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Letter : to Denitsa Todorova

On 13 February I walked past Ben Benaouisse’s project Art Ghent. In the Brabantdam in 

Ghent, the artist opened something that is halfway between a pop-up shop, a gallery and 

an exhibition space in early 2021. I think there was a temp agency in the building before 

that. In any case, the marks on the fitted carpet and the location of the power sockets sug-

gest that productivity and efficiency were thought of. Two noble concepts that contradict 

art, and the art of looking. At the time of my visit, there also hangs a large drawing made 

by you, on the first floor. The drawing is stretched between the floor and the ceiling, but it 

absorbs the eye in such a way that the ugliness of the building is forgotten for a moment. 

The vertical upright drawing consists of eight pieces of paper placed against each other. 

At first glance, the drawing appears to flow from top to bottom and from right to left. But 

where the sheets of paper are joined there is a hitch, a slight shift. As if you are looking at 

a monumental sheet of contact prints (photograms). The eight conjoined pieces seem to 

be fragments of a larger whole, events, junctures of time. Difficult to say whether they are 

pieces of the same sheet that have been put together in a different way, or whether they 

are pieces made over time from different sheets. Graphite on paper is the starting point, 

or perhaps more precisely graphite ánd paper. The drawings are created during a physical 

process in which the artist intuitively instructs the two materials: apply, rub away, tear, 

push, sand, caress, damage, scrape, destroy, cut, tread on, cover, ... The result are vibrant 

abstractions that move in a spectrum of black and white, and everything in between. The 

drawings seem to give light, to glow. They are physical, vibrating presences in which the 

surface of the paper is a relief affected by the artist. The complex and organic layering of 

the drawings reminds me of the fact that Denitsa Todorova is originally a painter. She has 

not lost the ability to paint, but the method to achieve forms of stratification has changed. 

In the drawing I saw in Ghent one can discern an undercoat of circles, dozens of circles. 

The circles delineate themselves as white; the graphite has been, as it were, scraped off. 

The circles look like the underlying framework, a graphic necklace over which hang the lar-

ger whiter areas like waterfalls of paper. The drawings of Denitsa Todorova are drawings in 

decline, and this in the double sense of the word. The physical action of the artist batters 

the paper in order to preserve it at a certain point as a final abstract image ‘in decline’. But 

decay also points to the passage of time absorbed. The abstract drawings are the inven-

tory of a moment, of an event, of physical action within the contours of the studio. When, 

as a spectator, you scan the sketched surface with your eyes, you walk into a geography 

of stacked and traced time. In the liner notes of the album ‘Jump Up’ by Jimmy Lyons and 

the Sunny Murray Trio (Hatology 2012, 1980 recordings) — the music I have been listening 

to while writing this letter — I read a quote from the incomparable alto saxophonist Jimmy 

Lyons: “Music is supposed to be sounds, notes, that are put together in a certain way that 

make it an experience for you and the people hearing it. It is no more than that.” Perhaps a 

work by Denitsa Todorova is supposed to be lines, planes, that are put together in a certain 

way that make it an experience for the people watching it. It is no more than that. 

Philippe Van Cauteren, Ghent 14 February 2021
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[Voice in the wilderness]

What if art is about adding, inventing, completing and creating from the 

white page or temporarily empty musical score? What if an artist can 

do nothing but imagine how a motif is shaped on the virgin canvas that 

awaits in the studio? Hesitant and thoughtful, or quick and purposeful: 

images and meanings come into being. What did not exist is created, layer 

after layer. Something emerges.

The opposite is also true. In which case, the artist subtracts the super- 

fluous. Like the sculptor who carves a sculpture from a block of marble, or 

a decorator who realises a sgraffito mural: by eliminating the unnecessary, 

the motifs appear.

Denitsa Todorova’s (b. 1984, Plovdiv, Bulgaria) recent drawings are created 

in a similar fashion. She covers thin, large-format sheets of paper with a 

thick layer of graphite powder until the rectangular black page takes on a 

slightly sculptural quality. The graphite is like a layer of soil, a surface that 

you must approach like an archaeologist. This is exactly Todorova’s occupa-

tion, in a process that she describes as ‘digging in the structure’. Revealing 

the patterns requires time and patience. She removes the material, layer 

after layer, until fragments of the underlying paper become vaguely visible. 

At which point, the negative becomes positive, or vice versa. It is not im-

mediately obvious what you are looking at. You need to work out ‘what it 

is’ for yourself, what it is that you perceive or experience.

Art can also be about erasing and making things disappear — every drawing 

is the result of a type of performance, a choreography without spectators 

that Todorova performs between the four walls of her Antwerp studio.

Are these abstract forms that emerge? That is yet to be seen. What 

Todorova reveals are the shapes that you ‘see’ when you stare at the sun 

or press your fists into your closed eyes. You do not really see anything: 

it is a process of remembering and imagining. Hence the title of the 

exhibition, Voice in the Wilderness — a solitary individual in a dark forest 

will see nothing but his own thoughts and dreams. Fascinated by things 

that are imperceptible but exist, she highlights them on the sheet. Paper 

allows an artist greater freedom than a canvas. And so, between direct 

experience and calculated guesses, Todorova sets to work. Afterwards, 

she fixes the sheet that she has pinned to the wall like a butterfly, or will 

meticulously frame. In the concentration of the moment and duration, 

she creates work that withstands time.

Eric Min, 16 July 2017
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Installation View, 2017

Voice in the Wilderness,  

Whitehouse Gallery,  

Lovenjoel 
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Installation View, 2018 

Like a Star above you,  

STRABAG Art Foundation, 

Vienna, Austria 
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Colour of the Rainbow, 2020

Graphite and pastel on paper

60 x 90 cm
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Murky Water, 2020

Graphite and oil pastels  

on paper

190 x 230 cm

p. 10 

 

Installation View, 2018

1+1+1=3, group show,  

DMW Gallery, Antwerp 
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Installation View, 2015

OPEN M, Attitude to Form, 

Museum M, Leuven
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Step in it, 2018

Graphite and pastel on paper

190 x 160 cm
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Traces, 2018

Graphite and pastel on paper

131 x 124 cm
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Tideway, 2020

Graphite on paper

75 x 94 cm
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Waiting, 2016

Graphite on paper

175 x 185 cm

p. 33

Veins 3, 2020

Graphite and pastel on paper

23 x 18 cm
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Pearls, 2018

Graphite on paper

74 x 65 cm
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Waterfalls, 2019

Graphite on paper

230 x 190 cm

p. 14

Stone, 2017

Graphite and pastel on paper

150 x 119 cm
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Traces, 2021

Graphite on paper

23 x 30 cm

p. 30

Signs, 2014

Graphite on paper

60 x 40 cm
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Peter Verhelst

THE LIGHT THAT LEAPS TOWARDS US

Translated by David Colmer 


