mediated interface—the projected 
image, the coded animations, the programmed flocking and fleeing 
behaviors—the actual material of the drawing (i.e., the substrate upon 
which the artwork depends) is in fact not the picture of vellum, or even 
the wall, but the communal (and negotiated) integration of the space 
surrounding and embracing the accidental partnership of viewers.

Conclusion

We realize that claiming to have reached a conclusion is premature, 
not least because we have yet to complete the artwork(s) we set out to 
make. We are satisfied however that our collaboration has helped us 
robustly explore questions about the effect of gesture and touch in 
digital drawing. 

For example, in our so-called Sixth Iteration (yet to be fully realized), 
we’ve hypothesized a reinvigorated perceptual embodiment based on 
the way digital interactivity emphasizes gesture and leads to commu-
nal agency. As described above, we think this dynamic flows from a 

redefinition of substrate: moving from a focus on the physical material 
that receives the touch of a solitary artist’s hand, to an exploration of a 
dynamic and relational material that provides the ground for individual 
acts to coalesce to attain an immediately present goal. 

We might go further to suggest that this kind of embodied materi-
ality—the experience of an artwork as a willful act of negotiated 
viewing—depends on the kind of primal gesture that we used to assume 
belonged exclusively to the physical stylus and physical substrate. Here, 
however, the mark making only becomes clearly and presently viable 
when the characteristics of digital materials are leveraged in the art-
work’s onsite production. In this case, then, the gesture that creates the 
mark is an act of real-time communication between people, an outreach 
of awareness, a plea for cooperation and a desire for communal agency. 

This doesn’t mean that the tradition of physical touch has disappeared, 
far from it—in fact our work indisputably begins with Tree’s pen touch-
ing vellum. It might mean however that the canvas has been expanded, 
perhaps even immeasurably. In this sense the collaboration between two 
(or more) parties becomes a new kind of drawing material that makes 
a new kind of gesture available, and perhaps a new kind of touch. This 
digital touch, rather than disintegrating the body, actually reintegrates 
it by prompting a reconsideration of what it means to be an individual 
embedded within a social space. At this point, after working together 
for nearly two years, it seems to us that the digitally mediated drawing 
process we’ve been exploring repositions embodied action closer to 
the core of collaborative, or shared agency. In other words, we make 
marks together.
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