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Figure 2. Installation view, Drawn Chorus. The Engine Room, Massey University, September 2020.  
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PRELUDE: Diary Entry, 30.8.17 

 

As I write this, I am �V�L�W�W�L�Q�J���R�Q���W�K�H���Z�D�W�H�U�p�V���H�G�J�H���R�I���6�D�Q�G�\���%�H�D�F�K at the northern tip of the 

�+�D�p�D�S�D�L group of islands in Tonga. The water laps onto the golden sand. For the last two 

�G�D�\�V���,���K�D�Y�H���E�H�H�Q���V�Z�L�P�P�L�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���K�X�P�S�E�D�F�N���Z�K�D�O�H�V�����7�K�H���Z�D�W�H�U�V���D�U�R�X�Q�G���W�K�H���+�D�p�D�S�D�L��

group of islands are a sanctuary for whales, who come here from the Antarctic via New 

Zealand and Australia to give birth to their calves. Locals tell me that the whales have 

been born early this year and that the population appears as strong as ever with a 

similar number returning. 

The Tongans have strict ethical laws around swimming with the humpbacks. We 

�R�Q�O�\���V�Z�L�P���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���P�R�W�K�H�U���Z�K�D�O�H�p�V���D�S�S�U�R�Y�D�O�����:�H���V�Z�D�P���W�R�Z�D�U�G���K�H�U���K�H�D�G���V�R���W�K�D�W���V�K�H��

could check us out, keeping a distance of five metres between her and us. It�ps then her 

choice: she could dive with the baby or let us swim alongside. 

It is a completely surreal experience swimming beside a whale and her baby with 

five �P�H�W�U�H�V���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���\�R�X�����,���V�W�D�\�H�G���L�Q���O�L�Q�H���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���P�R�W�K�H�U�p�V���H�\�H�����V�Z�L�P�P�L�Q�J���R�Q���P�\���V�L�G�H����

keeping my fins low to cut down any noise that could frighten her. 

My longest swim was close to an hour; ninety minutes is the maximum allowed 

by Tongan law. The mother whale was calm and the baby rode above or below her 

head coming up to the surface for air every three minutes. The mother kept an eye on 

my Tongan guide Victor and myself but swam slowly, possibly so that we could keep up. 

The mother does not eat while in the sanctuary, her sole job is to feed and teach the 

calf. 

In the distance males sing to her. Groups of four or five male whales will compete 

�W�R���E�H�F�R�P�H���D�Q���H�V�F�R�U�W���W�R���W�K�H���P�R�W�K�H�U���D�Q�G���E�D�E�\�����*�U�R�X�S�V���R�I���P�D�O�H�V���Z�L�O�O���V�Z�L�P���L�Q���Z�K�D�W�p�V���F�D�O�O�H�G��

a heat run after the mother and baby. They will breach on each other with their heads 

until there is a winner; then the job application process is complete and he takes up his 

appointment as escort. The escort will accompany them back past New Zealand and on 

to Antarctica. I am told there is nowhere to rest between Australia and New Zealand so 

the calf must be strong enough for the journey. The Kermadecs is a danger region 

where white pointers could attack; again, the baby must be strong enough to fight off 

attacks here. 
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In Chapter 5 I will discuss the final exhibition Drawn Chorus, held at The Engine Room 

art gallery at Massey University in September 2020. Discussion focuses on the installation of 

selected works and how they demonstrate my processual investigation. I also engage in a critical 

analysis of the project, aligning my aims with the outcome, including my intentions for an 

immersive experience of the work. 

The conclusion will provide a summary of the processes nested within this inventive 

methodological drawing investigation. I will reiterate how this research contributes to the 

visualisation of unseen environmental pressures as they evolve and how it makes a contribution 

to the domain of contemporary, ecologically engaged art practice.   
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Figure 6. M. OToole, How Loud Is Too Loud? No. 7, 2020. Willow charcoal and oil paint on Fabriano. 
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Figure 7. M. OToole, How Loud Is Too Loud? No. 2, 2019. Mixed media on black primer on paper.  
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Figure 11. M. OToole, Sound Score Experiment, 2018. Charcoal on Fabriano paper.  
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Figure 13. M. OToole, Studio: Work in Progress, 2018. Graphite and charcoal on Fabriano paper.  

Chapter 2: Literature Review Part 2, Survey of Artists 
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Figure 28. M. OToole, How Loud Is Too Loud? No. 5, 2019. Chalks and wet media on Fabriano paper. 
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experimental practical mode of enquiry. Elements of his drawing process will now be combined 

with the conceptual and theoretical frameworks I have introduced so far. Taking risks and letting 

meaning evolve in the process is my attempt to find ways of not just responding but also 

becoming-with. 
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Figure 31. M. OToole, How Loud Is Too Loud? Sea Baby, 2019. Chalks on mixed wet media. 
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Figure 32. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, 2017. Ground chalks and graphite. 

 

Observations: Listening 

I began the practical part of my research by developing a process of listening and responding 

through drawing, an example of which I describe in this section. The practical explorations 

detailed later in the chapter are all based on this original method of listening.  

My response to sound is evident through the physical force or pressure applied on the 

surface in wet and dry materials, including charcoal, acrylic paint, chalks and pastel, conté and 

printing inks. Sound is made tangible through a sensory translation that entwines listening and 

touch. I listen to the contours of the rhythms and slowly respond through mark-making to how 

they feel in my body: I listen, draw, listen, draw, repeat.  

These processes work best if carried out blind; that is, not looking at the paper. In this 

way all the senses are focused on the subject: the sound. Through my headphones, I responded 

to the sound recorded in Tonga. I was also able to listen to sound recordings I received from 

NIWA, as Goetz has shared her sound files with me for this experimental drawing process and 
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Figure 34. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, sound score series, 2018. Charcoals and 

chalks on Fabriano paper. 
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concerned with. I do draw with my body in this research, however, this work has an additional 

and particular focus on whales and understanding the impact of  human sound on their 

environment through the creation of  drawing methods. 

The next section outlines my invention of  action drawing processes developed in 

response to sound. These experimental processes evolve from verbs for pressure. These verbs 

were at the edges of  my thoughts and provided a playful jumping-off  point to my open-ended 

experimentation.  
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Figure 35. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, sound score series, 2018. Charcoals and 

chalks on Fabriano paper. 

Action Drawing: The Invention of Experimental Embodied Drawing 

Processes in Response to Sound 

 
Press, print, push, pull, stamp, drag, drop, erase, pour, flood, fold, spray, wipe, wash. 

 

 
 

Figure 36. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, from a monoprint series, 2018. Mixed 

inks. 
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Figure 38. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, from a monoprint series, 2018.  
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The outcome was unforeseeable. There was no way of  knowing how the inks would take 

to the wet ground. In the work shown in figure 36, the repeated printing and pressure also lifted 

some of  the ink, altering the values, adding to the depth in field. My bodily response to sound 

activates the memory of  my movement within the space. A horizon line appears on a downward 

lean to the right, creating a dynamic composition indicating action or activity. The body is 

present in the surface through the dragged brush strokes and my sensory responses to sound. 

The weight of  the marks is dependent on the force or bodily pressure applied in the printing 

process. The memory of  my lived experience, of  my body encountering nature, shifts into the 

present moment. The crescendo builds layers on the surface, a palimpsest. Working intuitively, I 

let the drawing tell me what should come next, hoping that this approach will uncover something 

new and unexpected. 

 

 
 

Figure 39. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, from a monoprint series, 2018. 

 



 71 

 
 

Figure 40. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, from a monoprint series, 2018. 
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Figure 44. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, from the drop series, 2017. Watercolour. 

 

 
 

Figure 45. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, from the drop series, 2018. Inks and 

white spirit. 
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Figure 46. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, from the pour series, 2017. Ink and 

gouache on mixed wet media on paper. 
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Figure 50. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud is Too Loud?, from the fold experiments, 2018. Mixed 

media. 

 

 
 

Figure 51. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, from the drop, fold series, 2018. Chalks 

and ink. 
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Figure 52. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, from the drop, fold series, 2017. Ink. 
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Figure 53. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, 2019. Chalk on mixed wet media on 

paper. 
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Figure 54. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, 2019. Chalks and flashe on Fabriano 

paper. 
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Figure 55. M. OToole, experiments for How Loud Is Too Loud?, 2018. Inks on Fabriano paper. 
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