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IT IS A CURIOUS EXPERIENCE TO ENCOUNTER UNEXPECTED REMNANTS OF ONE’S LIFE.
Whether it is an outdated outfit brought out from storage, 

or a journal entry we are sure we authored but no longer 

identify with, these moments are confrontations with our 

younger, other selves now lost to the process that is aging. 

This peculiar confrontation with the passage of time also 

haunts the current solo exhibition of new drawings by James 

Drake at James Kelly Contemporary. Drake’s drawings on 

paper fold time back on itself, both in the sphere of the 

personal life of the artist and in the timeless patterns of art 

history. The resulting installation is simultaneously wistfully 

romantic and refreshingly contemporary. 

The ten drawings on display are products of a 

commitment to draw every day for two years, an effort that 

resulted in over twelve hundred drawings. The bulk of that 

endeavor is being shown in a concurrent exhibition at the 

Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego in the exhibition 

James Drake: Anatomy of Drawing and Space (Brain Trash). The 

selection at James Kelly Contemporary is an intimate group 

of drawings arranged in collages, diptychs, and triptychs. 

Each of the works is drawn on and comprised of pages of 

the first book on drawing the artist acquired as a young man. 

Master Drawings from the Collection of the Budapest Museum 

of Fine Arts, 14th–18th Centuries (Abrams, 1956), which 

contains reproductions of Old Master drawings, is now 

yellowing, stained, and appears to have been well loved. 

Drake dismembered the volume and removed its pages to 

add his own drawings on blank pages as well as over and 

across the works of his art-historical predecessors. 

An impressive draftsman, the artist alternates between 

exacting detail in charcoal and graphite, and gestural 

washes of ink. His subject matter has the randomness of 

the contents of a sketchbook, tangibly holding space for 

the ephemera floating around his mind. Across the re-

appropriated pages are a wild boar, a swan, a birdcage, and a 

particle accelerator, to name a few examples. These images, 

some fully fleshed, some sketched like studies, along with 

the printed Old Master plates, invite a poetic exercise in 

discovering—or inventing—associations. 

The elusive nature of these connections makes viewing 

the works akin to listening to a private conversation, as if the 

artist was in dialogue with his younger self. Indeed, it is difficult 

for the onlooker to parse intentional mark-making from the 

marks, stains, and wear of time; the accidental process of 

creation from the intentional. For example, in Eye & Mouth, 

drawings #1252 & 1253 (2013), two book pages arranged 

in a diptych bear faint yet meticulous sketches. An open eye 

on one, a parted mouth on the other, the papers are stained 

with neutral washes of ink. It is unclear whether these faces 

are in the process of fading away or newly emerging. Either 

way, the sketches percolate within the rich fabric of the book 

pages, delicate insights into the artist’s process, practice,  

and preparation.

In the same way that the works are self-reflexive, they are 

historically reflexive. Homage is paid to the sphere of influence 

to which the artist is indebted, as well as to the tradition of art-

historical study itself. Included in the collaged papers are pages 

of text from the book of drawings. In Accelerators, drawings 

#1262, 1263, 1264 & 1265 (2014), the book’s introduction 

outlines the history of the collection of the Budapest Museum of 

Fine Arts. The text claims that some drawings at the institution 

descended from the hands of Giorgio Vasari, a forefather of 

Western art history. This selection of text feels like a poignant 

tribute to the tradition of art historical study.

Birdcage, drawings #1266, 1267, 1268, 1269, 1270 

& 1271 (2014) features an elegantly drawn birdcage over 

a collage of printed plates and text. The text outlines the 

formation of the Budapest Museum as wrapped up with the 

Hungarian socio-political struggle to attain freedom from 

the Habsburg monarchy in the mid-nineteenth century.  

The book posits that public access to fine art was and is crucial 

for cultural and artistic innovation, a sentiment that must 

have struck a chord with Drake, as his work in Pages pays 

homage to his own access to the work of the Old Masters. 

The content of the text finds its allegory in the lovely, empty 

birdcage rendered alongside it. 

The introspective environment of the installation feels 

both like a love poem and an elegy. There is melancholy in 

the loose, organic washes of ink, and the curling, yellowing 

papers, remnants of a life. There is also profound respect 

and humility as Drake acknowledges his indebtedness to the 

traditions of the creation and dissemination of art in the best 

way possible: his own contemporary innovations and unique 

creative vision.

—LAUREN TRESP

James Drake, Birdcage, drawings #1266, 1267, 1268, 1269, 1270 & 1271, 
graphite on book pages, 38” x 72”, 2014
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