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DRAWING IS VIBRANT ACTION. 
The stimulus for drawing is something that 
provokes vitality. This could be the curve 
of a figure, the wilt of a leaf or the light 
in a room. Wendy Sharpe says, “I make 
drawings as an end in themselves but also 
to discover, understand, explain, reveal, 
compose or plan, record for pleasure and 
for no reason at all. Drawing includes all 
kinds of mark-making from map-making 
and symbols to ritual drawing, traditional 
Western drawing, drawing with fire, 
drawing into the earth itself or using the 
latest technology.”

There are two ways of making sense of 
the act of drawing: perception and action. 
These artists have cultivated a specific 
perception of the world. Then they harness 
their skills of action to transform that 
experience into a material object. Sharpe 
is known for her alluring burlesque works, 
figures contorting in all acts imaginable to 
humankind, both sensual and sensational. 
There are stories of love, dreams and 
erotica in Sharpe’s ‘Secrets’. There are 
circles of time and the magnetism of the 
spotlight in ‘Night Magic’: these are the 
markers of her vision. There is both a 
fantasy and fantastical quality to Sharpe’s 
work. It is alive with the act of her drawing 
action. Every line, shade and colour of 
her folding sketchbook, ‘Drawing and 
Imagination’, is activated and unapologetic.
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Making art is a social act, a means of 
expression, ultimately to be viewed by 
a wider audience than one. It can be 
collaborative. Cyrulla has painted Coutts, 
Coutts has painted Tonkin, Sharpe has 
painted Coutts. They are bound, though, 
by their devotion to drawing. The action of 
drawing is often hidden within the walls of 
private studios, veiled behind closed doors 
and intimate spaces. Mary Tonkin says, 
“Drawing is direct and will always be a 
powerfully sensate and sensuous medium 
… to convey that experience brings about a 
sense of inherence of the seer in the seen, a 
state of almost ecstatic oneness that I need.” 
Although Tonkin is here talking about her 
experience (the seer) with the bush she 
draws (the seen), there is an argument that 
the art audience becomes complicit in that 
act. The sociality of drawing continues 
after the action is completed.

Mary Tonkin’s drawing ‘A Short Walk, 
Kalorama’ (2012) is a charcoal drawing 
of the bush, with spidery lines of limbs 
and thick cross hatches of branches, as 
the trees disappear into the deep distance. 
With no more than paper and blackened 
stick, Tonkin widens the view of the 
scene (in panoramic cantilever style) 
and probes the dark psychology of the 
Australian wilderness. When Tonkin says 
she is searching for a “language to convey 
experience” she is referring to the basic 

instincts of humankind – to see/touch/
smell/hear/taste and then to communicate 
the results. This is humanity’s place in 
the world, as enacted through drawing. 
Her charcoal lines are her alphabet.

Drawing is a pragmatic act, a way of 
testing how well an idea works in a 
practical setting. What is curious is how 
the constructs of the way we live have 
the capacity to change the way we see, as 
artists and as viewers. Dagmar Cyrulla 
explains that she receives very different 
responses from male and female viewers 
of her work. She draws the semi-nude 
figure, mostly women, and is often asked 
by men if the figure is … her. Her figure 
drawings harness the light of interiors; they 
are muted, loaded, on the cusp of dramatic 
action. She says, “Lately I have painted a 
few figures without clothing. I wasn’t even 
considering the gaze of the viewer, be it 
male or female, but just about how I felt 
about the images and how I could translate 
that onto canvas. Maybe the initial 
reaction will be about the flesh, but then 
will hopefully transcend that whereby the 
figures become an everywoman.” 

Cyrulla says drawing “is immediate, 
because of its ease of use and its immediacy 
it allows me to capture ideas and images 
without ego, simply being present to the 
moment of drawing and my emotional state 

01 Wendy Sharpe’s studio wall

A quartet of established artists who are united by their passion for drawing – Dagmar Cyrulla, Maryanne Coutts, 
Wendy Sharpe and Mary Tonkin – are connected to one another by their friendships, their shared desire to 
draw from life and their need to exchange the intellectual experience of that process. Like the magnetic points of 
a compass, these artists have created a force of energy that unites eye, hand, experience and heart.
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… it is exhilarating and exhausting being 
completely engaged in the process without 
a focus on a pre-determined outcome.” For 
her, this is the testing of the idea – to draw 
without imposing her will, to create scenes 
without a script. 

Maryanne Coutts uses both hand and 
technology to discover new elements in 
the world, sometimes by animating her 
drawings in space-time and projecting the 
videos alongside the drawings. She says it 
is all centred on “having a stick of graphite 
or whatever comes to hand: the softness or 
hardness of it. The questions it [drawing] 
lets me ask, the search for something, or a 
struggle with a form, the questioning. Once 
it’s right, I lose interest.”

Coutts explains the action by saying “it’s like 
experience is contained in a material object”. 
This is fascinating for us because botanical 
illustrations have a rigid type of observing 
power. Formal and flattened, they require 
a particular kind of observation. Cubist 
drawings have a multi-planed observing 
power. Australian colonial drawings have a 
combination of Picturesque convention and 
child-like naiveté. Each historical period 
produces a familiar refrain. So where does 
that leave women in the contemporary 
world? It leaves them just where they should 
be: in deep psychological engagement with 
the materials. 

Coutts mentions French philosopher Derrida’s 
Memoirs of the Blind which describes the space 
between the artist and existence as being only 
accessible through drawing. Derrida wrote 
that writing is a remedy but also a poison and 
drawing is an act of anticipation and memory. 
Both acts are cures but have their dangers. In 
Coutts’ ‘Soft Space of Illusion’ (2011) she 
explores media images, seen in newspapers or 
television, and freezes them. By stemming the 
flow of experience, she restores materiality to 
the image. For the viewer, however, they have 
become even more mysterious, so used to 
media technologies have we become. 
Likewise, ‘Dress Code’ (2015) where she has 
drawn what she is wearing each day since 
April 2013. This ongoing work encompasses 
many ways of working, taking different 

approaches as each day sees fit, including 
watercolour, collage and animation.

Coutts says, “Drawing is very personal 
and immediate”. The risk is that what 
is anticipated is unknown, and could be 
disruptive, even volatile. For many viewers, 
drawing is an expression of a raw act, a 
deeply psychological means of seeing that has 
its darker side. Coutts obscures each layer of 
drawing with yet more paint in ‘Thirst’ which 
intensifies the alchemical play between drawn 
image and filmed image. These drawings 
shift like thermal sensors or smoking ice. 
The elements of drawing are conducted and 
inflamed by Coutts’ subject matter: human 
connections to the four elements.

A question that could be seen as a 
provocation is: can certain drawing qualities 
be described as a feminist act for these 
four artists?  Tonkin sees the bush, not as a 
grand vista nor a Picturesque form but as an 
intimate, heady place where the psychology 
of the natural world is investigated and felt. 
Cyrulla rigorously draws the viewer into 
intimate domestic spaces where few women 
would allow a public eye. She uncovers 
the reality of the female form, approaching 
age, embarking on sex, anticipating a fight 
between lovers. Sharpe conducts a circus 
of gestures and postures that embrace 
performance. These performances might be 
public acts (where the viewer observes with 
the lights down low) or equally might be the 
half-dressed state of couples in their semi-lit 
rooms. Finally, there is Coutts, who salvages 
media acts and public appearances by making 
them drawn, by making them material, 
papery and painterly. From the public to the 
private. What all four have in common, then, 
is intimacy and psychological knowledge.

To ask the question again: Can certain drawing 
qualities be described as a feminist act? “The 
short answer,” says Coutts, “is that drawing was 
invented by Kora, daughter of Butades.”  

dagmarcyrulla.com.au
wendysharpe.com
maryannecoutts.com.au

Dagmar Cyrulla is represented by Wagner 
Contemporary, Sydney; Mary Tonkin and Maryanne 
Coutts are represented by Australian Galleries. 

02 Mary Tonkin, Between two logs, Kalorama, 2013- 
2014, charcoal on paper 180 x 1405cm

03 Dagmar Cyrulla, Anticipation, 2016, oil on linen,  
122 x 91 cm

04 Maryanne Coutts, Dress Code August 8th 2015, 2015, 
20 x 20cm

05 Maryanne Coutts, The Soft Space of Illusion #85, 
2011, watercolour on paper, 18 x 29cm

Courtesy the artists, Australian Galleries and Art Gallery of 
New South Wales
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