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In motion 
tracing the creative process

“In reality, an artist is a theoretician, 
a manipulator and creator of forms in 
movement. Seen from the point of view of 
art, all our knowledge and our actions are 
but aesthetic expressions of forms and their 
transformations.” 

Iannis Xenakis Diatope 1978

Marcus Neustetter transforms ‘knowledge 
and actions’ radically in his video installation, 
Johannesburg to Johannesburg North 
South, by seemingly shifting the imaginary 
longitudinal axis around which the earth 
revolves to a latitudinal one. The moving 
image ‘departs’ from Johannesburg in a 
northerly direction, covering most of the 
African continent, the Mediterranean Sea, 
Western Russia, Finland, the northern tip 
of the North Pole, the Arctic Ocean, Alaska, 
much of the vast Pacific Ocean, the South 
Pole, the Indian Ocean and all along the 
Eastern Cape, back to Johannesburg.

“Extending my interest in Google Earth and 
the perspectives it affords me, this single 
channel video only gives a sense of departure, 
direction and return in its title”, he says, 
“but it does not provide access to the very 
reason why this digital tool [Google Earth] 
for exploration exists. Through the Google 

Earth video, I question the significance of 
my foreign travels as merely being surface 
impressions, much like the scratches into 
the copper plates for Stavanger I - X, which 
were done while in a moving car or on a 
boat.  The Google Earth satellite images 
cannot download fast enough as I explore 
the globe in a virtual way, alluding to the 
low connectivity and slow internet speed 
that allow for this work to have been created 
within my home context of Johannesburg. 
As a result the viewer is confronted with an 
abstracted experience of the globe, removed 
from the physical reality and suspended in 
sensuous colours and shapes that merely 
allude to the surface of the Earth.”

In previous work, Neustetter followed the 
trajectory of a static, vertical axis, either 
looking down on the earth from, say, the 
seat of a plane and drawing the traces 
of landscape he observed below in map-
like form; or looking up into the night sky, 
drawing the spaces between the stars. In 
his latest work, it seems as though he has 
tilted this axis, animated it, and put it in 
motion. The spinning of the earth around 
this novel imaginary latitudinal axis is echoed 
in his mark-making in a series of drawings, 
manifesting the movement/vibration of the 
various modes of transport Neustetter uses 
to explore such far flung locations as the 
Canadian Rockies (by car), the stretch of land 

relation IV  (detail) Digital light drawing 2



between Dakar and Touba in Senegal (by 
bus), the Hudson Valley, north of New York 
(by train) or the fjords of Norway (by ferry). 

The marks in this body of work seem to be 
a departure point for an attempt to capture 
the moment in which Neustetter is in contact 
with an experience. The drawings not only 
imitate, or ‘perform’ movement, they also 
suggest something of the essential concept 
of what motion is, or what it means to be ‘in 
motion’. As such, the marks on the paper can 
be likened to gestures, rather than traces. 
They are pre-signs, or, as Julia Kristeva terms 
it, pre-linguistic semiotics, defying the order 
and containment signified by the Symbolic 
(1982).

As Neustetter responds to the context of his 
travels and allows the physical movement and 
the setting to be part of the creative process, 
so too is he exploring his responses to the 
journey undertaken. A series of drawings 
titled Njo Kong Kie, Steve Reich and Taka 
Kigawa refers to the names of composers of 
whom he attended live music performances, 
and to which he responded with immediate 
gestures (or marks) on paper during the 
actual performances. For Neustetter, the 
music performances not only inspire in the 
way they conjure up emotive and abstract 
responses in him, but equally important, 
challenge the sense of control and sequential 

process of reading musical notes and playing 
musical instruments. “This”, according to 
him, “becomes a constant struggle in its 
translation into momentary drawing where 
form and mark attempt to come together 
not to reference anything in particular, but 
rather remain in the realm of the intangible 
and momentary, much like the sounds that 
invoked them.”

Neustetter’s way of working defies 
conventional links between drawing and 
music. Musical notation in score form is a 
type of coded ‘picture’ of music. The five 
bar lines of the score can be seen as a grid, 
with dots representing pitch heights and 
other symbols indicating the duration of 
notes and the pauses between them. An 
alternative ‘musical picture’ emerged in 
the early 20th century: Wassily Kandinsky 
attempted to bring art into the realm of pure 
abstraction by using the atonal compositions 
of Arnold Schoenberg as a model to help 
free his work of any kind of subject matter. 
It was only since the 1950s, however, that 
the conventional ‘picture’ was opened up 
when the hybrid avant-garde practice of 
‘graphic scores’ created a new interface 
between the hand of the artist/musician 
and the sound. Artists/musicians used such 
an alternative suite of symbols or symbolic 
languages as words, glyphs, pictograms, 
algorithmic designs and so on that served as 
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instructions or triggers for certain kinds of 
musical actions, as in the case of architect, 
musician and mathematician Iannis Xenakis. 
“We always live in the shadow of Sisyphus,” 
he wrote, “because everything around us 
moves, shifts, is in constant turmoil. We are 
not moving through an epoch of certitude: 
cosmonauts in a swarm, we navigate in the 
provisional, we must reconsider each thought 
at every instant.” 

The resultant drawings of Neustetter are 
like the leavings on a sieve: momentarily 
fragmented and virtually intangible. In order 
to explain this analogy, Xenakis’s ‘sieve 
theory’ can be invoked. By constructing new 
scales bounded by different intervals, and 
not just the conventional eight tone pitch, 
he created a new kind of musical scale by 
defying the ‘natural’ limits of the octave. His 
drawings emanate sound and music; they do 
not ‘capture’ or direct or control them. In a 
similar way, Neustetter’s drawings are ‘music 
to be seen’. 

Attempting to understand the notion of 
responding to the momentary and the 
intangible, Neustetter has been exploring 
light interventions and performances over 
the past five years. Part of this process is 
capturing movement and performances 
through long time exposure photography, 
video and digital tracking tools. The digital 

light trace drawings in the current body of 
work explores the movement of the subject 
in an attempt to capture the tension of a 
particular moment. This is achieved by using 
specially developed light sensitive software 
to create line drawings and tracings, which 
retain an element of randomness, as well 
as control. While created in a performative 
manner, the final presentation is as limited 
edition digital prints, stripped of any sense 
of place or emotion, simulating intangible 
tension, connections and influences.

Much like the digital light traces, the analogue 
drawings on paper do not seem to ascribe to 
any particular place. Had they not been titled, 
they could have referenced any place or 
situation, inspired by a range of experiences 
and caused by various random motions. The 
video work Johannesburg to Johannesburg 
North South alludes to this ‘placelessness’ in 
contrast to the specificity of the titles of the 
drawings. Marks ‘in motion’ obviate place: 
they appear hardly to touch the paper on 
which they are drawn or printed and hint at 
gestures that are manipulated and created 
compulsively and automatically. 

Wilhelm van Rensburg
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