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Carbon Drawings: Function and Form

Jan Razauskas work from the past several years 
seems, at first, to be squarely positioned within the 
disciplinary boundaries of drawing and painting. But 
a closer look hints that these boundaries are not so 
clear after all. Practitioners from other disciplines can 
learn much from the way in which her compositions 
complicate these mythological stabilities. My field is 
architecture, which sometimes has a shaky and fraught 
relationship with visual art. But as someone who 
is interested in visual art, I’ve sometimes suspected 
that architects feel conflicted about it because our 
field seems, at least to those of us in it, less clear and 
contained than many of the other disciplines. When 

viewed from outside, the boundaries between arts 
like painting and sculpture can seem stable and well 
established. Fortunately, things are not that simple.

Razauskas uses strong contrast and dynamic shapes, 
with a tension between flatness and perspectival 
depth. In these drawings, the strong figures are 
revealed to be complicit in their own undermining. 
Razauskas’ figures are shaped from sheets of carbon 
transfer paper, which has been used to make other 
marks on the page that contribute to the backgrounds 
of the figures themselves, or sometimes to the 
existence of ghostly counter-figures, mirroring the 
black shapes and fading into the white of the paper. 
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This material used to 
make the drawing now 
becomes a part of the 
drawing, both above 
it and in it at the same 
time. Seen on the wall, 
this new layer, added to 
the surface of the paper, 
asserts the drawing’s 
status as an object. Is this 
a very thin sculpture? 
A collage? Maybe even 
a painting? The series’ 
title insists that these 
are drawings, and each 
composition is a complete and internally consistent 
world unto itself, but these pieces are hardly 
autonomous. They create, and invite, relationships.

Frank Lloyd Wright’s mentor, the architect Louis 
Sullivan, wrote in 1896 that “Form ever follows 
function, and this is the law.” For the modernist 
architects of the 20th century, the form of a structure 
should follow inevitably from the way it is made, 
and from the way it is used. But what is the function 
of a drawing? In 1976, the architect Peter Eisenman 
took the next natural step in an essay titled “Post-
Functionalism,” and—drawing on contemporary 
linguistics—he suggested that things should be 
arranged the other way around. Eisenman hints that 
function should follow form, and he goes even further 
to say that architecture is an autonomous discipline 
in which the production of form should precede all 
other concerns, “This new theoretical base changes 
the humanist balance of form/function to a dialectical 
relationship within the evolution of form itself. Here, 
form is understood as a series of fragments,” Eisenman 
says, “signs without meaning dependent upon, and 
without reference to, a more basic condition.” 

The fragments in Razauskas’ Carbon Drawings present 
themselves at first as something like Eisenman’s “signs 
without meaning,” but their pairings, relationships, 
and near symmetries suggest something else, an aspect 
of linguistics that Eisenman disregards in his analysis.

In Ferdinand de Saussure’s foundational text, Course 
in General Linguistics, published in English in 1959 
from notes originally assembled as far back as 1906, 
the Swiss linguist speculates about the process 
whereby the abstract sound of a human voice becomes 
associated with meaning and forms the words of a 
language. For Saussure, basic sound is like Eisenman’s 
meaningless fragments, but not for long. The raw 
(Saussure uses the word “arbitrary” in translation) 
sound becomes correlated with the equally 
undifferentiated continuum of thought and feeling to 
become a word with a definition. Two abstract figures, 
one of sound and one of thought, acquire significance 
through their relationship with one another, or, as 
he says: “Thought, chaotic by nature, has to become 
ordered in the process of its own decomposition.”

Razauskas’ compositions are ordered, not arbitrary, 
they have already begun to acquire the kind of 
proto-meaning that precedes the functions of 
language. Razauskas’ work invites these comparisons 
to architecture and language because her process of 
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This diagram, from Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics 
shows how elements of the formless continuum of mental states become 
associated with the equally formless world of verbal sounds to become 
words with specific meanings.



composition is clearly legible. Razauskas has titled 
another collection of work the Builder’s Handbook. 
When Bmore Art’s Cara Ober asked about that title, 
Razauskas said: “I was thinking about the idea of 
‘building’ and how it implies a solid, methodical 
approach to making something, and how impossible 
it would be to have a handbook for making images.” 
In architecture, the image is rarely the intended 
end-state for the work. Images act in at least three 
ways: images exist as part of the iterative design 
process, they exist in order to build consensus around 
themselves, agreement to create another thing at some 
time in the future, or they exist to offer instructions 
to those who will, if we’re all lucky, actually make 
the thing they point to. For Razauskas, image 
development comes through a whole wall full of 
material studies in another room, and sketchbooks 

full of formal exploration. These are compelling in 
their own right. Like the images and mockups made 
by architects, they are also traces of, or placeholders 
for, the thing itself, elsewhere in space and time. The 
Carbon Drawings, with their virtuosic use of specific 
properties of specific media, manage to retain their 
own autonomy even while addressing the existence of 
other disciplines and modes of practice, and invoking 
systems of relationships beyond themselves.

Fred Scharmen

Fred Scharmen has worked locally with Baltimore architects 
Alexander Design Studio and Ziger/Snead. In addition to 
independent solo work, research, and consulting in art, public 
art, interaction, and design. Fred has taught design studio at the 
University of Maryland, College Park; Morgan State University; 
and MICA.
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Jan Razauskas’ drawings, paintings, and interdisciplinary work have been 
exhibited widely, and recognized through granting sources including the 
Maryland State Arts Council, the Contemporary Museum in Baltimore, 
and the Santa Fe Art Institute. Her work has appeared in New American 
Paintings and been reviewed in numerous publications including Art 
Papers, Bmore Art, the Baltimore Sun, and the Baltimore City Paper. 
Razauskas earned her BFA from MICA and her MFA from Transart Institute 
in Austria. She lives and works in Baltimore and teaches at MICA. 


