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Abstract

Collected photographic traces of travelling pay homage to the glorious idea that humans sporadically leave ordinary life, 

travel to new locations and take a flurry of pictures to help them remember.  At the end of the holiday, they return to the 

ordinary, clutching only images and trinkets as physical evidence of their trajectory through alternative time zones and 

locations. The body of large-scale, photo-based oil paintings documented in this project draw upon these photographic 

traces of the travel experience, which verify what the tourist saw in journeying through unfamiliar spaces. Based on 

images gathered over the course of a year’s studio research in Germany, these works position the artist as collector of 

gazes en route between ordinary life and the extraordinary holiday setting.

Exploring the Foucauldian notion of the image caught in trajectory from photograph to painting, the body of artwork 

focuses on how a change of form is negotiated between the photographic source image and the painted studio outcome. 

Referencing a number of themes, theoretical contexts and practice-based approaches, the exegesis brings together 

images, literature and studio narrative to reveal the emergence of an understanding of painting as a process of painterly 

transliteration. Adapted from the linguistic term which describes the mapping from one system of writing into another, 

the notion of transliteration is applied to articulate how the artist maps from photograph to painting, seeking an approach 

which emphasises materiality of medium over representational reproduction. Paintings shaped through this process 

examine the tourist spectacle while highlighting their origins in transience, conveying the movement and fleeting nature 

of the travel experience as it transpires within the contemporary setting.
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INTRODUCTION

Melbourne, 2010: foraging for treasures at a second-hand bookshop, I came upon the alluringly titled Armchair Travels 
(King 2000), a full-colour publication promising all the visual spectacle of travel without the inconvenience of leaving 
your lounge chair. Attracted by its wild claims, and no doubt dreaming of places I would rather be, I purchased the book. 
At the time, it seemed no more than a simple transaction to acquire some interesting pictures. In retrospect, however, 
this was the unwitting commencement of a research journey that would go on to gather several thousand images from 
hundreds of different locations and sources. This compendium of readymade depictions of place would provide the basis 
for a significant body of paintings, in which I would explore notions of trajectory, transience, fragmentation and mobility, 
engaged with through the medium of the painted process.    
            S.M. Journal entry, 2nd February 2014

The body of work created within this research project is the material outcome of the intersection of art and travel with my 

practice of photo-based painting. Positioning the transformative “paradigmatic ‘experience’” of travel as the stimulus for 

inquiry (Leed 2001, p. 71), the project found context within Nicolas Bourriaud’s (2009a) theoretical milieu of the contemporary 

“altermodern”, a setting which is characterised by translation, communication and international movement. Passing between 

languages and traversing borders, the artist produces work that embodies trajectory, operating according to an “ethics of 

translation” adapted to the shifting environment (Bourriaud 2009d). Situating myself as mobile artist within this aesthetic of 

wandering, I undertook travel as means of gathering imagery for practice, drawn to the motifs of tourism, the in-between 

spaces, the idea of temporary placement, and the need to return home bearing visual traces of encounter. By positioning 
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myself as collector of views, I implicated the project within the wider theory of the tourist gaze, a specifically visual 

engagement with the travel experience (Urry 2001). Using photography to document my performance of travel, I became 

both perpetrator and object of the gaze and its related power structures.

The paradigm of translational exchange extended to frame the context of studio research, which sought to articulate the 

transfer of image in photo-based painting. “Research in painting” (Sullivan 2008) was structured to explore Michel Foucault’s 

(1999) notion of the image caught in trajectory between photograph and painting, examining how the transfer materialised 

within my practice. The key finding of the project identifies the approach of “painterly transliteration” as a means of 

negotiating the reconfiguration of forms. Drawing parallels between the act of photo-based painting and the process of 

linguistic transliteration, I equate the role of the artist to that of translator, who transfers meaning (image) from the source 

language (photograph) into a different script and way of writing (painting). The emphasis on the distinctive alphabetical codes 

highlights the material singularity of the element of paint, positioning the photo-based artist as expert translator between the 

divergent media, applying individualised techniques to create new forms of language using the medium of paint. Generating 

new knowledge about applied approaches to the practice of painting, painterly transliteration emerges as means of 

negotiating the transfer of form in photo-based painting, to create works which evidence origins in the translational aesthetic 

of the travel experience.
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Combining analytical discourse with reflexive insight, this exegesis outlines the theory, methodology and personal 

experiences which shaped the nature and course of the inquiry. This introduction presents the central features of the project, 

identifying key questions, research methodologies and definitions. To better orientate the reader’s understanding of the 

influence of the travel context upon the research process, theoretical analysis is presented alongside narrative commentary, 

framing participation in the travel experience as an approach to inquiry.

Motivating questions

The questions that accompany photo-based painting are multi-dimensional. Working from a reality caught through 

the camera’s viewfinder, photo-based painters encounter a myriad of ambiguities, embodied in issues of semblance 

and mimesis, distinctions of media, and implications arising from an approach which utilises already-existing visual 

imagery. The motivating question of this project originates in the actual process of photo-based painting: essentially, 

how does the painter create works which accurately convey the Foucauldian notion of the image caught in trajectory 

between photograph and painting? Using source photographs gathered while travelling, studio explorations sought 

to delineate how the painter implements the transfer between forms to effectively balance the competing elements 

of photographic imagery and painterly materiality. In negotiating this exchange, I positioned myself as a translator 

between divergent languages; research in painting sought to identify the actual function of the translational process, 

while also articulating the role of the artist in bringing about the translation. 
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The process of inquiry within this project employed two specific research methodologies. The first methodology 

functioned through a performance of the “art of travel”, an approach which assigned significance to the physical act of 

travel when undertaken as means of gathering insight, imagery and experiences for creative practice (Adler 1989). The 

second methodology of “research in painting” guided the process of self-reflexive studio-based inquiry, drawing upon 

imagery gathered via the art of travel for painterly exploration in the studio environment (Sullivan 2008).

Research methodology of the performed “art of travel” 

The central imagery for photo-based painting in this research project was gathered through the physical act of travelling 

which applied the methodology of the performed “art of travel” (Adler 1989). Travel has long been a way of acquiring 

knowledge, facilitating a “double voyage of discovery” where the traveller learns about both self and the wider world 

(Roberson 2001, p. xvii). Transporting individuals beyond the ordinary schedules of home life, travel “plays with body, 

space and time” to bring into being scenes, encounters and episodes which would have otherwise remained dormant 

(Eco 1982, p. 185). When undertaken with a primary focus on meanings discovered, created and communicated when 

journeying through geographical space, Judith Adler (1989) suggests that the very act of travel becomes an art form, 

a medium for bestowing meaning on the self and the realities through which one moves. This idea is reiterated in the 
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contemporary setting by Bourriaud (2009c), who observes: 

As global travel has become more attainable, the act of travelling has become a medium in itself. Artists explore 
geographies, searching for the unseen or the unknown among both their own known environments and the most 
hostile or remote lands on the globe, documenting their personal journeys and discoveries. They create forms based 
on their experiences of travel – using patterns of travel, translation, displacements, diaries and the exoticisation of 
familiar events. 

The performed art of journeying offers “a vantage point from which to understand life ‘as it really is’”, facilitated by departure 

from “life as it is” (Adler 1989, p. 1365). Of course, not all travel seeks such high-minded outcomes, and it is perfectly 

acceptable to return home with little more than a suitcase of dirty washing, a memory card full of photos and a bad case 

of jetlag. Within the setting of this project, however, travel was undertaken as an explorative, educational and experiential 

activity. The insights sought into “life as it is” relate to the actual experience of travel and holidaying: my creative practice 

ponders and focuses on the phenomenon of going away, fascinated by the idea that people place themselves in new 

settings for a brief period, to partake in singularly extraordinary behaviour, before returning to ordinary life. 

Locating myself within the tourist milieu, my performance of the “art of travel” positioned me as a consumer at the 

feast of visual and experiential newness. I behaved as the group behaved, partaking in an itinerary of holidaying in which 

every day is numbered sequentially and thus made important by its membership of a limited edition. Some moments 
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were more memorable than others: first nights, last nights, the day where you plan to see the main attraction. The 

big questions were outstandingly trivial: do we need to buy another bottle of water before going to bed? Is that Trip 

Advisor review trustworthy? Should I buy gifts here, or will they be cheaper when we go to the next place? Although 

trite, such questions nonetheless comprise “life as it is” within the travel experience. By focusing on these moments 

within research, I examined a theme in which superficiality engaged with a singular phenomenon of behaviour within the 

contemporary existence.

One such aspect of “life as it is” within the travel experience is the pattern of temporary movement created by the tourist’s 

itinerary. Journeying through tourist destinations involves the following of regular paths and points of spatial and temporal 

intersection, creating a pattern in which trajectories separate and cross. Tourism brings its own rhythms to environments that 

already follow patterns of their own – the opening and closing of shops, the public transport, the lighting up times – where 

“space and place are replete with rhythms, flows, and becomings, seething and full of life” (Edensor 2012, p. 57). Week in, 

week out, waves of tourists arrive, unpack, revel, then go home, to be replaced by a new set of customers who take part 

in strikingly similar behaviour. This sequence is repeated when visiting major sights: tourists arrive, listen, photograph, then 

depart, making way for the next wave of visitors (see Figures 0.1 and 0.2). A few linger a little longer, but eventually the sites 

close for the night, and everyone must vacate. The only proof of their having been there lies in the hundreds of versions of 

the same photograph created every day at that site: same pose, same monument, different face. On returning home, these 
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Figure 0.1 Maciej Dakowicz, Tourists: Petra,  
Jordan 2011, photograph (Dakowicz 2015)

Figure 0.2 Maciej Dakowicz, Tourists: Istanbul 
2012, photograph (Dakowicz 2015)
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images will be held up as remnants of the experience; without them, the encounter exists only in the invisible figments 

of story and memory. Similarly interesting is the behaviour of the tourist crowds, who act in analogous ways despite their 

different cultural origins. Taking photographs in the wake of these crowds, I find myself faced by innumerable questions of 

human behaviour. For example: how to explain the thousands of people who take part in the bizarre ritual of fastening a 

padlock (although a bike or suitcase lock will suffice) to bridges in Europe (Figure 0.3), moved by a notion of love that locks 

a name to a pylon and throws away the key? Correspondingly: what maniacal commitment to practicality drives multitudes 

of thoroughly sane, ordinarily well-dressed people to resort to wearing the same raincoat, hat and sensible shoes (Figure 

0.4) for weeks on end? And what could possibly be inside the enormous matching suitcase collections (Figure 0.5) that one 

periodically gets stuck behind in the check-in queue? 

Patterns of group behaviour appear alongside individual codes of holiday behaviour, revealed in the parameters one sets for 

one’s own performance of the travelling ritual:

When travelling, I find myself structuring my behaviour upon an informal code of “what I always do on holiday”, 
which sets itself up alongside “what I never do on holiday”. At breakfast, for example, I always try to guess countries 
of origin based on other patrons’ buffet choices (Germans betray themselves immediately with salami and sliced 
tomato). In Asia, I always use the laundry service and eat Lady Finger bananas. In hostels, I never make conversation, 
unable to stomach the intercultural flirting of hostel kitchens, or the personalities whose idea of dialogue is “out-
storying” you in a bid to highlight the number of places they’ve visited. 

S. M. Journal entry, 13th June 2012
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Figure 0.4 Sensible clothes for touring, Dublin, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2014

Figure 0.5 Matching suitcases, Dubai,  
photograph Sarah Moller 2014

Figure 0.3 Padlocks on the bridge across the River 
Rhein, photograph Sarah Moller 2012



10  | Introduction

Such myriad trivial insights into the personal and collective behaviour of travellers constitute “life as it is” within the travel 

performance, furnishing the imagery and themes for my painterly practice. In providing access to contrasting settings, 

travel frames alternative scenes, revealing formative insights into daily existence. The central idea of this project, for 

example, which equates painting to the linguistic process of transliteration, first emerged in the context of a research 

trip to St Petersburg in 2012. Travelling to Russia is an experience of navigating the translational landscape: although 

the architecture and weather are familiar, the Cyrillic alphabet accentuates the extreme differences of context and 

communication. Denied the phonetic leads of the Latin script, visitors struggle to shape the most basic of words, so that 

even the universally ubiquitous act of ordering fast food – in this case, Borscht, from a Cyrillic menu – facilitates a crisis of 

expression (Figure 0.6). The contrast of language and the strangeness of place are emphasised by the extraordinary daylight 

hours of the St Petersburg summer, where the sun sets near midnight and rises again around 4am. In such a setting, the 

traveller’s encounters with the extraordinary seem almost normal: I was unsurprised, for example, by the sight of couples 

dancing together at 5am on the pavement of St Petersburg’s main boulevard, Nevskij Prospekt (Figure 0.7).
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Figure 0.6 TepemoK takeaway, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2012

Figure 0.7 5am, Nevskij Prospekt, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2012
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Performing the art of travel as a research methodology assigns significance to movements through space and time, 

facilitating new opportunities for experience, reflection and contemplation. One such example of this locates itself in the 

amount of waiting which travel necessitates. Journeying to reach a specific destination is an activity where the act of 

waiting plays a central role. This waiting is different to the commuting of everyday life, where routine travel is undertaken 

through familiar landscapes perfunctorily, preoccupied by concerns of work and home. One waits for the holiday to arrive, 

counting down days on the calendar. One waits at the airport for a prescribed amount of time before being allowed on 

the plane. If driving, the question “Are we there yet?” awaits fulfilment. The journey itself is a matter of sitting, snoozing, 

watching, reading, waiting for arrival. Some journeys involve repeated performances of waiting, involving multiple flights 

and excruciating layovers, which alter and confuse all sense of perception and time (Smith 2013). As travelling artist, 

the enforced act of waiting provides a surprising window for action, and I look with greater interest at my temporary 

surroundings. Walking around the airport to encourage circulation, I find interesting perspectives and vantage points from 

the concourse. In everyday life I am too busy to stand and watch the patterns of scurrying figures; it is only at airports, 

where I have nothing better to do, that I find myself drawn into meditations on the movements of trolleys, travellers and 

airport staff, as they meet, interact, amble or march through the landscape (Figure 0.8).
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Figure 0.8 Dubrovnik meet and greet, photographs Sarah Moller 2014
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The reflection commenced in the enforced wait of the journey extends into the holiday experience, where the divorce 

from everyday routines provides space for conversations and contemplations normally overwhelmed by daily life. Even 

on holidays that centre on cultural sights and big cities, moments for reflection arise when waiting in queues or on 

public transport. Mealtimes on holiday are more leisurely and more regular than at home, and coffee stops are built in 

to the daily itinerary. One has more opportunity for conversation with travel partners, or if travelling alone, one reads, 

writes, sketches or muses on the surroundings at the restaurant. One visits more museums and more galleries, more 

parks and more cathedrals, finds so much that is new and interesting upon which to reflect or discuss. In short, the 

performed “art of travel” provides the space and time to engage with significant moments not afforded in every day 

routines.

The imagery I gathered during the travel performance was visual evidence of an experience I knew would come to an 

end. My awareness of surroundings was heightened by the knowledge that my time was limited, and within days I 

would return home, or move on to another experience. This knowledge prompted me to look with greater interest at 

my environment and the people within it. In gathering imagery from within the tourist melee, the role of tourist and 

artist overlapped, echoing Lucy Lippard’s (1999, p.13) proposition that both tourism and art provide a lens with which 

to “look around”. Rather than seeking sights, my research sought tourists as they sought sights, contributing new 
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perspectives and locational influences to my inquiry. Limited not only to the emotional contemplation of the travel 

experience, this gathering extended to the practical aspects of the encounter, implicating sights, maps, timetables, 

culinary experiences, taxi rides and cultural negotiations.

I transported the travel experience back to the non-holiday context of studio setting embodied in photographs 

and postcards, which formed a database of imagery for my creative practice of painting. Encompassing the visual 

paraphernalia of the tourist gaze, this database contained my own travel snaps, stamps, ticket stubs, pages torn from 

inflight magazines and photo books, maps, pamphlets, professional photographs and images found online. All were 

visual reminders that I had once been somewhere very different, if only for a fleeting moment. The recurring theme of 

this collection was a preoccupation with notions of time and place. The idea of the transience of the tourist re-appeared 

continuously, visible in the transitional zones of airports, ferry terminals and train stations, and embodied by tourist 

crowds visiting sights, obediently following tour guides while assiduously photographing surrounds which they would 

probably never visit again. Temporality was accompanied by constant movement, as waves of people entered then left, 

to be replaced by subsequent waves, each seeking their own photographic proof of the encounter. The motion of crowds 

diverged from the walking of everyday life, resembling more an ambling dance: stroll, stop, look, photograph, consult the 

map, stroll, and stop; repeat. Variations on this dance included more intentional walking with suitcases in tow, often with 
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a perspiring individual leading the fray, clutching a map in frustration or determined resolve. In working from these visual 

leftovers of place, my practice re-engaged with the holiday moment, recreating and reproducing moments from the travel 

performance in the ordinary setting. My experiences of travel thus became an integral part of the process of making art, 

bringing new insights to culture, place and human behaviour not usually encountered in the everyday studio context.

The methodology of “research in painting”

The practice of photo-based painting within this research project drew upon the extensive collection of travel perspectives 

to explore the image caught in trajectory from photograph to painting (Foucault 1999). Placing this idea at the centre of 

the research project, I took on the role of “artist researcher” to create a body of work which explores how the transfer 

between media unfolds (McNiff 2008). These explorations found context within the methodology of practice-based 

research, in which the artist, as both practitioner and researcher, identifies and addresses questions through the making 

of art (Biggs 2002; Mäkelä 2006; Scrivener 2002b). 

A key concern in structuring this research project lay in the desire to articulate the role and extent of the contribution 

of the photograph to the studio practice of painting. This question was approached by applying the methodology of 

research in painting set out by Sullivan (2008), in which painting is undertaken as a tool for individual inquiry, a means 
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of critical engagement and an instance of cultural practice. Central to the inquiry is the production of creative artefacts, 

specifically, photo-based paintings. Through a process of “thinking in a medium”, the body of paintings created was 

the tangible means of giving form to ideas (Sullivan 2008, p. 244). The act of painting thus situated theory within 

a framework of inquiry; by positioning the painting as the primary site for research, I enacted research in painting, 

where questions, problems, and insights arose through the process of undertaking medial experimentation. Drawing 

upon Sullivan’s (2005) premise of “creating and critiquing” to achieve new understanding, the investigation undertook 

original, creative, imaginative and innovative inquiry (Parr, G 1996). Focusing specifically on the question “what if?”, 

practitioner-related research went beyond the parameters of the artist’s professional practice to introduce original 

“risk-taking and boundary pushing” inquiry-based activity (Ewins 1992, p. 14). This approach included a self-reflexive 

element which combined reflection on past experience with further investigations into creative production (Schön 

1983; Scrivener 2004).

Pivotal to research was the act of doing or making, carried out as a series of documented experimentations with paint 

in the studio. Rather than following a rigid traditional structure of hypothesis and outcome, the process of creating 

work adhered to an intuitive path, where the motivation to produce proceeded from things witnessed or experienced, 

following a process of “seeing what happens” (Scrivener 2004, p. 17). Distinguished photo-painter Gerhard Richter 
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explains the act of painting as a means of thinking, an approach in which one form responds to another in a reactive 

process where “thinking is painting” (cited in Scrivener 2004, p. 17). The methodology of making and doing was 

essential to experimentation in the studio. While I often began with an idea about the finished work in my head, 

I rarely knew how best to go about achieving this result, and found myself taking the approach of “seeing what 

happens”.  Frequently an unintended result revealed a new way of working, and my technical repertoire benefited from 

the experimentation. Similarly, creative practice often employed Richter’s approach of “thinking through painting”, 

whereby I commenced a project as an intuitive response to an image, refining my formal ideas as I undertook the 

painting process and the outline of the work emerged.

The need for ongoing reflection was an important component of research in painting, a process which prompted 

critical consideration of reasons for making, methods adopted and possible interpretations of the work (Sullivan 2008). 

The central concerns of the research project were identified through undertaking self-reflexive evaluation, facilitated 

by tools like journaling, dialogue and blogging to reflect on procedures, problems, challenges and discoveries that 

emerged in practice. Re-visiting and reflecting upon records of studio activities assisted in clarifying the central 

questions of research, identifying the issues which motivated the photo-based practice.
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In order to specifically focus on photo-based painting in an environment where travel was easily accessible, I undertook 

a year of studio research at the Kunsthochschule Mainz, the Academy of Visual Art at Johannes-Gutenberg University, 

Germany. Working within this setting facilitated the production of studio work under the mentorship of artist Anne 

Berning, providing access to a large range of exhibitions, and also enabling me to enact performances of the art of travel 

to gather imagery of the tourist gaze. The concept of painterly transliteration was developed in relation to the painterly 

practice of Berning, and underpinned with reference to artists like Gerhard Richter, Peter Doig and Malcolm Morley, 

whose approach to the photographic image negotiated issues of semblance, reproduction and materiality of medium 

arising in research.

Key Terms

A number of key terms appear regularly in this exegesis. In addition to the notion of “painterly transliteration” and 

Bourriaud’s “altermodern”, the term “photo-based painting” is used to describe an approach to painting in which 

photographic sources provide the visual foundation for the creation of representational paintings. Also known as photo-

painting or photogenic painting, photo-based painting encompasses specific genres like Photo-Realism and Hyperrealism, 

as well as the broader genus of representational painting (Foucault 1999). In recent years, exhibitions like the Hayward 

Gallery’s The Painting of Modern Life (Rugoff 2008) and Saatchi Gallery’s three part Triumph of Painting (Saatchi 2005) 
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have highlighted the breadth and diversity of both contemporary and historical photo-based painting, and the variety of 

interpretations of image which accompany the genre.

Within this exegesis, the terms “traveller” and “tourist” are used interchangeably. While “traveller” refers generically to 

one who travels, “tourist” refers specifically to one who travels for leisure (Macquarie 2013). Although distinctly different 

terms, I undertook both versions of movement within the course of this project, sometimes travelling for the purposes of 

study, and sometimes gathering imagery as a by-product of leisure travel. The distinction between the two labels has long 

been contentious. Since packaged travel in the 1800s expanded to incorporate social classes ranging from intellectuals 

to manual workers, those who objected to being classified amongst the “tourist” genus sought to be associated with 

the original genus “traveller” (Kane & Tucker 2004). The publication of the narratives of explorers like Mungo Park and 

Sir Richard Burton reinforced this admiration of the “traveller”, an adventurous individual who went further than the 

itinerarised route, to the more “exotic” outskirts of the Empire, for longer periods of time (Buzard 1993).

The term “tourist”, by contrast, has almost negative connotations, immediately conjuring visions of loud-mouthed, 

guidebook waving tour-groups, a classification which the aesthetically conscious “traveller” is keen to avoid. Culler (1998 

cited in Huggan 2001) argues that the desire to distinguish oneself as a traveller rather than a tourist is an integral part of 
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tourism that continues into contemporary times; one attempts to convince oneself that one is not a tourist by ferociously 

denigrating the tourist genus. The idea of the rarefied traveller as privileged witness, however, has been made nearly 

impossible by the contemporary ubiquitousness of global mass tourism (Minh-ha 1994). In the current climate of easily 

accessible travel, a plethora of routes, companies and advisory sites exponentially multiply the ways in which one can 

“be” a tourist, highlighting the reality that “unchartered terrain” exists only as a construct of colonial understandings. 

In such a setting, the distinction between “tourist” and “traveller” is obsolete: “All travellers, if they are not exiles or 

migrants, are now tourists”(Osborne 2000, p. 73). 

Structure and significance

Structured to examine theoretical contexts, ideas and processes which shaped the body of work displayed in the 

exhibition Lingua Franca, this exegesis brings together images, journal reflections, surveyed literature and narratives of 

studio activity to reveal the emergence of an understanding of painting as a process of transliteration. The exegesis is 

divided into three parts. 

Part One, Embodying Trajectory, introduces the various theoretical ideas which underpin key themes and concepts within 

this research project. Establishing the notion of trajectory as a recurring action in creative practice, I define the process of 
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painterly transliteration with reference to Bourriaud’s (2009a) observations on the contemporary artistic setting of global 

exchange. In this altermodern milieu, the artist traverses time, space and media, implementing an “ethics of translation” 

to create work which is characteristically transient. Positioning my practice within this setting, I highlight the translational 

aspects of painterly transliteration and examine the operational features of the linguistic model. I then outline the 

development of the transliterative concept with reference to artists whose practices provided foundational insights into 

the applied aspects of the painterly technique.

Part Two, Gathering Gaze, situates the photographic object as the source language for painterly transliteration. Examining 

the various types and origins of the photographs within my database of imagery, I discuss the role that the photograph 

plays in embodying moments and framing memories. Outlining the historical and symbiotic emergence of tourism 

and photography, I position the central imagery of my project within the wider discourse of John Urry’s (1990) “tourist 

gaze”, a phenomenon which emphasises the intimate relationship between travel and the visual domain. Focusing on 

the characteristics, emergence, operation and implications of the tourist gaze, I position its relevance and critique its 

limitations within the context of this research project.

Part Three, Shaping Painterly Transliteration, focuses specifically on the body of paintings created in studio research. 

Outlining the issues, experiments and discoveries which influenced the emergence of painterly transliteration in this 
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project, the voice of the artist is often used to tell the “inside story” about the research process. Delineating the operation 

of key processes of fragmentation and reconstruction in transferring the image between media, a specific approach to 

photo-based painting is revealed which positions the artist as translator who creates new forms using the language of 

paint. The resulting works are scenes of layered trajectory, which communicate the transience of tourist activity and evoke 

the passage of the artist wandering through new environments.

Produced in conjunction with the body of studio research, this exegesis presents the concept of painterly transliteration 

as a means of articulating the trajectory from photographic source to painted outcome in photo-based painting. 

Specifically examining how the transfer between media functions, explorations in studio research generated new 

knowledge concerning elements of practice in which photographic representation was de-emphasised in favour of 

highlighting the material elements of paint. Conveying movement, emphasising medium and employing the imagery of 

the tourist gaze, works shaped through painterly transliteration scrutinise the spectacle of the tourist phenomenon, while 

revealing their foundations in the ephemeral transience of the travel experience. Synthesised passages in the resulting 

works mirror the movement of the travelling artist, who collects vestiges of visual experience to transliterate through 

the medium of paint. Painterly transliteration positions the artwork as a site which bridges the diametric settings of 

ordinary life and the holiday existence, creating a body of work which reflects a state of perpetual passage to present new 
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insights into the depiction of mobility. Unique to the context of this project, painterly transliteration emerged in response 

to problems of photo-based painting which arose in the course of studio research. Identified and articulated through 

studio experimentation, it offers an approach to photo-based painting which acknowledges and negotiates the material 

differences of the languages of photography and painting. In the role of expert translator between divergent media, the 

artist draws upon her knowledge of image to transfer the photographic essence into the alphabet of paint, implementing 

a process of fragmentation and reconstruction through applying specific painterly techniques. 



Embodying trajectory: the theoretical and  
practical underpinnings of painterly transliteration

Figure 1.0 Martin Parr, Leaning Tower, Pisa, Italy,  
in Small World (Parr & Winchester 1995)

PART ONE
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PART ONE
Embodying trajectory: the theoretical and practical underpinnings of painterly transliteration

One of the hardest parts about speaking a foreign language is that you have to work hard to be funny. Jokes, 
puns and word plays – all second nature in the mother tongue – suddenly become confusing juggernauts of 
misunderstanding. One gives up altogether on telling funny stories: by the time you have worked out which tense 
you will use in the re-telling, the conversation has moved on and you’ve missed your chance. It was a moment 
of triumph today then, when I not only managed to crack a joke with a man in the lift about the enormous bag of 
football jumpers he was carrying, but he actually laughed, and we engaged in a bit of banter between the third and 
fifth floors. A triumph, particularly in Germany where “der Smalltalk” is a stand-alone subject at the Adult Education 
School. Suddenly I had managed to make a connection, to chart a course, to launch an object and hit the target. I 
was not just translating out of English, but actually starting to construct in German – not just clinging to the familiar 
approach but moving and progressing into a new form of language. I felt a bit like an explorer, setting myself on a 
trajectory from a known environment into the unknown expanse of possibilities and future directions . . .

           S.M. Journal entry, Mainz, 4th June 2012

Trajectory – the path created by the journey of a moving object, an airborne projectile or an article propelled by the action 

of given forces – is a recurring theme in this project, encapsulating the key features of my creative practice (Macquarie 

2015). The trajectories created by the performance of travel provide the subject matter and imagery for my paintings, 

embodied in photographs which, when transported to the home environment, establish a passage between ordinary life 

and the extraordinary travel experience. The approach of photo-based painting employed in studio research focuses on 
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the role of the artist in carrying forms across from photograph to painting. Contextualising these transfers with reference 

to Nicolas Bourriaud (2009) and Michel Foucault (1999), this section posits the concept of painterly transliteration as 

an approach to articulating trajectory in photo-based painting. Developed in reference to the techniques of a number 

of contemporary artists, painterly transliteration explicitly defines the transfer active within my creative practice, which 

moves from the photographic language of image to the material language of paint.

The theme of trajectory inherent in this project reflects the centrality of mobility and exchange to contemporary existence. 

Characterised by technology, “busyness” and instantaneous communication, life in the Western present features an 

essential element of speed (Davis 2013). The perception of time in our “hurried life” consists of short-lived, episodic 

moments of connection resembling a frenetic pointillism (Maffesoli 2003). The resulting “culture of instantaneity” 

which expects “rapid delivery, ubiquitous availability and the instant gratification of desires” has become an increasingly 

normative state (Tomlinson 2007, p. 74). At the onset of the twenty-first century Zygmunt Bauman (2000) identified this 

status of frenetic activity as “liquid modernity”, an idea which continues to evolve in the contemporary setting. Analysing 

the phenomenon of globalisation, Bauman (2000) observes a reality tending to constant and relentless change, in which 

individuals are positioned as consumers in the global market, and where transience and immediacy are valued over 

permanency and the long term (Palese 2013). 
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The mobility of liquid modernity extends to the individual’s virtual and physical movement between locations, to the 

degree that travel, movement and mobility have become some of the essential activities of human life. As Susan 

Roberson (2001, p. xi) suggests: “Whether we travel to foreign lands or just across the room, we all journey and from 

our journeying define ourselves. Meaning, definition, identity and structure . . . are all derived from mobility, movement 

through space.” Writing in the pre-Internet era, Leed (1991, p. 44) described society at that time as a mobile “society 

of travellers” who undertake journeys on an unprecedented scale. Twenty-five years on, the growth of the Internet 

has not only facilitated the concept of virtual travel, but has also made actual travel more accessible through travel 

blogs, virtual guides and online booking sites. Participation in overseas journeying has increased similarly exponentially 

through the rapid expansion (and occasional swift collapse) of budget airlines (Smith 2013). Tourism, as the largest 

industry in the world, has become a “significant social force in contemporary society with far reaching international, 

economic, cultural, and geopolitical importance” (Bonami 2005, p. 10), while also comprising a core element of 

everyday existence (Urry 2001).

In focusing on the notion of trajectory, this project engages and responds to a contemporary culture of mobility; gathering 

imagery via travelling for use in the translational process of painting, my works reflect the physical patterns cast by human 

forms as they journey through alternative landscapes. As artist, I participate in a setting where routes and exchanges are 
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a way of life. Assisted in this by the cheap travel of budget airlines, the alternative studio settings provided by overseas 

study opportunities, and the instantaneous international communication provided online, my research functions in a 

setting inaccessible to former eras. Even when working in the Australian context, my practice participates in global 

conversations, sourcing images from international photo-sharing sites and overseas friends, while partaking in discussions 

with former studio colleagues in Germany. While such interactions would have been classified as part of an unattainably 

elite and glamorous lifestyle in previous times, contemporary online culture means that virtual travel is now a part of 

ordinary life, serving also to make actual travel more accessible.

Bourriaud’s “ethics of translation”

The theoretical foundation of this aspect of research finds precedence in the ideas of French curator, writer and cultural 

commentator Nicolas Bourriaud (2002, 2009), who positioned himself as an influential analyst on contemporary art 

criticism with his first book Relational Aesthetics, published in French in 1998 and English in 2002 (Erjavec 2012). 

Examining tendencies observed in his curatorial work during the 1990s, Bourriaud (2002) focused on the stylistically 

heterogeneous practices of about twenty artists who loosely but regularly worked together, identifying a common 

denominator which situated each artist’s work within the sphere of the inter-human relationships they produced. 

Relational aesthetics attempted to organise and comprehend a generation of artists as their work took shape: to 
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“understand and explain what I see emerging, not to produce afterthoughts and theorize what has already happened” 

(Bourriaud 2009b). Bourriaud’s second publication, Postproduction: Culture as Screenplay (2002) focused on the same 

group of artists to refine and expand upon his first hypothesis, observing that art had entered a new paradigm partially 

shaped by the Internet (Ryan 2009). In this setting, the contemporary artist draws on the skill-sets of both programmer 

and DJ, “selecting cultural objects and inserting them into new concepts”. Pronouncing “reality” to be a “simple montage”, 

Bourriaud positioned art as an editing table where artists deconstruct, manipulate and reorganise social forms to 

recompose the montage: “the artist de-programs in order to re-program, suggesting that there are other possible usages 

for techniques, tools and spaces at our disposition” (Bourriaud 2009b).

While these texts are useful in providing a background to contributions to contemporary art discourse, it is Bourriaud’s 

(2009) curation of the fourth Tate Triennial, Altermodern, which provides important theoretical underpinnings to the key 

ideas of trajectory and movement in this project. Describing the current era as one of “international exchange, translation 

and mobility”, Bourriaud’s exhibition specifically reflected upon the way artists produce work in a setting of globalised 

motion, gathering them under the banner of the “altermodern” (Frichot 2009). Applied to illustrate and give shape to 

the era we now inhabit, Bourriaud (2009) used the term altermodern to connote a “specific modernity” according to 

the present economic, political and cultural conditions of globalisation. In the ‘Altermodern Manifesto’ (2009) which 
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accompanied the exhibition, Bourriaud delineated his proposed modernity as an era in which increased communication, 

travel and migration transform daily life into a “series of journeys in a chaotic and teeming universe”. In contrast to 

modernism, which Bourriaud described as speaking the abstract language of the colonial west, and post-modernism, 

which anchored artistic phenomena in origins and identities, altermodernity describes an era which has broken from 

these ties. 

Located within a contemporary culture of communication, travel and migration, the altermodern landscape is 

characterised by wandering, translation and precariousness (Larson 2011). Involvement in this intrinsically international 

way of being casts the increasingly mobile artist into the role of “journalist (the word comes from journey) who reflects on 

the world and creates new markers and signs” (Bonami 2005, p. 63). From this position, artists connect signs and forms 

to create circuits of meaning in a “radicant” or rhizomatic way, an idea which develops upon Guattari and Deleuze’s (1987) 

model of the rhizome, a creeping root-structure which opposes the dualist skeleton of the arborescent model (Morton 

2009). Suspended between “the chaotic fluidity of the rhizomic thought . . . and a more stable sense of orientation” 

(Larson 2011), the artist is labelled “homo viator”, a travelling cultural nomad who navigates formats (Bourriaud 2009a). 

Work produced in the altermodern milieu takes on the form of trajectories, reflecting the action of roaming through time, 

space and mediums (Ryan 2009). Rather than having a set origin or intention, such work reflects fragmented notions 
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of translations, voyages, displacements and migrations, revealing the uncertain environment of journeying in which it is 

produced (Bourriaud 2009b). Central to these ideas is an ethics of translation, where meanings are adapted and passed 

between codes, but remain as elusive forms, because “every translation is inevitably incomplete” (Bourriaud 2009d, 

p. 30). Translation connotes movement and emphasises an aesthetic of wandering which is imperative to Bourriaud’s 

conception of altermodernity (Larson 2011).

The work of the twenty-eight artists included in the Altermodern exhibition illustrated the multi-faceted nature of 

Bourriaud’s posited modernity. Grouped thematically, the works combined to present a “collective thinking” about 

Bourriaud’s observations of the present era, exploring eclectic and sometimes enigmatic aspects of the creative milieu. 

Through a semi-autobiographical, quasi-documentary film, Lindsay Seers’ Extramission 6 (Black Maria) 2009 (see Figure 

1.1 overleaf), for example, traversed the parameters of fact and fiction to lead the viewer through a no-man’s land which 

denied concretion in either state (Bourriaud 2009c). Similar passages through space, state and time were examined in 

Simon Starling’s replication of a desk designed by Francis Bacon, Three White Desks 2008-09 (see Figure 1.2 overleaf): the 

artist commissioned a cabinetmaker in Berlin to build the desk from a photograph of the original design, then subsequent 

desks were constructed in Sydney and London based on photographs of the most recent versions. Simulating a “Chinese 

whispers” which traversed time and place, Starling’s work negotiated themes of image transmission, technology, craft, 

and translation (Bourriaud 2009c). 
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Figure 1.2 Simon Starling, Three White Desks 2008-2009, 
mixed media, in Altermodern, Tate Britain, London, 3 Feb – 

26 April 2009

Figure 1.3 Walead 
Beshty, FedEx Sculptures 
2005-ongoing, glass cubes, 
in Altermodern, Tate Britain, 
London, 3 Feb – 26 April 2009

Figure 1.1 Lindsay Seers, 
Extramission 6 (Black 
Maria) 2009, installation, in 
Altermodern, Tate Britain, 
London, 3 Feb – 26 April 2009

Figure 1.4 Franz Ackermann, 
Gateway-Getaway 2009, 

installation, in Altermodern, Tate 
Britain, London, 3 Feb – 26 April 

2009
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Journeys through the “non-places” of international airspace were likewise investigated in the work of Walead Beshty, 

FedEx Sculptures, 2005 – ongoing (Figure 1.3), a collection of glass cubes which the artist sent internationally using 

FedEx. On arrival, the inevitably damaged sculptures, created and shaped by their constant flight between exhibitions 

since 2005, were displayed on the cases in which they were sent as “an allegory of the transnational ‘FedEx’ culture of 

the contemporary art world”(Lambrianou 2009). Working in the medium of painting, the installation Gateway-Getaway 

2009 (Figure 1.4) by Franz Ackermann was created in a state of near-continuous transit. Based on simple maps sketched 

while travelling, Ackermann’s large-scale paintings and installations are experiences of disorientation, which bear witness 

to traversing alternative signs, maps, cities and architectural environments (Sherwin 2010). 

The articulation of Bourriaud’s somewhat experimental observations of a new “modernity” for visual arts practice in the 

Triennial provoked an ambiguous response from critics, who were in principal dubious about the appropriateness of the 

resuscitated term when applied to the contemporary context. In contrast to models like Bauman’s “liquid modernity”, 

threshed out over several decades, the critics questioned the substantiality of Bourriaud’s notion in enduring the demands 

of rigorous cultural analysis. While acknowledging the inadequacy of the term “postmodern”, Stallabrass (2013, p. 41) 

dismissed altermodern’s synthesis of modern and postmodern as a generally unconvincing characterisation of the new. 

Condemning its articulations of global and modern as conceptually and historically “woolly”, Cunningham (2010) criticised 
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Bourriaud’s idea as a novel re-branding of the “supposed contemporary”, while Perry (2009) emphasised a re-hashing of 

earlier debates which focused on postcolonial and postmodernist critiques of modernity. Bourriaud’s assertion that artists 

start from a “global state of culture” was similarly disparaged as a description of a new cosmopolitanism accessible only 

to a relatively privileged “artistic jet set” (Ryan 2009).

In contextualising criticism of Bourriaud’s ideas, it is helpful to recognise the model of Relational Aesthetics within the 

notion of the altermodern, in which the curator observes and reveals emerging patterns of art production. Bourriaud’s 

examination of ideas in their partially-explored form allows for the continuing definition of a living concept, explained 

through example-based discussion of work which reflects the uncertainties, hesitancies and contradictions inherent 

in the evolution of form. Altermodern numbers amongst the exhibitions and biennials which emerge as a site for 

positing theories, encroaching on “territory once steadfastly occupied by the academy, its journals, books and articles” 

(Cunningham 2010, p.125 citing Rehberg 2008). Whether altermodern adequately describes art of the contemporary era, 

and whether or not these observations constitute a new modernity, remains a matter of debate that will only be settled 

with the benefit of historical hindsight. With his tendency towards neologisms, prolific publication and glossy curation of 

a high-profile triennial, there is certainly traction to the suggestions that Bourriaud’s altermodern is simply a re-branding 

of familiar classifications. One detects an element of attention-seeking provocation in his resurrection of modernity: 
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“Modern has become almost an insult,” he stated, “which is why I am trying to dust it down and examine it as tool that 

could be used again” (cited in Morton 2009). 

At the same time however, Bourriaud’s posited modernity proffers a handle by which to grasp the new world of non- 

attachment to place and virtual mobility which the Internet brings, identifying the contemporary as an era characterised 

by perpetual global movement, trajectory and transpassing. Treated as an emergent hypothesis and “reading grid” 

for current practices in art, Bourriaud’s idea of the artist as global nomad sketches a role description for those who 

seek to participate in the circulation of movement inherent in the contemporary “liquid” life. Digital culture broadens 

the definition to encompass artists who participate in the virtual travel and international exchange of communication 

technology; involvement in the “global state of culture” is generally restricted only by an Internet connection and 

possession of the relevant technology. While somewhat sweeping in assumption of political freedoms, Bourriaud’s 

declaration that artists from Stockholm to Bangkok have access to information, and “all use the same toolbox”, reflects 

the potential offered by the unprecedented range of online sources and perspectives (cited in Morton 2009). 

With its convergence of movement, translation and trajectories of the wandering artist, my research defines itself 

through processes of gathering, synthesising and manipulating imagery across mediums and locations. Tracing lines 
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between figures and images within the contemporary globalised space, my journeys collect visual representations 

from diverse locations, contexts and cultural sources. The perspectives embodied in these representations are often 

divorced from their initial settings, the original photographers lost in post-production and editing through the transition 

from camera-to-sketchbook-to-canvas via magazine, website and postcard. Much of this visual material is gathered 

through the physical act of travelling, and resonates with Max Henry’s (2008, p. 6) definition of the contemporary artist 

as “global nomad” who draws upon the postmodern image database as “cannon fodder”.

As defined in the introductory chapter, the works I create examine the idea of trajectory, generated through a process 

which attempts to traverse between the extraordinary holiday moment and the mundane reality of the everyday. 

Focusing largely on the passage of tourists through their extraordinary environments, my gathering transitions 

through liminal zones of airports, train stations and ferry terminals, settings described by Auge (1992) as “nonplaces”, 

temporary states of travel in which shared experiences between humans are de-emphasised. The journey-form within 

my work can be seen in the movements of the crowds, who make their way through unfamiliar territory, appearing and 

disappearing on their passage through place. Following isolated paths within their corporate motion, each figure exists 

as a fragmented part, disconnected from wholeness by perpetual kinesis (see Figure 1.5). Using imagery gathered from 

diverse locations and eras, my practice compresses time and space: historical objects are cast on a journey from past 

to present, and are re-positioned, through practice, in the contemporary setting. Within this context, removed from 
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Figure 1.5 Split ferry terminus photograph Sarah Moller 2014
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their original ties and significance, and distanced from whoever might recognise and identify them, their consequence 

becomes ephemeral as they drift in a relational void, taking on whichever meaning or memory the latest viewer assigns 

them.

Depictions of journeying reflect elements of my own performance as travelling artist, as I explore aspects of what it 

means to be Bourriaud’s wanderer. Larson (2009) describes this figure as neither bound to origin nor affixed to a pre-

determined path; “instead, she crosses borders and comes into contact with strangers, and if she returns, she does not 

return identical to who she was before”. As travelling artist, while I have roots and connections to place, these origins do 

not form the focal point of my practice. Like the “ethics of translation”, the question of origin is replaced by a question 

of destination, asking “where shall we go” rather than “where have we come from?”(Bourriaud 2009d). My body of 

work is thus based upon images gathered during the experience of journeying, living and working in an international 

setting, where my daily existence was a series of trans-cultural negotiations. Situation within a different national context 

exposed me to continually shifting understandings of place, as I sought to engage, albeit temporarily, with a paradigm of 

fluctuation.
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Translation, interpretation and transliteration

While Bourriaud’s ideas of translation and journey are pertinent to my experience as travelling artist, they also underpin 

notions of trajectory inherent in my practice as a photo-based painter. Within photo-based painting, representational 

paintings are created which are based on photographic sources. Inherent to this process is a translation of semblance 

between forms: the artist enacts the Latin translatio in “carrying” or “bringing across” the image from source material 

to painted outcome, trans meaning across and ferre meaning to carry or bring (Kasparek 1983, p. 24). Reflecting the 

influence of literature in shaping the terminology of post-Renaissance art criticism, the metaphors of artist as translator 

and painting as translation have been commonly applied to representational painting since the late eighteenth century 

(Hannoosh 1986). The term refers to the artist’s subjective transferral of the “real” scene to a representational medium; 

Charles Baudelaire (cited in Hannoosh 1986, p. 24), for example, described an artwork as a translation of the artist’s inner 

vision into a “generally intelligible utterance, accessible to others, by the conventional language of technique”. Critics as 

early as Cicero (in Kasparek 1983, p. 83) highlighted the mutual skill of artists and translators in bringing about works of 

“parallel creation”, as the understanding emerged of translation as a “type of drawing after life” (Dryden cited in Kasparek 

1983, p. 83).
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As an artist implementing the translational process through photo-based painting, I draw on the photographic source 

image for rendering or translation using the medium of paint. This practice requires decisions and selections to be 

made which entail an in-depth understanding of both photography and painting. In adapting meanings from one code 

to another, translation implies a mastery of both languages in which “neither is self-evident” (Bourriaud 2009d). 

“The essence of translation is to be an opening, a dialogue, a cross-breeding, a decentering” states Antoine Berman 

(1992, p. 4); avoiding the dominance of one side over another, it is “relation without sublation”. If translation is to be 

accurate, the translator must know both languages and the science of translating (Bacon cited in Kasparek 1983, p. 

85). Based on imagery taken from a wide assortment of source photographs, the translated paintings are versions of 

an already-existing visual reality, permeated by their pictorial origins in “detachable appearance” (Schwabsky 2010). 

Michel Foucault (1999, p. 83) described such works as “the beautiful hermaphrodite of instantaneous photograph 

and painted canvas, the androgyne image”.
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Translational questions arising from the intersection of the photographic gaze with the discipline of painting have 

existed since the emergence of chemical photography in the mid-nineteenth century. Preceding this development, 

there is significant evidence to point to artists like the Dutch school using the camera obscura, camera lucida and 

claude glass to assist in attaining accurate proportions for their paintings (Luthy 2005). The invention of chemical 

photography, however, opened the practice of painting to new considerations, creating a means for bringing the  

“world of visual experience under the artist’s control” (Childs 1999, p. 31). Michel Foucault (1999, p. 83) described 

these early years of photography as a time of liberated image-making when the camera was seized upon by artists, 

photographers, and amateurs alike, creating “a new frenzy for images, which circulated rapidly between camera 

and easel”. Using the photographic medium to document process, understand the problem of objects in motion and 

accelerate the progress of works, artists like Edgar Degas, Edouard Manet, Gustave Moreau and Pierre Bonnard 

frequently collected and incorporated the new form of image into their studio practices (Scharf 1968). It must be 

noted, however, that artists’ use of technology was simultaneously discreet: many painters publicly eschewed the 

mimetic properties of the camera, while expressing concerns with issues of originality, workmanship, authorship and 

authenticity presented by the allegedly “mechanical, easy, and automatic eye of the camera”(Childs 1999, p. 28).
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My participation in photo-based painting owes much to the precedent set by the Pop artists, Photo-Realists and 

Hyperrealists of the 1960s, who appropriated diverse and democratic photographic images from newspaper 

photographs, advertisements and film stills, to create paintings which reflected a burgeoning culture of “seeing 

reality refracted through the lens of mass media” (Belasco 2004, p.57). Foucault (1999, p. 91) identified such 

painters as facilitating a constant relay between technique and “the great sea of images”. The representational nature 

of their paintings stems from origins in a vast compendium of photographic vision. In undertaking the translational 

act of painting, these artists engage in an ongoing rotation of image, producing work which is neither painting based 

on photography nor photography mimicking painting, but a form which embodies a state of transition. 

The passage between types of image is a central theme in my creative practice. Approaching reality as a collective 

of images to be engaged with and re-presented in a variety of ways, my practice establishes itself as a self-reflexive 

dialogue between media perpetuating the “endless circulation of image”. While the focus on translating photographic 

detail in my work does not extend as far as Photo-Realism, my paintings emanate from the photographic source 

and are developed in constant reference to the original image. My practice as a photo-based painter draws upon 
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the abundance of material available in the image-saturated contemporary context, where photographs are circulated 

instantaneously, digitally, globally and almost incessantly. In painting, I employ vision from diverse locations, 

engaging, manipulating and translating these forms to contribute new imagery to the interminable exchange of 

semblance.

Limitations of the metaphor of translation 

Although the notion of translation adequately describes the general process of photo-based painting, this exegesis 

puts forward the idea that a more specific term is necessary to describe the change in form implemented in my 

particular creative practice. Reflections on translational painting in the course of this project revealed a characteristic 

struggle to balance and negotiate the path of the trajectory from photograph to painting. Undertaking research in 

painting highlighted an exchange between media which was essentially uni-directional: rather than facilitating a 

continuous, reciprocal circulation between source image and painting, my initial studio investigations positioned 

the photograph as the predominant form. The photograph thus rigidly dictated the outcome of the painting, as I 
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determinedly set about making the paint behave and appear like a photograph. From a translational perspective, this 

technique could be likened to taking a “word for word” approach, instead of implementing the “judicious blending of 

paraphrasing and metaphrasing” of the skilled translator (Dryden cited in Kasparek 1983, p. 85). The shortcomings 

of this approach are paralleled by the translational efforts of Google Translator; while providing near-instant 

interpretation of terms, such programs struggle to comprehend grammatical nuances of word order, colloquialism 

and figures of speech, producing rapid but often wildly inaccurate (and amusing) versions of language. My efforts 

of transferral between forms were equally imbalanced: over-reliance on the photographic source constricted, 

too rigidly, the terms of the painterly process, so that little space remained for elements of invention, material 

transformation or serendipitous discovery to play out on the canvas. The resulting works struggled with a sense of 

stilted “lifelessness”, conveying a frozen immobility which did not accurately reflect the source imagery’s origins in 

wandering and movement.
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Applying the metaphor of translation to the act of photo-based painting in my creative practice revealed the term’s 

inadequacies in conveying the change in form inherent in the process of painting. Although translation effectively 

described the transfer or “bringing across” of image from photograph to canvas, it did not adequately account for 

the material presence of the paint. Clinical and neat, translation fell far short of capturing the reality of the passage 

from the precise, flat, homogenous, two-dimensionality of the photograph to the textured, viscous, sometimes-thick, 

sometimes-runny, anarchical materiality of paint. The imbalance of this operation is highlighted when one considers 

the potential and importance of what paint, as a medium, has to offer. As artist Peter Doig (cited in Tant 2007, p. 121) 

articulates: “the question for a lot of painters is, why can’t we just make a painting? You’re searching for a way to 

make pure painting”. “Pure painting”, in my creative practice, entails an exploration of the material qualities of colour 

and texture, an engagement with a substance, which, subject to handling, holds potential for both extreme vibrancy 

and aching dullness. Paint demonstrates individual personality, seeming to possess “a mind of its own”:

it “wants” to do certain things, and it “resists” the painter. Some artists have tried to discipline paint, to 
learn its inner rules, and to control it from a position of knowledge. Others have learned to let paint do what it 
wants, so that painting becomes a collaboration between the artist’s desire and the unpredictable tendencies 
of the paint (Elkins 2000, p. 116).
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When situated on the canvas, a painting becomes an eloquent conversation between colours and textures, which 

interact to generate “thinking in paint” (Damisch in Elkins 2000, p. 106). Each colour behaves and reacts in a 

different way: painting is a process of continuously discovering good and bad combinations of colour, hues which 

bring out the best and worst in each other. Colours are alternatively strident and subtle, “some parts will liquefy 

while others congeal; some marks will be harsh and others flaccid” (Elkins 2000, p. 106). In their range and variety, 

the colours constitute an independent element of the painterly process. As Foucault (1999, p. 93) elaborates:

the colours, with their differences (the hot and the cold, those which burn and those which freeze, those 
which come forward and those which retreat, those which move and those which stagnate) establish 
distances, tensions, centres of attraction and of repulsion, regions of high and low, differences of potential.

Transliteration

I apply the term transliteration within this exegesis as a means of more accurately accounting for the presence and 

influence of paint in the transferral of form within photo-based painting. A specific technique employed within the 

broader process of translation, transliteration explicitly describes the linguistic process of mapping one alphabet 

or writing system into another intrinsically different system. In contrast to translation, which refers to the general 

transfer of meaning between alternative languages, regardless of writing system – English, for example, shares the 

Latin alphabet with languages like Spanish, German and French – transliteration infers the change of form between 

unrelated ways of writing – for example the Cyrillic, Mandarin or Katakana alphabets (Voinov 2012). Linguists, when 
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Figure 1.6 Cheng, 1985, Omission of Consonants or Syllables in Mandarin 
Transliteration Compared with Japanese, p.182

required to translate a word from the source language which has no obvious equivalent in the target language, have 

two available options (Holman 1983). The first is translation, in which a meaning for the source word is constructed 

using already existing words in the target language. Translating from English to Mandarin, for example, the pre-existing 

Chinese morpheme “guo”, meaning “country”, was adapted to signify the names of different foreign powers. Developing 

upon this basic semantic category, a label for Russia was created in “E-guo”, England as “Ying-guo” and France, “Fa-guo” 

(Cheng 1985, p. 181). Rather than bringing new words across from the respective foreign alphabets, already existing 

characters were used to create new adaptations of established local forms (see Figure 1.6).
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The linguist’s second option presents itself in transliteration, a process requiring the phonetic equation of sounds from 

the source language to create an entirely a new word for the target language. Transliteration retains the shape and sound 

of the original language, guiding the articulation or pronunciation of words in a new context (Voinov 2012). Japanese, for 

example, has a relatively high percentage of words which have been transliterated into the Katakana script from other 

languages. Phonetic pronunciation of these words reveals their origins in other alphabets: Russia becomes “Rosia”, England 

“Igirisu” and France “Huransu” (Cheng 1985, p. 181). Transliteration borrows from alternative contexts to generate new 

versions of language, carrying across the original sounds for embodiment within a new alphabetical form. Interestingly, 

Cheng (1985, p. 181) highlights that Chinese traditionally prefers adapting a word from a stock of native morphemes than 

implementing the outright imitation of transliteration. In fact, the term translation uses the Mandarin character “to create”, 

whereas transliteration is based on the character “to borrow”, a symbol which also represents people considered “deficient 

in resources and intelligence”.

Transliteration thus emerges as a transfer between forms, in which the sound of the source language is retained but re-

presented in a new, alternative shape and context. As Brinkley Messick (1992, p. 180) explains:

While translation tends to leave the other language behind, seemingly eradicating its physical traces . . . transliteration 
actively preserves such traces and, in the process, constructs a bridge between two languages, between two worlds, 
their geographies, temporalities and metaphysics. 
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The bridging of geographies inherent in transliteration emerges as a more explicit and relevant definition for the transfer from 

the pictorial language of photography to the material language of paint within my creative practice. Photo-based painting, 

like transliteration, requires adaption between differing visual forms, a process complexified by the addition of the visceral 

component of paint. The transfer from photograph to painting is in actuality a shift from the flat terrain of the photograph 

to the contoured, experiential, three-dimensional realm of the paint: a new medium for the conveyance of image which, 

embodied in a materially different alphabet, presents itself to the painter for negotiation. In transliterating the image from 

the source photograph, the artist brings across the photographic scene (the traces of the source language), creating a new 

form for it through the alphabet of paint. The vestiges of vision are thus embodied in a different shape and context, the 

elements of image not so much translated as re-materialised as colour, form, texture and pattern. The role of the painter, 

as transliterator, is to implement a radical change in substance, transforming a flat, static, organised source image into a 

textured, coloured, viscous entity.

When applied to the field of painting, transliteration describes a process which traces the trajectory of forms inherent in photo-

based painting. Taking cues from the linguistic model, the first step in transliteration involves a breakdown of the elements of 

the source language: reducing the source word to syllables, the linguist then re-constructs it using phonetic equivalents from 

the new alphabet. The painter, by comparison, identifies the source image and reduces it, through fragmentation, to its barest 

elements of colour and pixel. This is a process of post-production: placing the image on the editing table, I deconstruct and 
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divide the montage to its essential forms (Bourriaud 2009b). The re-composition of form takes place through transition into the 

language of paint: treating the fragmented image as a map, the painter proceeds via an abstracted approach, working to create 

matches and equivalents of colour and tone in the new medium.

Transliteration however, whether linguistic or painterly, is neither standardised nor straightforward. A cursory examination of an 

excerpt from a letter from G.A. Grierson (1890) to Sir M. Monier-Williams (see Figure 1.7) on the issue of transliteration across 

the various languages of India, reveals the complexities and complications inherent in transferring meaning between scripts. 

As evidenced in Grierson’s correspondence, transliteration as a linguistic task requires an in-depth knowledge of the grammar, 

nuances and behavior of multiple languages, in a process of converting and notating the distinctive tones, aspirations, and 

retroflexions of vastly different modes of communication. It comes as an enormous relief to the contemporary painter that the 

transfer inherent in the transliteration of painting does not require the itemisation, alphabetisation and systematisation central 

to Grierson’s art. While texts and reference artists are available for consultation, in painting, there is no definitive or authoritative 

“right way” of painting: the work itself stands as sufficient evidence of the passage between media. In enacting transliteration, 

the painter instead relies on a peculiar mixture of perception, expertise, appreciation of form and experimentation, applying 

what Elkins (2000, p. 116) describes as chemistry, from which follows “intuition, creation, skills, genius, imagination, luck or 

some other intangible”. Even in this respect, however, the linguistic art and the painterly one share similarities, with both 
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Figure 1.7 Grierson, G.A. 1890, Letter to Sir M. Monier 
Williams, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great 

Britain and Ireland, pp. 814-20 (Grierson 1890)
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types of practitioners implementing the transfer of form in individually distinctive ways:

linguists themselves have rarely been content to follow a system devised by one of their predecessors; each new 
grammar or dictionary that appears is apt to display a new transliteration . . . It is indeed probable that each new 
linguist or phonetician who enters the field will, as in the past, regard himself as entitled, like his predecessors, to 
invent his own system . . . though his new scheme may be in fact only a fresh combination of devices which are 
already familiar (Wright 1964, p. 2).

Bridging the distance between holiday and ordinary, tracing the trajectory from photograph to painting, the process of 

painterly transliteration operative in my studio research implements an instance of post-production, in which a meaningful 

photographic source is fragmented and reduced to its basic components (Bourriaud 2002). The traces of image are then 

reconstructed using the language and medium of paint; the photograph, rather than being treated as a representational 

object to be reproduced, instead provides the framework for an exploration into the qualities and materiality of paint. 

Painterly transliteration is a translational act appropriate to the contemporary context, where artistic practice is 

characterised by journeys and exchange, a means of facilitating works in which movement, texture and medium are 

paramount. In applying it to my creative practice, I define a specific way of approaching the image which positions the 

artist as navigator between codes and geographies, an operator within the ethics of translation who re-writes image 

and creates new forms via the literal application of brushstrokes, colour and texture (Bourriaud 2009d). The resulting 

landscapes of figures are simultaneously related and disconnected, conveying the movement and transitory nature of the 

travel experience as it transpires within the contemporary setting.
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Shaping transliteration with reference to significant artists

The notion of painterly transliteration within my creative practice has been shaped in theoretical reference to Bourriaud’s 

ethics of translation, drawing also on the operational model offered by the linguistic process of the same name. In seeking 

precedence to guide the practical application of transliteration, I have drawn upon the practices of four key artists whose 

work deals specifically with the photo-based trajectory: Gerhard Richter, Anne Berning, Peter Doig and Malcolm Morley. 

Engaging with the passage between forms, exploring themes of abstraction and fragmentation, and highlighting the 

visceral qualities of paint, the techniques of these reference artists were instrumental in determining the applied features 

of transliteration.

Gerhard Richter: the blur of trajectory

Transliteration, as a concept in painting, deals specifically with the trajectory and change of form between photograph 

and painting. In defining the course of this transition within my own practice, the work of Gerhard Richter was influential 

in shaping an understanding of the overarching notion of trajectory, providing techniques and insight into implementing 

the transfer between forms. Amongst the extensive number of artists whose painting embraces the photographic form, 

Richter has significantly influenced discussions about medium and found-image in photo-based painting (Hawker 2009). 

Producing a body of work which spans from the 1960s to the present day, he was arguably the first artist to seriously 

explore the transmedial relationship of photography and painting in his practice (Stallabrass 1992). Although working across 
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a variety of modes and approaches including gestural abstraction, over-painted photos and sculpture, Richter has sustained an 

ongoing practice of representational painting which draws upon a vast database of found images known as the Atlas (Figure 

1.8). Itself the focus of exhibitions, Richter started collecting both public and private imagery for the Atlas in 1962, describing it 

as “a deluge of images” with no “individual images at all” (Foster 2003, p. 164). The diversity of subjects depicted in Richter’s 

paintings reflects the variety contained in the Atlas, from the banality of everyday life depicted in family snapshots to the visual 

spectacle of photos and advertisements sourced from print media. 

The characteristic trademark “blur” depicted in Richter’s photo-based paintings (Figure 1.9) is a technique which Rosemary 

Hawker (2009, p. 266) suggests embodies the “between space” of an image caught in the trajectory between photograph 

and painting. Ordinarily, blur is a photographic characteristic, the result of a photographic error whereby movement is captured 

as haze by the mechanical process. Richter incorporates this un-clarity into his painting, reproducing blur using a dry brush, 

to directly refer back to the photographic source of his work. The Richteresque blur articulates painting’s pursuit of the 

photographic by leaving traces of intermedial translation for the viewer to contemplate. Using Derrida’s (1987) discussion 

of idiom, Hawker (2009) describes the blur as a visual trace of the photographic being translated into the medium of paint. 

In creating paintings from photographs, she suggests that it is not the actual medium that is translated but the idioms 

characteristic to the respective medium. For example, when Richter produces a painting which is based on a photographic 

source, the idiomatic marks of the photographic medium – in this instance, blur – are reproduced in paint. The blur itself is 
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Figure 1.8 Gerhard Richter, Atlas, Plate 9, 1962-
68, photographs of papers and books, Stadtische 
Galerie in Lenbachhaus, Munich

Figure 1.9 Gerhard Richter, Familie 1964, oil on 
canvas, 150x180cm, private collection
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not a characteristic of painting: as Richter (1995, p. 23) asks, “How can, say, paint on canvas be blurred?”. However, Richter 

makes the painted version of the blur his idiom to the extent that it is universally recognised, and even applied in reverse, 

to describe intentionally blurred photographic work (see Figures 1.10, 1.11, and 1.12). Richter’s convincing representation of 

the blur is what makes his work so effective, serving to “lure the viewer into the image, where this blurring, as an inevitably 

and necessarily failed translation or as a citation of the idiom of photography, is shown to be incidental to photography but 

crucial to painting” (Hawker 2009).

Not all critics consider Richter’s use of blur such a crucial contribution to contemporary painting. Matthew Collings (2008, 

p. 41) has less reverence for the magnitude of what Richter’s blur brings to the genre, suggesting audaciously that “the 

five-second brushy blurring” that Richter executes is a process of “dumbing down” the painted object. He is dubious 

of Richter’s experiments with meaning, questioning the profundity of his painting of banality while pronouncing that 

Richter’s “hallowed silliness is a mystery of our time”. Indeed, Richter has contributed ample material for debate over the 

course of his long career, making statements which have been simultaneously provocative, elaborate and abstract. In 

1964, for example, he declared “I hate the dazzlement of skill . . . [painting from photos is] the most moronic and inartistic 

thing that anyone could do” (Foster 2003, p. 167). 
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Figure 1.10 Gerhard Richter, Motorboot 
(1.Fassung),  Motor Boat (First Version) 
1965, oil on canvas, 169.5x169.5cm, Private 
Collection

Figure 1.11 Gerhard Richter,  
Mutter und Tochter 1965, oil on 
canvas, 1800 x 1100mm, Ludwig 
Galerie Schloss, Oberhausen

Figure 1.12 Gerhard Richter, Betty 1988, oil 
on canvas, 1022x724cm, Saint Louis Art 
Museum
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Similar insights into painting have been equally oblique: “I’m not trying to imitate a photograph, I’m trying to make one.  

And if I disregard the assumption that a photograph is a piece of paper exposed to light, then I am practising photography 

by other means”(Richter 1995, p. 72). 

A research trip to Berlin in 2012 offered me the opportunity of viewing the retrospective Gerhard Richter: Panorama 

(Godfrey & Serota 2011) as part of a tour led by the curator of the Neue Nationalegalerie, Dorothea Brill. The multi-faceted 

range of Richter’s work, from his early photo paintings to colour charts, over-painted photographs, sculpture and colour 

abstractions, revealed an ongoing concern with the core ideas of appearance and materiality. Seeing the works up close 

was revelatory: paintings like Lesende 1994, (Figure 1.13) capture the trajectory between forms through a heightened 

colour saturation, lending a glowing quality to the painted scene which far surpasses the hues of real-life. Although an 

idiom of photography, examining Richter’s blur in person testified to the centrality of paint in conveying the transfer: 

many paintings demonstrated obvious marks where the brush had been dragged through thick paint to create the blur. 

The texture of Richter’s work, which I always imagined would be photographically glossy and flat, was in fact much more 

textural and undulating, the painting more gestural than anticipated and not immune to the occasional trapped brush hair. 
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Figure 1.13 Gerhard Richter Lesende (Reader) 1994, oil on canvas, 72x102cm, San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
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Richter’s sustained engagement with the photo-based trajectory has contributed the technique of blur to the language 

of contemporary painting, returning to the monochromes of early photography while introducing elements of abstraction 

like wiping across a range of works. In informing the emergence of the process of painterly transliteration in my 

creative practice, Richter’s exploration of the between-space between photograph and painting has helped shape my 

understanding of the inherent transfer between forms, to produce works which, on close examination, are undeniably 

painterly rather than photographically imitational. Richter’s pursuit of appearance or semblance has influenced my 

reflections on what the painter is actually setting out to achieve, while his application of blur, insinuating both movement 

and ambiguity in his paintings, has been adapted and modified as a technique within my painterly toolbox.

Anne Berning: medialised masterpieces

In contrast to Richter, whose Atlas of source imagery contains, by his own admission, everything but “art” (cited in Hawker 

2009), the practice of German painter Anne Berning (see Figure 1.14), is based almost exclusively upon “medializations 

of the masterpiece” – photographed artworks from catalogues, art book covers or gallery postcards (Jaenisch 2002). 

Isolating portions of the reproduced masterpiece, Berning magnifies these fragments and makes them the subject of her 

painting, instigating a cycle of translation which returns to the “creative moment” of the original painting (Jaenisch 2002). 

The trajectory within Berning’s work, while still photo-based, thus reveals itself as a translation between dialects within the 

broader language of paint, focusing specifically on the role of the artist in re-shaping the medium. 
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Figure 1.14 Anne Berning 2007, Gallery view: painted book spines from 
Encyclopaedic Incompleteness, Centre for Contemporary Arts Malaga, 
22 June – 19 August 2007
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Berning’s practice explores the concept of association, working in constant reference to the historical canon of painting 

which shapes and underpins contemporary engagement with the medium. By reproducing elements from significant 

historical works (Figures 1.15 and 1.16), Berning makes particular allusion to the ongoing necessity of painting after the 

‘“frequently proclaimed’ end of painting” (Titz 2000). Employing an all-encompassing repertoire of images from art history 

– nudes, portraits, interiors, landscapes, history painting, realism and abstraction – she treats the photographic source 

image as a still-life for interpretation through painting. Through “digging deep into the huge stack of available images, by 

quoting and combining, by insisting on engaging certain artists in dialogue”, Berning participates in the wider scope of art’s 

history, its reception and its reproduction (Bee & Keiper 2005).

Berning approaches the trajectory inherent in photo-based painting as a means of orientating and disorientating the 

viewer. Technically skilled, she juxtaposes recognisable portions of works within new settings, including painting a whole 

series of fictitious art book covers, which prompt the viewer to engage and reposition themselves in relation to the 

fragments of image. As Titz (2000) describes, “Berning’s painting is not mimicry and does not set out to achieve illusion 

or appropriation. Instead it . . . pursues a strategy of detachment that acts as a filter and unifies all motifs in a common 

mediality”.  Working from the starting point of painting, Berning’s translations specifically emphasise the materiality of 
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Figure 1.15 Anne 
Berning, Hable con 
ella/Katz/Manet 2002, 
oil on aluminium 
70x90cm, private 
collection

Figure 1.16 Anne Berning, 
Great Jokers Vol. 1 
2004, 17 parts, oil on 
aluminium, 295x235cm, 
private collection
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paint. The series of amplified art postcards, featuring work by historical painters Veronese (Figure 1.17) and Van der 

Weyden (1.18), pay homage to their original painters while bearing the marks of Berning’s brush, enlarged for intense 

scrutiny from a portion of the initial image. Magnifying what was formerly a small fragment and re-framing it as a large 

painting, Berning positions the old imagery in a new setting and field of perspective. 

Emphasising perception and context, Berning’s translation of photographic reality occasionally coincides with the realm 

of abstraction. In the instance of Scream (Beate Klarsfeld) 2000 (Figure 1.19), Berning takes a film still and stretches it 

across the canvas, as though painting the physical transition of time. Undertaken as part of a series of works entitled 

Anamorphoses, the depiction of the time-space continuum imparts a sense of movement, as though the image is 

flying past the viewer at high speed. From one perspective, the collection of colours and shapes is nothing more than 

an abstract smear of colour. From a different perspective however, a complete figure and scene can be perceived, 

prompting the viewer to reconsider the initial classification of abstraction. In travelling between the two states of 

imagery, Berning highlights their actual proximity: when painting from the photographic source, abstract shapes and 

forms are never far away. 
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Figure 1.17 Anne Berning, Art Postcard 
(Veronese) 1998, oil on canvas, 
250x175cm, private collection

Figure 1.18 Anne Berning, Art 
Postcard (van der Weyden) 2004, 
oil on canvas, 170x120cm, private 
collection

Figure 1.19 Anne Berning, Scream (Beate Klarsfeld) 2000, oil on aluminium, 67x250cm 
private collection
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Berning’s approach to painting as a form of translation was pivotal in shaping my early understanding of the role of the artist 

in the transfer between mediums. In mentoring my studio research in 2011-2012, she helped clarify the objectives for my own 

practice of photo-based painting, highlighting the painter’s prerogative in manipulating the source image and prompting an 

indepth consideration of the relevance and limitations of the metaphor of translation. Rather than positioning painting as an act 

of mimicking the photographic source, Berning’s processes of fragmentation and distancing helped me to understand how the 

source image can be filtered through the medium of paint. My own depictions of the time-space continuum in painting were 

shaped in reference to Berning’s exploration of movement and perspective, which offered insights into conveying the essential 

motion of travel and avoiding the “frozen” elements of the photographic image. I was similarly encouraged to reframe my own 

pursuit of representation through the translational lens of abstraction, concentrating on the formal qualities of colour, pattern 

and paint over depiction and reproduction. These steps were instrumental in defining the process of painterly transliteration, as I 

sought to identify an approach which distanced the photographic source from the painted outcome.

Peter Doig: “pure painting”

Another artist who has influenced an understanding of the trajectory from photograph to painting inherent in painterly 

transliteration is Peter Doig, who uses photographs as a means of locating an “atmosphere” to explore via painting (see Figure 

1.20 and 1.21). 
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Figure 1.20 Peter Doig, The Architect’s Home 
in the Ravine 1991, oil on canvas, 200x275cm, 
private collection

Figure 1.21 Peter Doig, White Canoe 1990-91, 
oil on canvas, 200.5x243cm, private collection
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Each of Doig’s works is produced to convey the “idea of memory”: subjects for painting are selected on the basis 

of how they may brush “the threshold of the viewer’s experience”(Nesbitt 2008, p. 11). In conjuring an aura of 

memory, Doig’s highly textured canvases are studies of painterly technique, created through a process of rubbing, 

brushing, wiping and blending. His works evidence a convergence of “incidents of photographic vision with those 

of paint handling”(Shiff 2008, p. 42), an enactment of the visual dialectic within imagery and materiality in which the 

photographic source is transformed into imagined subject (Nesbitt 2008). Approaching the process of painting as a 

series of experimentations with medium, Doig suggests that some works evolve as a result of mistake upon mistake. 

Material accidents become opportunities to add “an unexpected layer that you can then refer to. The reality of the 

original [photograph] feels less constricting, and this provides an opening”(cited in Shiff 2008, p. 22).

The trajectory between source and painting in Doig’s approach is less exact than that of Richter or Berning, resembling 

a translation of the general idea of the image delivered through a thick accent of atmospheric paint. In shaping the 

notion of transliteration, my practice has pursued Doig’s fascination with creating atmosphere, seeking to evoke 

nostalgia and memory through texture and technique. My approach to painting snow has been influenced by Doig’s 

exploration of the subject in Ski Jacket 1994 (Figure 1.22) and Orange Sunshine 1995 (Figure 1.23). Such works 

function via an uncertainty of form in which textural effects blur, obscure and cast haze over the sharp edges of 

perceived reality, presenting the painted image through an ethereal shroud. The obfuscation of vision effects a sense 
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Figure 1.22 Peter Doig, Ski Jacket 1994, diptych, oil on canvas, 
295x160cm; 295x190cm, Tate Britain

Figure 1.23 Peter Doig, Orange Sunshine 1995, oil on 
canvas, 276x201cm, private collection
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of atmosphere, while the lollipop colours evoke the feel of a dream sequence, in which the scene unfolds of its own 

volition, positioning the dreamer as spectator of their own experience. Shiff (2008) equates Doig’s depiction of the 

physical element of snow to that of television “snow” from the analogue era: both elements screen the image, placing 

a veil over the work through which viewers must peer. These ideas find currency within my own depiction of the travel 

gaze, using imagery from other people’s memories to create scenes which deny concretion in full visibility.

Doig’s approach to the canvas contemplates the surface as a terrain to be explored using the materials of paint, a 

method which appears in the transliterative process of painterly rebuilding. He describes a process of “working your 

way across the surface . . . getting absorbed into [it], so you physically get lost” (cited in Shiff 2008, p. 33). In applying 

transliteration as a means of developing and expounding the materiality of paint, my understanding of the terrain of 

the canvas widened in the course of research, becoming an expanse to be explored using pattern and texture. Themes 

of perception also resonate throughout Doig’s oeuvre: works like the Concrete Cabin series (Figures 1.24 and 1.25) 

explore the act of looking and seeing through the moving entity of the eye. In this body of paintings, Doig states he 

was “trying to depict the movement of eye – not to paint a still. The eye never sees a ‘still’” (cited in Shiff 2008, p. 39). 

Produced from video footage captured while walking through the trees towards an abandoned apartment complex, 

he explores the idea of the mobile eye which processes image as a constantly shifting series of perceptions. Doig 
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Figure 1.24 Peter Doig, Concrete Cabin 1991/92, oil on canvas, 200x240cm, 
Leicester Arts and Museums Service

Figure 1.25 Peter Doig, Concrete Cabin 1994, 
oil on canvas, 198x275cm, Tate Britain
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created this work by a process of “glancing” at the frozen image frames, seeking to recreate the multitude of views 

which accompany the perception of motion. This theme has been central to my own body of work, as I have sought 

to capture the perpetual movement of the travelling eye by integrating views from a variety of angles and sources 

in a single composition. Doig’s approach deliberately dissolves the hierarchy of the visual plane within his canvases, 

painting the trees before the building, merging foreground and background in an imitation of the actual act of looking 

(Nesbitt 2008).  Works created are ominous and disorientating, prompting the viewer to peer with concentration to fully 

perceive what they are looking at.

Doig’s negotiation of the photographic image underpins an important stage in the process of transliteration. Merging 

representation with abstraction, Doig brings about a dissolution of image which disconnects from the “reality” 

depicted in the source image to process the information as an encounter with colour and shape. This search for “pure 

painting”, which evolves into abstraction, slowly dissipates the image into “something else through time” (cited in 

Tant 2007, p. 121). Doig’s sentiments succinctly summarise my concerns of working from photographs. Rather than 

being caught up in creating an image, or a version of a picture which has already been formed, painterly transliteration 

encapsulates a way of achieving dissipation into abstraction, while still functioning in the realm of representation. 

Narrative subjects are positioned only as sub-stories of the main issue, which is finding a way to make “pure painting” 
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through medium, colour, pattern and form. Skirting and occasionally toppling into abstraction, these works evidence the 

search for painting, in which the photographic source is dissolved through the transliterative process.

Malcolm Morley: abstraction

The themes of abstraction and “pure painting” which emerge in transliteration reflect the influence of Malcolm 

Morley on the course of this project. Unlike Doig, who uses photographs as a starting point for exploration 

of atmosphere, Morley uses abstraction as a means of producing extremely realistic High Fidelity paintings, 

fragmenting the source image into abstract squares of colour via the use of a grid. I was first introduced to Morley’s 

work in a discussion with Berning, who suggested I try his approach in response to frustrations expressed with 

the restrictions of working from the photographic source. Amongst the diverse range of styles with which he has 

engaged since the 1960s, Morley is credited as being both one of the original Photorealists (although favouring the 

term Superrealist and later, High Fidelity painter) and instrumental in initiating Neo-expressionism (Enright 2006b). 

Avoiding classification within a single movement, the eclectic range of styles and subject matter over the course of 

Morley’s career is unified by the single central concern of “pure painting”. As Morley (cited in Heartney 2011, p. 32) 

recounts: “The critics said – look at this Morley, his brushstrokes are really ugly. Because my paintings weren’t about 

photographs, they were always about painting”.
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Figure 1.26 Malcolm Morley, 
Winner’s Circle 2005, oil on 
linen, 183cm diameter, Hall Art 
Foundation Collection

Figure 1.27 Malcolm Morley, Theory 
of Catastrophe 2004, oil on linen, 
193x295.5cm, Hall Art Foundation 
Collection

Figure 1.28 Morley using the grid, 
photograph Laurie Lambrecht (2012)
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Bold, bright and action-packed, much of Morley’s work is stereotypically masculine in its depiction of warships, 

aircraft and sporting events which are reminiscent of a Boy’s Own action cartoon (see Figures 1.26 and 1.27). 

What I find particularly intriguing about Morley’s work as a painter are the various twists that his relationship with 

photographic painting has taken since he first began producing Superrealist paintings in the 1960s. Initially creating 

large-scale, hyper-realistic paintings from images gathered from advertisements, calendars and postcards, Morley 

would later reflect on these early works as “masterpieces of repression” produced by the unremitting drudgery of 

copying the photographic original, sentiments which echo my own response to the genre (De Ville 2001, p. 54). 

Likening painting from a photograph to working from a Duchampian readymade, Morley treats the found image as 

a means of solving the problem of what to paint. When beginning a Superrealist work, he divides the photographic 

image into a grid (see Figure 1.28). Positioning the resulting squares as a series of independent entities, he then 

paints each one upside down and in isolation from the others as an exercise in the abstract materiality of colour 

and form. This approach reduces his paintings to manageable portions, obviating concerns with representation and 

depiction by focusing on shapes and hues. Describing it as “sheer concentration on painting”, Morley’s method 

prioritises the qualities of the paint over distractions of image, mimesis and figuration (Plagens 2001, p. 13). 
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Figure 1.29 Malcolm Morley, Coronation and Beach 
Scene 1968, liquitex on canvas, 227.2x228.6cm, 
Smithsonian Institute Washington

Figure 1.30 Malcolm 
Morley, Ship’s Dinner Party 
1966, magnacolor and liquitex 
on canvas, 210x160cm, 
Collection Irma and Norman 
Braman

Figure 1.31 Malcolm 
Morley, Hubris 2008, oil on 
linen, 300x200cm, Hall Art 
Foundation Collection
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Superrealist paintings like Coronation and Beach Scene 1968 (Figure 1.29) and Ship’s Dinner Party 1966 (Figure 1.30) 

are astonishing reproductions of their photographic originals, an ironic reality, given their production via a process of 

abstraction. Through the use of the grid, an idea borrowed from fellow artist Richard Artschwager, Morley subordinated 

the photographic image on the original postcards in order to better concentrate on the painterly act (Heartney 2011). 

Clearwater (2005, p. 15) describes the surprising derivatives of Morley’s investigation:

He wondered whether it was possible for something creative to happen without trying to be inventive. The 
transposition of the printed image to canvas actually allowed for considerable interpretation on Morley’s part . . . 
more subtle transformations naturally occurred as Morley relied on his own eye and skill, rather than mechanical 
means to transform the printed image into a painting on canvas.

The grid served to reformat the properties of the source image, levelling the picture plane in a democratisation of form 

where foreground and background were of equal importance. Works like Hubris 2008 (Figure 1.31) convey this process 

of re-negotiation through the parallel display of representation and abstraction, alluding concurrently to the process of 

destruction inherent in motorsport. Like Berning and Doig, Morley uses the medium of photo-based painting to explore 

ideas of perception: 

I take painting very literally to be a thing to do with seeing. I want to know what perception is in terms of painting . 
. . I want the eyes to float and bob like buoys on the wetness of the painted surface . . . [With the grid] I can avoid 
figure-ground problems. Normally you spend all the energy on the figure, and you just fill in the ground. This way 
everything is ground (cited in Kertess 1991).
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Morley and Doig’s negotiation of the canvas as a surface to be filled has shaped the post-productive aspect of 

transliteration which fragments the source photograph into an abstracted collection of colours and shapes. Through 

approaching realism through abstraction, Morley interacts with the photographic imagery while empowering the paint to 

connect with the viewer “on a visceral level” (Clearwater 2005, p. 17). By dividing the source photo into small portions of 

colour, Morley (cited in Heartney 2011, p. 36) identifies an alternative handling of the daunting task of beginning a large 

painting, stating: “You can walk around all day and just think about a square. You are not carrying the weight of the whole 

thing”. Although his treatment of image in subsequent decades has diverged wildly from the meticulous reproduction 

of the Superrealist years, Morley continues to employ the grid as one means of approaching painting. When applied as 

part of the transliterative process, the grid offers a specific way of dealing with the trajectory of form, obviating concerns 

of accurate representation by introducing a route for materiality to come to the fore. The grid empowers the painter to 

prioritise the application of paint over the depiction of subject, where the image acts as a hook but “the real thing is the 

painting” (Clearwater 2005, p. 17). 
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Conclusions

The concept of transliteration emerged in the context of this research project from a desire to create paintings about 

trajectory. Embodied in photographs of the travel experience, movement and mobility are key features of my practice, 

reflecting the action of motion characteristic of the broader contemporary setting. Underpinned by Bourriaud’s theories of 

exchange and mobility, and developed in reference to the techniques of photo-based painters like Gerhard Richter, Anne 

Berning, Peter Doig and Malcolm Morley, transliteration approaches painting as a re-writing of language. The artist, in 

dealing with trajectory, implements a change of form from the alphabet of photography into the medium of paint, creating 

works which evince the movement and animation of their nomadic origins.
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PART TWO Gathering Gaze

Figure 2.0 Neuschwanstein tourists, photograph Sarah Moller 2011
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PART TWO
Gathering Gaze

You start with an idea, a flicker of interest framed in a photograph or appearing in the paper, a promise of 
something that might provide good material for a painting. You gather and scavenge images wherever they pop 
up, storing scraps of paper with ripped edges in an ever-fattening file. Occasionally you sift through them, getting 
excited about parts of the image, but always the question: how would this work as a painting? Is it just something I 
find interesting, or does it have wider appeal? Some pictures shine immediately, others are worth keeping only for 
certain redeeming features – overexposure, which frames everything, or the incidental repetition of object or motif. 
Some smack of contrivance, yet are irresistible for their heightened reality colouring, while others are fascinating 
in their depiction of scenes so unlikely that belief demands pictorial evidence. The whole process reflects a 
preoccupation with the visual, the pictorial, the idea of the tiny world captured in the confines of the photograph, a 
perfect found-object of scene . . .

             S.M. Journal entry, 2nd May 2012

The process of painterly transliteration originates in the photographic object, which provides the subject matter, imagery 

and compositional layout for the process of painting. Commencing from this photographic starting point, my creative 

practice gathers instances of photographic gaze in the performance of travel, using the camera as a means of mediating 

and recording “what the traveller saw”. Described by Orvar Löfgren (1999, p. 98) as the “materiality of concretion of 

the visible”, the pictorial representations of holiday experiences are assembled in a database of image, comprising 

photographs, videos, souvenirs and postcards which provide the source imagery for photo-based painting. These 

visual traces of the travel experience connect this project to the wider discourse of the “tourist gaze”, a phenomenon 
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which highlights the intimate relationship between travel and photography in the contemporary setting (Urry 1990).  

Understanding the inherent nature of photography is essential to the process of painterly transliteration, which requires 

an in depth working knowledge of both forms of visual language on the part of the artist. This section demonstrates 

such knowledge by outlining the nature of the photographic imagery gathered within my creative practice, summarising 

the range of scenes and sources within my database of image, and highlighting influences on the gathering process. In 

positioning myself as a gatherer of gaze, I implicate my research within the broader phenomenon of the tourist gaze, in 

order to examine and discuss its implications for my practice.

Reality in photographic miniature

While mobile phone-cameras poise us, almost permanently, to photograph moments in daily life, it is within the holiday 

space that the visibility and indispensability of cameras is reinforced, and “the tourist becomes a photographer in an 

instant”. In this pursuit, continue Mike Robinson and David Picard (2009, p. 3), “craft, training and technological prowess 

of photography are quickly learnt, or indeed bypassed, as the sense of the moment takes over”. Many of the photographs 

within my database of found imagery correspond to this description: I take quick snaps to capture the moment, using 

a “point-and-shoot” camera that fits in my pocket, preferably without having to pause in my touristic wandering. 

My photographs frame and fix the world in the enthusiasm of the travel moment, feverish snaps which cement my 

encounters with scenes. Framing is a process of selection and exclusion, in which the photographed object is severed 
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from its original context and repositioned within the context of the holiday narrative (Robinson & Picard 2009). The 

resulting images record precise moments in time, creating a space-time conjunction between the “here-now” of “spatial 

immediacy” and the “there-then” of “temporal anteriority” (Barthes 1977, p. 44).  

Photographs are miniatures of reality that anyone can acquire: “to collect photographs is to collect the world . . . to 

appropriate the thing photographed” (Sontag 1978, p. 4). Captured by the camera – “the device that makes real what 

one is experiencing” (Sontag 1978, p. 34) – my photographs fulfil the dual-function of ratifying and commemorating travel 

experiences (Smith 2013). Tourists take photographs in order to possess a visual sign of “having been there”(Abbink 

2000), seeking to hold their own version of the “reality” of the classic images found on postcards, in brochures, on 

websites, views that – as likely as not – came into existence as “sights” because of photography (Osborne 2000). In 

gathering imagery for creative practice, my travel performance becomes a strategy for accumulating photographs, putting 

the camera between myself and whatever remarkable I encounter (Sontag 1978). Framing the world through the camera’s 

viewfinder, I participate in a quest for the photogenic which is intimately related to the tourist condition (Garrod 2009; 

Haldrup & Larsen 2003; West 2000). 
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The gathered assortment of gaze

The photographs and pictures in my database of image are souvenirs of place, gathered through travelling. I take 

snaps during trips, guiltily tear pages from in-flight magazines, and “pin” pictures during virtual wandering. Imagery in 

the database was accumulated on travels in Australia, Europe and Asia, or sourced from tourist publications and the 

photographic anthologies of family and friends. The assortment of scene is eclectic and varied, selected according to a 

hazy, Richteresque logic where “either I see it in reality, and take a picture of it, or a photograph . . . jumps out at me, 

from all the others” (Richter cited in Godfrey & Serota 2011, p. 16). I am drawn to the delights of the tourist spectacle – 

the throng of brightly coloured turbans on a ghat in Varanasi (see Figure 2.1) or the patterns made by massed souvenirs 

(Figure 2.2). Avoiding the glut of tourist clichés, I seek out the peopled urban landscapes, where the repetition of figures 

juxtaposes organic configurations with the backdrop of the constructed environment (Figure 2.3). Similarly intriguing 

are images offering insights into aspects of culture or moments of encounter with the faintly ludicrous (Figure 2.4), and 

scenes of atmosphere which lure the viewer by facilitating associations and memories. A topic of special interest is the 

perpetually moving tourist crowd, which obfuscates traditional signifiers of place and overwhelms monuments and sights 

(Figure 2.5), along with photographs which track the course of specific figures in motion (Figure 2.6).
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Figure 2.1 Sam O’Harrell, 
Varanasi, photograph 
(Columbus 2015)

Figure 2.2 Leaning Towers of Pisa, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2012

Figure 2.3 Poster for Demonstration gegen 
normative ordnung, photograph Sarah Moller 2012

Figure 2.4 Phuket,  
photograph Sarah Moller 2011

Figure 2.5 Katrin Korfmann, What 
we Believe In Ajax 2012, 
ultrachrome print (Korfmann 2015)

Figure 2.6 Richard Coyne, Prague, 17 June 2005, 
photograph (Coyne 2012)
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Diverse in source, subject and type of image, the collection of photographic moments is bound together by the 

overarching themes of the “travel experience” and the “tourist gaze”: visions of what the traveller encountered in her 

time away from the ordinary. Imagery was provided by the industrial trappings of tourism, in the bright colours of the 

ubiquitous souvenir shops and the assortment of image in postcards and brochures (Figure 2.7). Rich troves of scene 

were found in settings which juxtaposed tourist routines with local activity: Russian newlyweds, for example, dressed to 

the nines and transported in Hummer limousines, vied for prime photographic position with the tourists, resplendent in 

tank tops and reef sandals at the Summer Palace in St Petersburg (Figures 2.8 and 2.9). In the background, the occasional 

flash of period costume was provided by tourists, who paid for a half hour’s experience of parading the grounds in fancy 

dress (Figure 2.10). Imagery was located in the patterns made by everyday objects – garden gnomes in Germany (Figure 

2.11), school children in Italy (Figure 2.12), queuing umbrellas in Russia (Figure 2.13) – and encounters with the unusual, 

noteworthy, extra ordinary or culturally comical (Figure 2.14). 

Although digital photography predominated, my database of imagery also drew upon the analogue form. A trip to Vietnam 

in 2011 was captured using a Lomo camera with fish-eye lens, a fun, plastic apparatus, initially developed in Soviet Russia 

in the early 1980s. Embracing the role of the indiscriminately snapping tourist, I photographed street scenes, billboards 

and roofscapes, especially trialling the elevated perspective of viewing platforms and hotel roof-gardens (Sontag 1978). 
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Figure 2.7 St Petersburg Souvenirs, photograph 
Sarah Moller 2012

Figure 2.8 Wedding Hummer, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2012

Figure 2.9 Newlyweds in 
Summer Palace Gardens, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2012

Figure 2.10  Tourists in 
costume, Summer Palace 
Gardens, photograph 
Sarah Moller 2012

Figure 2.13 Hermitage 
entrance queue, 
photograph Sarah Moller 
2012

Figure 2.11 Garden gnomes, Germany, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2011

Figure 2.12 School excursion, Lake Garda, Italy, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2012

Figure 2.14 Aha 
train station, 

Germany, 
photograph 

Sarah Moller 
2012
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Figure 2.15 Vietnam in Lomo, photographs 
Sarah Moller 2011
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The developed shots, however, betrayed the cheapness of their Lomo origins in their uniformly muddy colour and hazy 

clarity (Figure 2.15). The curves of the fish-eye lent some interest to formerly straight lines, but the ultimate effect 

conjured impressions of Richter’s blur colliding with heavy smog. Close observation revealed traces of the tourist subject, 

but the overriding effect was a sense of all-pervading nostalgia, conveyed via faded scenes which were just beyond the 

viewer’s grasp.

Imagery was also drawn from already-existing photographic collections, providing perspectives on travel from earlier 

times and places. One such example was a series of family slides captured by my father, Richard Moller, during sojourns 

to Europe in the 1970s. Featuring distinctive, saturated colour schemes, these images (see Figure 2.16 overleaf) evoke a 

time where travelling around Europe was more Europe on 5 Dollars a Day (Frommer 1957) and Kombi van than Tripadvisor 

and Ryanair. Slides are nostalgic artefacts of a bygone era, made contemporary only by a process of digitisation to 

circumvent the inevitable decline of the original negatives. I added the slides to my database of images by photographing 

the projected forms, hoping to capture the luminosity of scene permeated by the glow of the projector lamp. This effect 

imparted something of the transiency of the fleeting moment, which incorporated the skewed pictorial perspectives, 

traces of deterioration and chronological discrepancies into the anthology of scene.
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Figure 2.16 Projected slides: Europe, by Richard Moller, photographs Sarah Moller 2011
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The slide collection is a detailed visual record of sights-seen and stages of the journey, part of what Sontag (2006, p. 

177) calls a “portrait-chronicle” of family, in which photographs bear witness to the history and connectedness of the 

members. In such an album, it “hardly matters what activities are photographed so long as photographs get taken 

and are cherished.” My father enacts the portrait-chronicle in holiday photography as a safeguard against generic and 

impersonal holiday albums; his insistence upon including family members in every possible shot is revealed in a splendid 

photographic collection of European locations which all feature my mother in the foreground. A whole box of slides depict 

the passage by boat from Cape Town to Dover, embodied fragments of time and place no longer in reach, revealing the 

photographer’s desire to personalise iconic views while creating what Berger (2014, p. 52) describes as mementoes from 

a “life being lived”. Viewed nearly forty years on, the laughing faces – tanned and smoking and smiling over their beers – 

now belong to people nearing their 70th birthdays. Evidence of their glorious youth exists in memory and narrative alone, 

with visuals provided by the odd, often incidental moments captured on camera. 
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Similar “portrait-chronicles” were gathered from other sources while travelling; during a trip to Ireland in 2012, for 

example, I photographed a series of antique family albums (Figure 2.17) belonging to a friend’s grandmother, Jacqueline 

McKenna. Taken with a “Box Brownie” camera, the images demonstrated that, with the exception of the “selfie” 

perspective, conventions of tourist photography – both poses and objects photographed – have evolved minimally over 

the past century. Once again brushing the realm of other people’s memories, these pictures narrated a certain moment 

in time, captured on film but removed from context. The cropping, focus and perspective of the shots possessed an 

endearingly amateur quality, as though the photographer had not fully mastered the apparatus, or was too caught 

up in the moment to trouble over the technicalities of each shot. These albums highlighted the ubiquity of the tourist 

photograph: most homes possess such collections of quickly snapped holiday tableaux, which despite shortcomings 

of focus, composition and framing, are venerated as official guardians of the holiday memory. As Susan Stewart (1984, 

p. 49) suggests: “It is not simply that the family album records an individual’s rites of passage; it does so in such a 

conventionalised way that all family albums are alike”.
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Figure 2.17 Photographs from the McKenna family album, photographs Sarah Moller 2011
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Adding variety to my database of images were sketches and photographic collages created while travelling. During a trip 

to Sydney in 2011, for example, I amassed objects, maps and images over the course of the day then arranged them in 

my journal, sketching over the collaged photos, ticket stubs and text to highlight various scenes and details (Figure 2.18). 

The articles gathered in the act of travel were, in a sense, relics of the actual encounter which embodied the magic of the 

holiday moment (Stewart 1984). A medium for day-dreaming, these objects become a way to experience what is large in 

what is small: “their three-dimensionality is important in relation to the flatness of all the texts and pictures that otherwise 

make up our vacation leftovers” (Bachelard 1994, p. 111).

I continued using this technique to record impressions of place throughout the duration of the project, making artists 

cards and postcards using photographic and gathered fragments, layering found imagery, souvenirs from daily life, Lomo 

perspectives, maps and foreign-language newsprint. These objects played with associations of place by setting iconic 

figures in new and impossible locations, so that beefeaters marched up the Sydney Opera House while gondoliers 

navigated the African coastline (Figure 2.19). Making postcards became a way of journaling specific moments on the 

journey, recording seasons, events and encounters with place (Figure 2.20).
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Figure 2.20 Sarah Moller,  
Journal Postcards, Europe 2011 - 2012

Figure 2.19 Sarah Moller,  
Collaged artist cards, 2011

Figure 2.18  
Sarah Moller, 

Journal sketches, 
Sydney 2011
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Sketching in the travel context brought to mind the Grand Tour, a principal objective of which was to draw and measure 

illustrious sights, from which travellers would return home bearing souvenirs – a word literally translated from the French 

verb “to remember” – as a means of physically aiding the memory of experience. In developing a practice of sketching 

within the context of my own travels, I drew upon the sketched scenes of Brett Whiteley (1990). While on residency in 

Paris in 1989, Whiteley undertook to create a drawing or painting for each day of his stay. Using his mind like a camera to 

gather images on excursions in the city, Whiteley would sketch his surroundings then return to the studio to consolidate 

the various perspectives within a single work. The resulting compilation of streetscapes (Figures 2.21 to 2.23), executed 

in a range of media, was published in book form in Paris “Regard de cote” (Whiteley 1990). Capturing a unique sense 

of place, the collected works convey the character of the distinctly Parisian streetscape by depicting the buildings as 

animated, living personalities. The energy of the original act of sketching is communicated by the vibrancy and immediacy 

of the depictions; Whiteley’s use of line lends organic form to the structures, and his perspectives widen to convey the 

expansive nature of his subject.
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Figure 2.22 Brett Whiteley, 45. Place Emile Goudeau – the Bateau Lavoir, 
Montmartre, charcoal, in Paris ‘Regard de Côté’, 1990

Figure 2.21 Brett Whiteley, 44. Rue de L’Echaude 
with flags, gouache and collage, in Paris ‘Regard de 
Côté’, 1990

Figure 2.23 Brett Whiteley, 64. Rue Maurice D’Utrillo, gouache and collage, 
in Paris ‘Regard de Côté’, 1990
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Contrasting markedly with the proliferation of amateur tourist photography, my collection also contains imagery 

captured by professional travel photographers, drawn from illustrated magazines like National Geographic and Bulletin 

(Figure 2.24), photobooks like Lonely Planet (Figure 2.25) and online sources. Professional travel photographers employ 

artistic techniques to frame destinations and their inhabitants, constructing compositions which consider aspects like 

perspective, light, colour and the arrangement of foreground and background. These images have their own market and 

exist as public commodities, where they are reproduced, enlarged and mimicked by amateur photographers (Robinson 

& Picard 2009). Prominent in my collection are images featuring aerial and satellite perspectives, depicting viewpoints 

inaccessible to the amateur (Figure 2.26 and 2.27). The elevated vantage point presents the familiar from a novel 

perspective and I am drawn to both the natural shapes of landscape (Figure 2.28) and bird’s eye views of the tourist event 

(Figure 2.29). Viewed remotely, the collected figures merge together and dominate the topography, reframing individuals 

as a shifting series of shapes roaming in uncertain spatial relationship.

I include professional photography within my database of image somewhat tentatively, a hesitancy which arises from 

both an awareness of the iconic clichés inherent in such vision, and an unwillingness to intrude upon the creative rights of 

the photographer. I have been less cautious with images published in magazines and on postcards, applying the rationale 

that a certain removal is initiated when the image is purchased and distributed for public consumption. Treating these as 
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Figure 2.24 photographer unknown, Aerial 
crowd scene from Bulletin magazine, 
October 2001

Figure 2.25 David Hannah, Melbourne  
(Lonely Planet 2004)

Figure 2.28 photographer unknown, Landscape image 
torn from AirAsia in-flight magazine, December 2013

Figure 2.27 Keren Su, 
Muztagh-Ata Mountain, 
(Lonely Planet 2004)

Figure 2.29 Postcard, Beautiful Bavaria, 
Fotoverlag Huber

 Figure 2.26 
AP Images, 
Earthquake 

in Japan, The 
Sunday Age, 

13 March 
2011
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objects which are already in cultural circulation, I insert these images into new contexts as a form of post-production, 

contributing to the transmission of image based on the “collective ideal of sharing” (Bourriaud 2002, p. 11). The imagery 

is generally used as a point of inspiration for my work: I do not directly copy photographs, but rather piece together 

elements from various perspectives. In the rare situation where a composition directly refers to a credited photographic 

source, I have specifically sought the photographer’s permission.

One such artist who was enthusiastic in granting his approval was German photographer Nicolas Ritter, whose 

photographs provided the basis for the composition of the moving crowds in a number of my paintings. Capturing scenes 

of people in transit, congregating for public events or participating in tourism (Figures 2.30 and 2.31), one of Ritter’s 

techniques introduces moments of movement to large-scale photographs. Exhibited as still images on large screens, 

elements of the photograph suddenly start moving, causing the viewer to stop in surprise at the sudden action. Ritter 

(2015) uses this effect to imitate the way the human eye observes the crowd: “not viewing a crowd as a crowd, but 

observing little micro-scenes inside of it”.  The idea of conveying motion is a central concern of my practice; rather than 

creating a stationary depiction of scene, my painting seeks to communicate some of the animation which Ritter simulates 

through his digital enlargements. His focus on the pattern of daily commuters influenced my approach to composing 

paintings as a series of repeated shapes, and Ritter expressed interest in seeing how the painted works would re-position 

his depictions of movement.



Part 2 | 103   

Figure 2.30 Nicolas Ritter, Scene from One 2012, 
digital moving image (Ritter 2015)

Figure 2.31 Nicolas Ritter, Scene from One 2012, 
digital moving image (Ritter 2015)
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Other professional travel photographers whose work features in my database of imagery provide intriguing perspectives 

and insights on the subject of travel and tourism. Most significant are the photographs of Martin Parr (see Figure 1.0), 

who documents leisure, consumption and communication through an examination of the British middle classes and 

international tourist culture (Weski 2014). Photographing the tourist subject in often-humorous depictions of typical group 

behaviour (Figure 2.32 and 2.33), Parr presents tourism as the making of photographs, while illustrating how banal the 

act becomes when even the most sublime of destinations has been photographed too often (Smith 2013). Publishing his 

images in series and photobooks, Parr captures intimate details and aspects of tourist behaviour to combine an analysis 

of the visible signs of globalisation with unusual visual experiences (Badger 2014). His clear-eyed, unsentimental and often 

affectionate perspectives on contemporary culture are both insightful and amusing, serving to shape my own perception 

of the comedic aspects and trivialities of the tourist subject. 
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Figure 2.32 Martin Parr, The Matterhorn 1990, in Small World 
(Parr & Winchester 1995)

Figure 2.33 Martin Parr, Colosseum 1990, in Small World 
(Parr & Winchester 1995)
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Similarly influential in his photographic depiction of crowds is the imagery of Richard Hamilton, who applied photographic 

processes of abstraction as a means of examining the patterns made by figures in relationship. People 1968, (Figure 2.34), 

is one of a number of studies Hamilton made from postcards depicting figures on the beach, which he enlarged with 

photographic zoom until the prints reached the “identifiable point at which legibility breaks down”(Manchester 2007). The 

resulting scenes reside on the fringe of perception, a place described by Hamilton (1973) as the shallow edge between 

recognition and abstraction which “penetrates the texture of anonymous humanity”. These depictions of the group setting 

are pertinent to my own exploration of the tourist figure in the context of the crowd, influencing my experimentation with 

outlines of collective shape and pattern. The act of tourism rests upon temporariness, upon being in a place for a short 

amount of time before departure, after which point the experience is revisited only through memory and image.  The 

“moment of loss” which Hamilton pursues is echoed in the wake of the tourist crowd, whose trajectories are marked by 

vestiges of actual encounter.
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Figure 2.34 Richard Hamilton, People 1968, photograph, gouache, screenprint and 
postcard on paper, 384 x 591 mm, Tate Britain
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Exploring the tourist gaze

In collecting images which capture traces of the travel experience, I undertake multiple actions of visual inquiry: I look at 

my environment, I gaze on my fellow travellers, and I capture tangible evidence of the encounter in digital photographs. 

These combined behaviours function as part of what sociologist John Urry (1991) introduced as the “tourist gaze”– a 

way of looking at the world which is inherent to the leisure traveller, simultaneously shaping what is seen and the way it 

is seen. Building on Foucault’s analysis of what and how the clinician sees, Urry (2001) applied the term tourist gaze to 

focus on what and how the tourist sees (Cheong & Miller 2000). Tourists travel to specific destinations with the explicit 

goal of gazing upon scenes which are out of the ordinary: “When we ‘go away’ we look at the environment with interest 

and curiosity . . . we gaze at what we encounter” (Urry 2001, p. 1). The tourist gaze functions via a dichotomy of settings, 

specifically the contrast between ordinary life and the extra-ordinary setting of the holiday location (Perkins & Thorns 

2001). The new environment becomes a setting for visual discovery, in which every aspect of tourist behavior is framed 

and interpreted in comparison to ordinary life. 

Positioning the visual domain of the gaze as the principal means of experiencing travel, Urry argues that sight is the 

organising sense when travelling and thus, instrumental in endowing the tourist experience with importance. Because 

travel is an essentially visual undertaking and sight is central to the tourist experience, gazing is an activity which is 
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intrinsic to being a tourist (MacCannell 2001; Perkins & Thorns 2001). “To travel is to see”, suggests McGrane (cited in 

Osborne 2000), “travel is essentially a way of seeing, a mode of seeing: it is grounded in the eye, in our visual capacity”.  

The co-habitation of travel and image can be traced back to the beginning of the experience of journeying (Osborne 2000), 

when the visual sensibility of the gaze became the central means of comprehending travel (Bissell 2009). The centrality of 

the visual domain within the tourist gaze was created by the simultaneous emergence of leisure travel and photography, 

two events which initiated “a visualisation of the travel experience” which promoted new ways of seeing (Urry 1990, p. 

4). The camera thus plays a central role in facilitating the tourist gaze, positioning the tourist as both see-er and seen, and 

providing tangible evidence that the action of gazing occurred.

A brief history of travel and gaze

To properly understand the origins of the tourist gaze, and the nature of the relationship between sight and travel, it is 

essential to look at how, historically, the phenomenon of tourism developed simultaneously and in relationship with the 

activity of photography. While travel has always been part of the human experience, travel for pleasure – or tourism – 

is a relatively recent activity whose origins trace back to the seventeenth century and the era of the Grand Tour (Urry 

2001; Inglis 2000; Osborne 2000). Prior to this, travel was rarely linked with enjoyment; the semantic source of the 

term “travel” stems from an experience of “painful or laborious effort” involving adventure into the unchartered and 
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Figure 2.35 Petrus Plancius, 17th Century world 
map: Orbis terrarum typus de integro multis in locis 
emendatus 1607 (Philips 2008)

Figure 2.36 Camera 
Obscura, From the 

Posthumous Work of 
Robert Hooke, London, 
1705, p. 126 in Osborne 

2000, p. 43

Figure 2.37 Johannes Vermeer, A View of Delft c.1660, oil on canvas, 
96.5x117.5cm, The Hague, Royal Cabinet of Paintings Mauritshuis
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unknown (Urry 2001). Travel’s engagement with visuality can be traced back to the sixteenth century, which introduced an 

era described by Heidegger (1997 cited in Osborne 2000) as the “age of the world [as] picture”. Reflecting an “explosion” 

of interest in the world as a geographical concept, this period produced a multitude of maps (Figure 2.35), topographical 

pictures and countless images in which “Europe dreamed the strangeness of distant regions and their peoples” (Osborne 

2000, p. 5). During this time, the European view of the world relied largely on knowledge gathered using optical tools like 

the telescope, Claude glass and camera obscura, mechanisms which represented the world as a framed picture displayed 

for the viewer. Such instruments centred objects within the “field of vision”, imposing an arranged order on what the 

viewer saw and reconfiguring the viewing from the human perspective (Gifford 1990, p. 20). 

One example of the mediation of the lens in the making of the “world as picture” is found in seventeenth century Dutch 

painting, where artists like Johannes Vermeer used the camera obscura (Figure 2.36) as a technical aid, a tool, and a 

model for the desired look of things. Svetlana Alpers (1983, p. 44) suggests that the scopic regime of Dutch seventeenth-

century art, based on the camera obscura, is an “art of describing”, a mixture of seeing, knowing and picturing that set 

the historical precedence for the photographic image. Osborne points to the use of the Dutch “mobile eye”, evident in 

paintings like Vermeer’s A View of Delft c.1660 (Figure 2.37), which presents aspects without one single perspective or 

single viewpoint: the results of an observer moving through a space. Building upon the concept of “the world as picture”, 

the Grand Tour reinforced the idea that travel offered a way of seeing. Sketching the sights using the camera obscura and 
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claude glass, tourists developed a specialised visual perspective which drew upon guidebooks and routes developed by 

earlier travellers. The activity of “sightseeing” emerged as an important part of touristic behaviour; the “arts” of fixing, 

framing, and positioning a view were elaborated, along with techniques of scanning, “glimpsing and glancing – the furtive, 

disinterested, or distracted look” (Löfgren 1999, p. 98). Seeing the sights became a legitimate reason to travel, implicating 

the traveller as a perpetrator of gaze and framing geographical locations as opportunities for visual gratification. Sales of 

route guides and suggested formulaic itineraries, and the publication of Grand Tour memoires, gave travellers increased 

confidence in undertaking the Tour, resulting in the emergence by 1800 of the new genus of “tourist” whose primary 

activity was to take in “sights”(Kane & Tucker 2004). Travellers took home visual token of the experience embodied 

in souvenirs and representations of landscapes and buildings in the form of paintings, sketches and architectural 

drawings (Darley 2008). Tourists were schooled in the techniques of Claude (Figure 2.38), Poussin (Figure 2.39) and Rosa 

(Figure 2.40), the new classical painters of the Roman countryside, while also experimenting with the camera obscura 

techniques used in Canaletto (Figure 2.41) and Panini’s (Figure 2.42) panoramic paintings (Inglis 2000). Whether seeking 

landscapes or views of cities, tourists were looking to take home a specific gaze, visiting sights armed with guidebooks 

with instructions for what to look at. Travellers returned home bearing drawings with measurements they had taken 

of significant buildings, and trophies of sculptural works, furniture and paintings (Figure 2.43). Included amongst these 

acquisitions were miniature models of Greek and Roman temples, which are today considered to be the earliest examples 

of the modern souvenir (Jacob 2008; Mason 2002). 
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Figure 2.38 Claude Lorrain, Seaport with the 
Embarkation of the Queen of Sheba 1648, 
oil on canvas, 148x194cm, National Gallery 
London

Figure 2.39 Nicolas Poussin, 
Landscape with travellers 
resting 1638-39, oil on canvas, 
63x77.8cm, National Gallery 
London

Figure 2.40 Salvator Rosa, Landscape with 
Travellers asking the Way 1641, oil on 
canvas, 108.3x174.2cm, National Gallery 
London

Figure 2.41 Giovanni Antonio Canaletto, Piazza San 
Marco, c. 1720s, oil on canvas, Detroit Institute of Arts

Figure 2.42 Giovanni Paolo Panini, 
Modern Rome, 1757 oil on canvas, 
Museum of Fine Art Boston

Figure 2.43 Souvenirs of the Grand 
Tour, collection of  Thomas Holman
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While the Grand Tour traced the outline of tourism as an essentially visual activity, setting the precedent for the “art 

of travel” undertaken in this research project, the era of mass tourism and associated notions of the tourist gaze 

emerged approximately two centuries later, with the coinciding emergence of photography and mass travel (Gilroy 

2000). Both Daguerre’s 1839 release of the daguerreotype and Talbot’s 1840 announcement of the calotype process 

offered a way of permanently capturing the world as the human eye saw it (Inglis 2000). Within two years of the 

development of the photographic device, Baptist minister Thomas Cook, seeking to make use of England’s expanding 

rail network, chartered a train for an organised temperance outing from Leicester to Loughborough. Enabling the mass 

transportation of individuals with the express purpose of taking in the sights, this was to be the first package holiday, 

and the point at which Inglis (2000) suggests, “travel” became “tourism” (Figure 2.44).

From the outset, tourism and photography developed symbiotically. The stereotypical image of the tourist ceaselessly 

taking pictures (Figure 2.45) emerged as the emblem of contemporary tourism, inextricably implicating photography 

with the touristic experience (Jansson 2007; Palmer & Lester 2005). Within the same period, the first national railway 

timetable appeared, Cunard started its first ocean steamship service, and Wells Fargo began stagecoach services 

across the American West (Urry 2001). Cook went on to organise the first package pleasure excursion in 1844, 
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Figure 2.44 Advertisement for Cook’s 
conducted tours 1904

Figure 2.45 Martin Parr, Acropolis, Athens, 
Greece, from Small World (Parr & Winchester 
1995)
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complete with “a guide to recommended shops and places of historic interest upon which to ‘gaze’” (Urry 1990, 

p. 23). Train travel provided a means of reaching the sight quickly, the camera framed the sight, and the photograph 

remained as the tangible evidence that the encounter between individual and sight had taken place. As options for 

travel diversified, so too photography became more accessible via the mass production of the Kodak camera, which 

reinforced the notion of tourism as an activity of photographing sights (Osborne 2000; West 2000). Emulating the 

perspectives depicted in “magic lantern shows” (Figure 2.46) presented by travelogue lecturers like Elias Burton 

Holmes (Figure 2.47), tourists set out to capture their own versions of famous sights and attractions. Urry (1990, p. 

148) credits the culmination of these factors in defining the tourist gaze: “that peculiar combining together of the 

means of collective travel, the desire for travel and the techniques of photographic reproduction”.

With the activity of tourism came the figure of the tourist, an individual whose actions traced the wandering flâneur, 

Charles Baudelaire’s (1972) lone, sauntering male spectator who strolled the metropolitan setting of nineteenth century 

Paris and became a recurring motif in literature and art of the urban existence (Jenks & Neves 2000). Fixing his gaze 

on the fleeting and transitory (Tester 1994), the flâneur’s domain was the crowd: “his passion and his profession is to merge 

with the crowd” (Baudelaire 1972, p. 399).
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Figure 2.46 Paris 
Exposition: Champ de 
Mars and Eiffel Tower, 
Paris, France 1900, 
lantern slide, Brooklyn 
Museum, Goodyear

Figure 2.47 Elias Burton Holmes, Travel 
images: Seaside Holiday and Varanasi Ghat, 
photographs (Holmes 2006)
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Larsen and Urry (2011, p. 161) describe this figure as the forerunner of the contemporary tourist photographer, who is 

seen and recorded while seeing others and recording them:

while the middle-class flâneur was attracted to the city’s dark seamy corners, the twentieth-century 
photographer is attracted everywhere, to every possible object, event and person. And at the same time the 
photographer is also observed and photographer. One is both see-er and seen.

This same flâneur is identified by Bourriaud (2009a) as a forerunner of the artist in the contemporary setting, who 

creates art which is caught up in “a wave of displacements, voyages, translations, migrations of objects and beings”. 

The activity of the tourist is photography; the tourist gaze was facilitated by the photograph (Urry 2001). In her seminal 

text On Photography, Susan Sontag (1978, p. 3) suggests that the inventory of images snapped by a camera “started 

in 1839 and since then just about everything has been photographed”. From the outset, tourism and photography 

emerged in a reciprocal relationship, each entity deriving from and enhancing the other (Urry 2001). Digital and video 

cameras extend this partnership into the contemporary setting, enabling tourists to capture permanent pictorial 

representations of their experiences.
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Engaging with issues of the tourist gaze

The tourist gaze is thus a very particular combination of photographic technology and mass travel played out in an 

extraordinary setting. Embodied in the photographs which tourists take, the traces of gaze play a central role in the 

context of this research project. In employing this imagery in my practice, however, there are several points I wish to 

highlight regarding the function and nature of the gaze.

The principal point of departure I make from the theory of the tourist gaze is the rigid emphasis on the primacy of the 

visual domain over all other senses, encapsulated in such statements as “To travel is to see . . . travel is essentially 

a way of seeing, a mode of seeing: it is grounded in the eye, in our visual capacity” (McGrane 1994 cited in Osborne 

2000). While I agree that the prospect of gazing on sights plays a key role in motivating travel, of similar importance is 

the anticipated experience. When I decide to travel to Thailand, for example, my decision is indeed influenced by the 

promise of a “beautiful” setting, but equally significant are the enticements of delicious food, warm weather, sandy 

beaches, complimentary beauty treatments and the experience of luxury at a budget price. While travel is seeing, it is 

also a complex combination of experiencing, tasting, feeling and being in a different place. 
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Continuing upon this theme, I would argue that travel in the contemporary setting is less an activity of “seeing sights” 

than “experiencing sites”. Contemporary tourists plan their itineraries by taking part in extensive online travel as 

precursor to the actual experience, in which the reviews, recommendations, images and footage uploaded by previous 

tourists shape the expectations of experience. One traveller I met had, before his trip to the Red Square, prepared 

himself by watching Youtube footage of the site. Confident that he was familiar with what he was going to see, he 

was surprised to find that the actual thrill of visiting the destination came less from witnessing the “sight” and more 

from the experience of being there, in the chilly weather, where the opportunity to move amidst such history created a 

particular atmosphere.

This example is supported by Siegfried Kracauer (1995) who describes tourism as the “organized bombardment 

of senses”, encompassing experiential, physical and emotional elements, while Harvey Perkins and David Thorns 

(2001) suggest it would be better to use the term “tourist performance”, which encapsulates the element of bodily 

involvement, as well as physical and intellectual aspects of tourism. Dean MacCannell (2001) criticises Urry for the 

over-emphasis of the ocular dimension and the passivity implied in the act of looking, and Ann Game (1991, p. 167) 

accentuates elements of travel which involve taste, touch and smell, describing “a way of ‘being in’ that refuses an 

objectifying gaze, and inscribes a different desire . . . touch”. In positioning my practice within the tourist gaze, I do 
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so by emphasising the experiential elements of travel. In using the traces of gaze in my body of work, I highlight the 

aspect of movement as a key feature of the travel experience. Although I am interested in the “sights” that the tourist 

views, I am perhaps more interested in looking at how the tourist moves through those sites in the performance of 

travel. Echoing the Dutch mobile eye of the seventeenth century, my lens seeks to move within the gaze, shifting 

perspectives in an active, rather than passive way.

A further aspect of Urry’s theory which demands discussion is the question of how the tourist gaze is positioned within 

the wider parameters of gaze theory. The term “gaze”, meaning to look fixedly, intently, or deliberately at something, 

is a concept which first emerged in the context of painting, and was primarily associated with portraiture and the 

figurative medium (Oxford 2008; Reinhardt 2004). Binary in nature, this gaze emanated from either the viewer or 

the subject depicted in the work of art. Prior to the twentieth century, suggests Jennifer Reinhardt (2004), the gaze 

seemed interchangeable with a glance: “early critics recognized when gazes were returned or reflected in a painting 

but their analysis rarely extended beyond the canvas itself”.

Pointing to the presence of the gaze in descriptive realist art of earlier centuries, Bryson (1983, p. 96) describes it as an 

idealised notion of vision which functions according to what he terms the “logic of the gaze”.  This logic applies to both 
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artist and viewer, reducing the position of their visual perception “to a single point, the macula of the retinal surface”, 

and a specific moment, albeit one that is “placed outside duration”(Bryson 1983, p. 96). In a similar discussion of 

the painted gaze, Foucault (1970, p.5) refers to the painting Las Meninas 1656, by Diego Velasquez (see Figure 2.48). 

Within this painting, suggests Foucault, the viewer themselves becomes the subject, captured by the gaze of the 

painter and taking in the spectacle in which “observer and the observed take part in a ceaseless exchange”. Analysed as 

a component of the traditional oeuvre of figurative painting, the gaze thus functions as a mode of interaction between 

spectator and the work of art.

The role of the gaze within the contemporary setting, however, has evolved from simply being a “way of looking”, to 

function as a vehicle for communication, transmitting information and assumptions about both viewer and viewed 

(Reinhardt 2004). Instrumental in shaping the contemporary definition of gaze was Laura Mulvey’s essay entitled 

‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ (1975), which argues that there is a “gaze” at work in cultural and power 

relations. Citing examples from the cinematic genre, Mulvey focuses specifically on identifying the existence of an 

active patriarchal gaze which derives male pleasure from the act of looking at, and consequently controlling, the 

female object. Delineating the gaze as a hierarchical power structure that functions either between differing groups, or 

between a group and an object, Mulvey’s theory was influential in the emergence of a plethora of gaze theories across 
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Figure 2.48 Diego Velasquez, Las Meninas or the 
family of Felipe IV, 1656, oil on canvas, 318x276cm, 

Collection Museo Nacional del Prado
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diverse disciplines, operating through an array of contexts including the imperial gaze, the postcolonial gaze, the white 

and black gaze, the heterosexual and homosexual gazes, and the transatlantic gaze (Manlove 2007). 

It is difficult to reconcile Urry’s notion of the tourist gaze, embodied in a boatload of tourists obediently snapping 

pictures of the Harbour Bridge, within the wider theory of gaze which connotes a desire to control and possess. Urry’s 

tourist gaze draws on the “panoptic gaze”, an idea developed by Foucault in Discipline and Punish (1977). Pointing to the 

prison structure of Bentham’s Panopticon, Foucault establishes the power relationship between observer and observed 

by highlighting the intimate relationship between power and visual surveillance. For the observer, sight confers power; 

for the observed, visibility is a trap. Urry (2001) applies Foucault’s panoptic gaze to describe the relationship between 

two key figures in tourism: tourists and the locals who serve them, who appear to the powerful tourist gaze as a 

variety of exotic fauna. As MacCannell (2001, p.29) outlines, “The powerful subject possesses the gaze while the 

powerless other is completely defined by its status as the object of the gaze”. 

In positioning myself as a perpetrator of the tourist gaze I accept my role as the “powerful tourist” who possesses 

the “other” as an object of my gaze. When I “take” or “capture” photographs of a place, I fulfill a desire to possess 

my own pictorial version of that place, which I then take home and use in the process of painting. The operation of 
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the power structure here is relatively straightforward. Rather more unwieldy is Urry’s notion that, in gazing on the 

locals, tourists objectify and exercise power over the inhabitants of tourist destinations. Such a structure is easy to 

relate to settings where the economic contrast between tourist and local is marked, but how does this theory apply in 

destinations with developed economies, where hosts and locals are often more affluent than the visiting tourists? The 

tourist gazes on these sights with a desire to possess and command such impressive settings, but there is certainly 

no element of powerlessness on the part of the locals, who, if anything, are envied by the tourists their everyday 

existence.

The generic concept of a gaze in which the tourist wields power over the local is overly simplistic, failing to take into 

account the variety of tourist destinations and the complexity of the locals who live there. How does one account for 

the idea of the “locals as exotic fauna”, for example, when one is partaking in leisure travel within one’s own country? 

Similarly, how should I interpret an experience of overseas travel in which I became the exotic fauna, gazed at by 

the curious children peeping round the door of my host’s kitchen? Although the tourist is frequently the “powerful” 

figure in financial terms, the actual state of the power relationship is often revealed by local taxi drivers and tour 

guides, who schedule un-itinerarised stops en route to the publicised destination. In the era of travel blogs and photo-

sharing, tourists position themselves as both gazers and objects of the gaze when they publish their photographs and 
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stories online, “making themselves visible for a distant and dispersed online audience”(Germann Molz 2012, p. 64). 

Acknowledging that power relationships are a part of the travel experience, I query the simplicity of the binary nature of 

Urry’s gaze, suggesting that the operative power relationships are more complex and reflexive than his version of gaze 

proposes.

The intricacy of these structures is reflected in the multi-directional nature of the gaze within my creative practice. 

Artists and tourists participate in similar behaviour when travelling: “By re-presenting images and assigning to them 

new meanings both artists and tourists re-circulate and re-interpret views of their world” (Bonami 2005, p. 63).  As a 

tourist and artist, I photograph sights, as well as photographing tourists as they photograph sights, while also being 

the subject of these site-specific photographs. With the aid of the camera, I simultaneously perpetrate gaze and am 

objectified by gaze. Both artists and tourists are collectors of gazes; in collecting and manipulating artefacts of the 

tourist experience, my practice consciously “gazes upon the gazed”. In using these traces of gaze within my studio 

research I participate in a cycle of spectacle, creating paintings which re-frame the tourist as the subject of the gallery 

gaze. The objectified tourists become “sights” in these paintings, to be gazed at, and occasionally, photographed 

by viewers. The viewer is thus positioned as perpetrator of gaze and then implicated as a contributor to the cycle of 

gazing.
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Conclusions

Within this research project, travel is undertaken in search of experiences of extraordinary settings; these experiences 

are documented and gathered in a database of imagery, attempts to capture the “world as picture” which can be 

transported home as convenient reminders of the travel performance. In collecting these images I engage with aspects 

of Urry’s tourist gaze, a privileging of the visual domain which emerged through the symbiotic development of tourism 

and the camera, following the precedent for “visual experience” set out by the Grand Tour. Negotiating the function of 

gaze in relation to my experiences as artist and tourist, I highlight my practice as one in which the gaze operates multi-

directionally, positioning artist as both perpetrator and objectified in a practice of “gazing upon the gazed”. My studio 

research thus participates in a cycle of spectacle characterised by view-finder and framed by the camera, in which the 

body of photo-based paintings implicates the viewer in the tourist experience.



PART THREE Shaping Painterly Transliteration

Figure 3.0 Sarah Moller, Journal collage, translation: 
Art is beautiful, but it’s a lot of work, 2012
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PART THREE
Shaping Painterly Transliteration

There’s a split second of transfer in painting, where what you want to appear suddenly takes shape on the canvas, 
but in a better way. The image, formerly flat and precise, unexpectedly takes on a body, a texture, a life of its own. 
Animated by brushwork, the outlines, previously so clear, now become hazy, uncertain, ethereal. The figures, once 
solid and real, now seem vague and irresolute, drifting in a sea of pattern and shape. The colours assert their usual 
irrepressible personality, demanding attention even on the palette, where they mingle to form hues so delicious you 
simply want to taste them, to apply them in their freshest, purest, buttery-est form all over the canvas. As you work 
your way across the surface, strange and mysterious things take place, creating little moments in the work where, 
although you aren’t quite sure how they happened, you are very glad that they did happen, and sincerely hope that 
they agree to an encore . . . 
           S.M. Journal entry, 2nd October 2014

The central finding of this research project is embodied in the idea of painterly transliteration, a specific method of transferring 

the travelling image from photograph to painting which emerged through studio research. Musing on the creative processes 

which are revealed through such research, art historian James Elkins (2000, p. 115) describes painting as a “metamorphosis” 

in which a vague and undefined idea in the artist’s mind develops, unfolds and turns into a concept executed on canvas. 

While drily written technical manuals about painting abound, few texts exist which focus on articulating and analysing how 

the material qualities of paint combine with the artist’s creative experimentation in the production of a work (Elkins 2000). This 

section examines the body of work that was produced in studio research, documenting how the material properties of paint 
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were explored in my creative experimentation, to reveal a specific technique for handling the metamorphosis of form in photo-

based painting. Employing imagery of the tourist gaze, research sought to investigate how the artist uses the photographic 

source to create a painting which is both representational and painterly, photo-based yet reflecting the trajectory and animated 

nature of its mobile subject. Discussing the approaches and paintings that were central to the investigation, I highlight the 

stages of research that were instrumental in shaping an understanding of painterly transliteration in creative practice.

The formative stages of studio research for this project were undertaken in the setting of the Kunsthochschule Mainz, the art 

faculty of Johannes-Gutenberg University in Mainz, Germany (Figure 3.1). Although I commenced this project in Darwin in 

2011, I travelled to Germany in the latter half of the year to undertake studio research with Anne Berning, a photo-based painter 

and professor at the Kunsthochschule. I organised this mentorship with the aim of expanding and broadening my practice 

through discussion with a significant reference artist, arranging to spend a year producing work in a setting which focused 

specifically on the teaching of painting. The learning environment at the Kunsthochschule accentuated shared studio space (see 

Figures 3.2 and 3.3) as a forum for conceptual and technical discussion, emphasising the development of creative practice in 

reference to established artists through accessing exhibitions and an in-house library of artists’ monographs. Opportunities to 

view significant exhibitions were offered through numerous research trips led by various professors; during my year in Mainz, 

I travelled with Berning to Frankfurt, Berlin, Basel and St Petersburg, to see a range of exhibitions including Gerhard Richter 

(Godfrey & Serota 2011), Katharina Grosse (Galerie Johann König, 2012), Max Beckmann (Schutt 2011), Edward Munch 
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Figure 3.1 Kunsthochschule Mainz, photograph 
Sarah Moller 2011

Figure 3.2 Studio Space, photograph Sarah Moller 2011

Figure 3.3 Entrance to Studio, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2011
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(Lampe & Cheroux 2012) and Pierre Bonnard (Kuster 2012). I also attended Documenta 13 in Kassel (Christov-Bakargiev 

2012), as well as viewing the London version of Gerhard Richter’s Panorama at the Tate Modern, Wilhelm Sasnal at 

Whitechapel Gallery (Borchardt 2011) and Gesamtkunstwerk: New Art from Germany at Saatchi (Nunez-Fernadez 2011).

Berning’s contribution to my studio practice took the form of discussions, usually one-to-one but occasionally within the class 

setting, in which we would review latest studio developments and analyse successes and failures. Although studio work was 

undertaken independently, I benefitted from the technical insight which Berning offered, and the knowledge that she had 

negotiated similar problems in her own pursuit of photo-based painting. Berning’s principal contribution came through asking 

specific questions of technique, which prompted me to think about how I approach the source image and why I apply certain 

methods. Sharing insights from her own practice, Berning challenged me to consider the translative act inherent in painting, 

an idea which guided the eventual articulation of the need to approach painting as a process of transliteration.

The importance of defining a specific approach to photo-based painting within my creative practice emerged in the early 

stages of studio research in Germany, through a series of paintings which implemented the transfer from photograph 

to painting in a confused and inconsistent way. From the outset of the project I applied a methodology of painting to 

“see what happens”, enacted through a process of dipping into my database of travel imagery and painting selected 
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photographs to observe what evolved (Scrivener 2004). Notions of how I wanted to implement an engagement with the 

tourist gaze were hazy, as was my then-understanding of the centrality of the idea of trajectory in my creative practice. 

Through undertaking two sets of paintings – one series small in scale, one series large in scale – I began to reflect upon 

the mobile nature of the transfer inherent in photo-based painting, and the shortcomings of process evident in my own 

attempts to effect this transfer between forms.

The initial works were based upon the collaged associations of place I had assembled while travelling, scenes which 

layered maps, newsprint and photography with iconic tourist objects cut from Armchair Travels (King 2000). Entitled 

Beefeater Views 2011 (see Figure 3.4 overleaf), the compositions selected for painting featured red-coated soldiers set 

against an assortment of Sydney views. Edged by the circular frame of the Lomo viewfinder, the scenes were chosen 

for the slight sense of disorientation evoked by the out-of-context beefeaters, who paraded in formation through new 

landscapes. The three canvases were experimentally small in scale, and the process of painting sought to depict detail by 

striking a balance between obsessive realism and hazy unclarity. Picking up foreground features with a small brush while 

treating background shapes loosely, I proceeded via an approach of seeing what would unfold through the application 

of paint. As I examined the transfer from photographed collage to painted canvas, I was struck by an apparent conflict 

of process: although my studio practice fundamentally pursued photographic depiction, I was not fully committed to 
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Figure 3.4 Sarah Moller, Beefeater 
Views 2011, oil on canvas, 20x20cm
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the realism demanded by the photorealistic genre. This ambivalence was reflected in the paintings, which juxtaposed 

moments of tonal definition with underwhelming planes of murky colour, bordered by the curve of the Lomo perspective 

which both framed and flattened scenes. The various versions of marching beefeaters assigned an unintentionally colonial 

theme to the series, leaving viewers both bewildered and diffident about the meaning of the work.

Developing upon the framed scene but expanding to the open space of a larger canvas, I began working from slides 

assembled in my father’s travel albums from the 1970s, which traced the sights encountered by an Antipodean on a 

Grand Tour-style passage through the cultural icons of Europe (see Figure 2.16 in Part Two). My grand painterly scheme 

envisioned a gallery full of skewed and distorted vintage travel scenes, all glowing with the technicolour luminosity of the 

projector lamp. In selecting subjects for painting, I was influenced by factors of colour, setting and exposure rather than 

personal associations. The warped perspectives of the slightly blurry, technicolour slides added an element of interest to 

the viewing experience, offering opportunities for interpretation through the frame of fragmented memory that, removed 

from the context of the album, was set free from traditional tropes and chronologies. By painting from borrowed images I 

was returning to someone else’s memory, repositioning familiar scenes within new narratives and perspectives.
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The initial painting in this style was entitled Package Holiday 2011 (Figure 3.5). Based on a photograph snapped arbitrarily 

in the course of a package tour, the foreground is dominated by two anonymous figures who appear in reverie. In the 

background, a set of shoulders suggests a third passenger taking a photograph through the blur of rain dripping down 

the bus window. The image captures a moment of insignificance on an unidentified tour bus, depicting the obscurity of 

strangers temporarily thrown together in the name of sight seeing. Exuding an atmosphere of dislocation and antipathy, 

the viewer is slightly unsure of the meaning of the chosen image, questioning the identity of the individuals and the 

significance, or insignificance, of the captured moment.

My intention for this painting was to attain a smooth, shiny finish, maintaining an element of photographic realism which 

transitioned into a simpler abstraction. I dripped large amounts of lean medium over the background colours, allowing it 

to run down the painting in a simulation of rain on glass. Despite the intrinsic presence of blur in slides, I initially avoided 

blatant adaptions of Richter’s technique when painting this work, reproducing the blur only when it appeared in the 

photograph. Retrospective analysis revealed that it could have been applied to better impart an element of mobility to 

the statically positioned figures. Issues of depiction in this painting were compounded by technical problems inherent in 

achieving a photographic finish: I used too much medium when applying the first layer of paint, necessitating fatter grades 

of medium in subsequent layers, which made the work look sticky and erratically shiny. In the process of drying, small 
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Figure 3.5 Sarah Moller, Package Holiday 2011, oil on canvas, 130x150cm
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pieces of lint adhered to sections of the surface, tempting me to discard the painting altogether. Rather than framing the 

image, the (hideously) shiny black border instead became an unwieldy distraction to the viewing experience.

Package Holiday is a tangible example of the problems and issues faced in the early stages of my research. Starting 

with little more than a photograph and a vague idea of what I wanted the finished painting to resemble, the process of 

painting was a haphazard business of hoping that the paint would bring interest to the image depicted. While this method 

occasionally bore fruit, inconsistencies in my approach led to unsureness over when to put down the photograph and simply 

focus on the paint. Discussing this problem with Anne, the conflicted nature of my painterly style became clear: I desired 

to both faithfully re-create the photographic scene – a task requiring obsessive commitment to the readymade source – 

while also seeking to “break free” from the confines of the photographic image and experiment with medium, paint and 

effects. Whether the two approaches could be reconciled or combined within a single work required further consideration, 

an idea I began to reflect upon while undertaking the subsequent slide painting, London 1978. Originally a photograph of 

my mother in a snow-dusted park, the image for this work was chosen for its atmospheric quality of pensive quiet (Figure 

3.6). Depicting sharp contrasts between white and black, the source slide conveyed a chilly, melancholic silence. It also 

gratified my inclination for painting snow, a subject Peter Doig (1994 cited in Nesbitt 2008, p. 27) describes as having the 

“effect of drawing you inwards”. The process of painting relied heavily upon close re-production of the photograph, and I 
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Figure 3.6 Source slide for ‘London 1978’, photograph Sarah Moller 2011
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built up the scene through an object-by-object approach. Having spent hours defining the branches against the sky, I found 

myself preoccupied by the static nature of the work: figure, trees and houses were all frozen within an illustrative snow 

dome (Figure 3.7). Discussion with studio colleagues focused on the figure in the painting; someone suggested that the red 

jacket was reminiscent of “Weihnachtsmann” – Father Christmas – while Berning questioned the purpose of its inclusion 

altogether. 

A key cause of the problem seemed to be that my reproduced slides lacked the inherently slide-like quality of blur. 

Although I had applied Richter’s technique with restraint in the first painting, I now decided to use it liberally to achieve 

a sense of movement. I scratched back much of the surface paint and began the work for a second time, this time 

blurring the edges of objects by brushing together wet sections of paint (Figure 3.8). I purchased a new brush with 

parallel lengths of hair for this task, which I suspect had been designed specifically for recreating Richter’s effect 

(Figure 3.9). The clichéd figure was removed from the scene altogether, turning the painting into a cold, quiet, slightly 

whispering exploration of atmosphere. Using cool colours and blur to recreate the mood of the original slide, I tried to 

capture the muted tones of weak yellow winter sunlight. I discovered that the “freezing” effect resulted from treating 

the work as a series of objects rather than a surface of tone and shape; conveying the scene as a collection of finicky 

and impossible details served to immobilise objects within their outlines, so that the painting seemed to stagnate.
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Figure 3.7 Work in progress, photograph Sarah Moller 2011

Figure 3.8 Contrasting effects: adding 
blur photograph Sarah Moller 2011

Figure 3.9 Blurring brush, photograph 
Sarah Moller 2015
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Figure 3.10 Sarah Moller, London 1978 2011, 
oil on canvas, 130x150cm

Figure 3.12 
Peter Doig, 
Blotter 1993, 
oil on canvas, 
249x199cm, 
Collection 
Walker Art 
Gallery, 
Liverpool

Figure 3.11 
Peter Doig, 
Echo Lake 1998, 
oil on canvas, 
2.30x 3.60cm, 
Tate Gallery 
London
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The newer version of the painting is a scene of crisp silence (Figure 3.10).  The stark contrast between black and white 

is softened by the subtle introduction of warmer yellow and alizarin hues in the branches of the trees, and the eye is 

drawn to the patterns in the snow. The painting projects a hushed and brooding atmosphere, a scene devoid of animation 

save in the smoky haze of the trees and the harsh cold light of the winter sun. Elements of snow in the foreground are 

reminiscent of Doig’s treatment of snow in Echo Lake (Figure 3.11) and Blotter (Figure 3.12). When exhibited at Rundgang, 

the Kunsthochschule’s annual exhibition in 2012, viewers responded primarily to the sense of place, some declaring how 

German it felt, while others spoke of associations with childhood memories of an English winter. 

Reflections on the process of painting London 1978 revealed an over-reliance on recreating the source photograph. While 

I had introduced the additional elements of blur, the mistakes inherent in the creation of the work exposed a conflicted 

understanding of how I wanted to paint, so that I applied an assortment of incongruous techniques to achieve the final 

outcome. The subsequent painting, Bathing 2011 (see Figure 3.13 overleaf), thus emerged as an exercise in avoiding the 

problems of the earlier processes. This time I was resolute on replicating the photographic slide effect, using blur and trying 

to match the over-exposed colours as accurately as possible. The source image depicts a great aunt sitting on a park bench 

while my Grandmother stands in the background, a scene evoking Sontag’s (2006, p. 177) observation that “those ghostly 

traces, photographs, supply the token presence of the dispersed relatives”. I was initially attracted to the luminous purple 
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Figure 3.13 Sarah Moller, Bathing 2011, oil on canvas, 130x150cm
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and aqua apparent in the original slide, which was slightly over-exposed and had faded in colour over the years, creating an 

interesting washed-out effect. The face of the central figure is almost distorted by the sunshine, her body a series of light 

and dark shapes on a bench which casts a distinct shadow on the white ground.

I decided to use the projector in the preparatory stages of this painting. As a studio tool, the projector facilitates an 

immediate start and enables the rapid development of the image on the canvas, in what Foucault (1999, p. 19) described as 

“the painting event on the photo event”. The projector frees the painter to focus on the process of painting, rather than the 

accuracy of proportions, and there is a certain peace of mind in seeing the entire image laid out in advance on the canvas. I 

had nevertheless avoided its use in the early stages of research, preoccupied by the nagging doubt that I was indulging in an 

element of mindless reproduction. Obviously, the projector is only ever a tool to help bring the image into being, but it still 

concerned me that without the projector, I felt less capable. My misgivings were exacerbated from the outset of the project, 

when I viewed an exhibition in Darwin of portraits painted from Photoshop-filtered projections:

Response to exhibition: paint by numbers. Computer edges, Photoshop filters and evidence of projector art gave 
paintings a generic feel, not unlike the painted rip-offs for sale on holiday is Asia (themselves a weird sort of cultural 
artefact, created in response to the perceived notion of what tourists want to hang on their walls). My response to 
this is a desire to go back to painting real objects . . .

             S.M. Journal entry, 26th May 2011
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Recent studio reading however had focused on the work of Munich artist Karen Kneffel, a former student of Richter who 

uses the projector to paint atmospheric scenes which overlay spaces with shadow and reflection (Figure 3.14 and 3.15). 

Kneffel’s shimmering prisms of image are achieved by projecting and superimposing multiple photographic elements 

simultaneously; combined with the technique of blur, the hazy effects of light and shade create scenes of ambiguity and 

transience. Somewhat reassured by her example, I once again switched on the projector.

Painting directly from the projected photograph, I maintained a smooth and consistent thickness of paint, mixing wet edges 

with the blurring brush for an even sheen on the work. Avoiding earlier problems of process, this painting was completed 

nearly twice as quickly as the previous works. The intended luminosity of the white background contributes to the sense of 

overexposure throughout the image, communicating the initial brightness of the original slide and rendering the surroundings 

in a slightly abstracted blur. The shadows cast by the park bench on the sunlit ground were achieved by using Art Spectrum 

Indigo, a colour which is extremely versatile for depicting dark areas without introducing the deadening effects of black. The 

uniform blur conveys some of the nostalgic atmosphere of the original slide, while the central figure, posed and smiling 

for the camera, retains a faceless anonymity as though residing only in memory. The entire scene is bathed in a glow from 

yesteryear, a place of fading colour and bright sunlight, a moment captured in time.
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Figure 3.14 Karin Kneffel, 
untitled 13 2009, oil on canvas, 
180x190cm, private collection

Figure 3.15 Karin Kneffel untitled 04 2014, oil on canvas, 
180x300cm, private collection
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Created through an approach which adhered closely to the form and colour of the photographic original, the various slide 

paintings evoked the atmosphere and memory of the travel experience. The process of painting, however, revolved largely 

around achieving a “photographic finish” with a slight blur attached, an exercise in reproduction attained through constant 

peering at the photograph. As a model for my creative practice, I found this approach severely problematic. Repetitive 

glancing at the source image interrupted the act of painting, which seemed a process of religiously imitating the photograph, 

creating “an annoying tedium where paint has to be pushed into place to make images” (Elkins 2000, p. 139). The resulting 

works were instances of the tourist gaze frozen in pictorial frames, created through a process of photographic-dependence 

with little consideration for the visceral qualities of the paint. In pursuit of representation, research in painting was stultifying; 

I became disappointed and demoralised. Both Peter Doig and Malcolm Morley allude to a similar frustration when working 

from photographs: Doig (cited in Shiff 2008, p. 22) speaks about the “constriction” of the original photograph, while Morley 

(cited in De Ville 2001, p. 54) refers to the drudgery involved in creating “masterpieces of repression”.

Onto the editing table

The process of painting as a transliterative act emerged in response to the need to define a new approach to my creative 

practice of photo-based painting. Having identified the unsuitability of the present model for research, the focus shifted to 

isolating a method of painting that, although still representational, was less reliant upon imitating the photographic source. 

I began to examine the notion of depicting the trajectory between photograph and painting in greater detail, seeking to 
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both convey the inherently mobile nature of my tourist imagery and avoid painting scenes of static inertia. Discussions with 

Berning over the role of the painter highlighted the translation implicit in photo-based painting, where the artist carries the 

image between differing languages. For the first time positioning my practice within a translational framework, I started to 

consider the medium of paint as a distinctive language, made up of complex constructions of texture, colour, brushwork and 

technique. To date, the element of paint had been treated as a secondary concern in my practice of photo-based painting. 

Realising its individual nature and material potential, I recognised the need to give equal attention to the handling of both 

components of process, thus enabling the paint to make a greater contribution to the overall character of the work. 

Seeking to explore the possibilities of paint as an independent language, the subsequent phase of research operated via 

a process of positioning the photographic source on Bourriaud’s (2002) editing table, where the scene was dissected, 

rearranged and sampled through various painterly techniques and processes. Such an editing process “shakes up” and 

“re-organises” forms for insertion into new scenarios: “The artist deprograms in order to reprogram, suggesting that 

there are other possible uses for the techniques and tools at our disposal” (Bourriaud 2002, p. 36). Placing the distinctive 

entity of paint on the editing table diluted the predominance of the photographic image, introducing a competing language 

of materiality and bodily presence of colour and texture. Trialling a range of manipulations with media, colour and texture, 

the editing process identified a number of potential techniques for conveying the desired aspects of trajectory and motion 

in my paintings.
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A series of small-scale works entitled Box Brownie Suite, were instances of editing which fused monochrome colour with 

canvas texture, blur and translucent wash, to create paintings which moved in the realm of nostalgia and memory. The 

photographic sources for these works were selected from the antique collection of an Irish friend’s grandmother, chosen 

for the various versions of gaze they presented (see Figure 2.17 in Part Two). In painting this series, I sought to retain the 

authenticity of the original black and white images, conveying the “intrepid” atmosphere of the old travel photographs 

while moving beyond the static photographic frame. Keen to avoid the highly finished surfaces of the previous slide 

paintings, I approached the photographs this time as an opening for Doig-like depictions of textural and gestural 

atmosphere (Enright 2006a). Working on small-scale canvases facilitated quick experimentation (see Figure 3.16) each 

canvas was primed using only rabbit skin glue, a traditional preparatory technique I had been taught in Germany, which 

highlighted the natural ground colour and texture. I mapped out the image using diluted paint, treating blocks of shadow 

as shapes and simplifying forms into flattened outlines using gestural brush strokes.

The overall effect, intended to release the paint to assert its own personality upon the work, instead projected the much-

despised static quality, as though the figures were frozen on the canvas. The faces, distant and hard to see, appeared 
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Figure 3.16 Preparatory stages of 
Mont St Michel painting, photograph 

Sarah Moller 2012
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muffled and personality-less, while the entire composition seemed trapped in an achingly-boring sepia colour spectrum. 

As documented in my studio journal:

At the end of today I had the overwhelming feeling that the people were just frozen in the picture. Their faces, 
which took me a considerable amount of time, are too small to really see and they just seem static. So – what 
would Malcolm Morley do? I thought of his racetrack painting, with the red cross slashed over the top of a 
detailed realistic composition, and felt the urge to break free from the wretched photograph.  

          S.M. Journal entry 18th February 2012

Applying the blurring brush, I introduced an element of movement by distorting the outlines, rubbing luminous colours 

like cadmium yellow, orange and alizarin into the canvas to develop figures, landscape or sky (Figure 3.17). This provided 

the work with a degree of vibrancy while still revealing the natural canvas. The distant and disinterested figures remained 

problematic however, presenting more as poorly defined human outlines than intriguing additions to the atmospheric 

landscape.  A distraction from the problem came through experimentation with a golden rule of painting, which forewarns 

against applying acrylic paint over oil paint in the interests of the work’s longevity. Disregarding this advice, however, 

produces a spectacular pattern across the surface of the painting, as the watered-down acrylic paint disperses and sets 

on the layer of oil paint (see Figure 3.18 overleaf). The effect resonates with Elkins’ (2000, p. 116) description of paint as 
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Figure 3.17 Experimentations with colour, photograph Sarah Moller 2012
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Figure 3.18 Experimentations with overpainting, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2012
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having a “mind of its own”, in which it “wants” to do certain things and “resists” the painter, so that painting “becomes 

a collaboration between the artist’s desire and the unpredictable tendencies of the paint”. Having conducted trials on 

discarded canvases, I sealed the thin oil surface of my paintings with lean medium, hoping to mitigate the prophesied 

detrimental effects of the clash of acrylic and oil. When dry, I over-painted the images with a white acrylic wash, layering 

the muted scenes with an arbitrary pattern of watery paint which veiled the image behind a lace-like film.

Sloshing paint over my delicately formed images was a nerve wracking experience, and it required courage to 

systematically destroy what I had spent considerable time refining. This, I learnt, is a necessary part of painting: the point 

where the painter “toys with death, to bring the paint close to the point of no return in order to make it more convincing 

in the end” (Elkins 2000, p. 136). The effect of the technique varied between works, perhaps due to the concentration of 

paint or the amount of medium sealing the oil layer.

The finished series Box Brownie suite (see Figure 3.19 overleaf) is subtle in colouring, and the additional layer of acrylic 

adds a complexity through which the viewer must peer to grasp the underlying forms. The textural quality creates a 

sense of intrigue akin to the effect created by Doig’s depiction of snow. The paintings share a common compositional 

element of foreground figures backed by triangular forms, reflecting the structure of classic tourist photography. 

Delicate and relatively small, these works are not impressive from the perspective of scale. However, when coupled 
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Figure 3.19 Sarah Moller,  
Box Brownie suite 2012,  

oil and acrylic on canvas,  
5 parts, 30x30cm
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with the narrative elements of the depicted images, they convey an atmosphere of nostalgia and memory. The limited 

colour schemes anchor the images in the past, enlivening the colour spectrum without moving too far from the sepia 

tones of old holiday albums.

These paintings contrasted starkly with those I had previously produced in scale, colour scheme and overall visual 

impact. They represented, however, investigations into bringing texture and materiality into my practice. While the source 

photographs played an important role in establishing the shapes and figures, the spirit of experimentation allowed the 

photographs to be set aside with relative alacrity, permitting colour and texture to be introduced as elements in their own 

right. The speed with which the diluted paint could be manipulated to form the basic image more accurately captured the 

motion of the trajectory of image from photograph to painting, adding vibrancy and “freshness” to the act of painting. 

Applying the final textural wash added a degree of uncontrollable potential to the finished work. The sense of atmosphere 

created by the watermarked “veil” of acrylic on canvas made an important contribution to my range of techniques 

for manipulating the found image, adding an element of painterly texture and organic pattern which heightened the 

dislocation from the original photographic scene. Most significant was the aspect of movement this effect lent to 

paintings, balancing the “frozen static” of works created through over-reliance on source photographs by overlaying the 

static image with the liquid flow of paint.
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Several short skiing breaks in Austria over the European winter of 2011 had facilitated a series of photographs 

(Figure 3.20), amongst them scenes of pristine slopes peppered with high-visibility outfits. This role of wandering 

photographer who gathers imagery in the alpine setting resembles Eva Jokinen and Soile Veijola’s (1997, p. 24) “ski-

neur”, a version of Baudelaire’s strolling urban flâneur equipped with a set of skis:

I was skiing this morning and started to wonder whether skiing could be conceived of as flâneuring. Me – a 
ski-neur? The thoughts flow freely when one is skiing, just like when one is walking. But what about the 
masses, then? In fact, it is about accurate to talk about masses in the place where I usually ski . . . in the rush 
hours people ski in queues. . . .

Developing upon the technique of the wash, the painting Red run to the six seater 2012 brings to the editing table 

components of heightened colour and texture, combining painterly elements with the organic patterns made 

by skiiers in their passage through the snow. With this work, I set out to depict figures moving against a white 

background, a series of shapes swathed in atmospheric over-exposure. Having mapped the pattern of skiiers 

however, the quality of motion remained elusive: the figures were indistinct and poorly defined, and the mountain 

backdrop and intricate picket fence lent an illustrative quality to the scene (see Figure 3.21 overleaf). Reflections 

on process revealed a return to over-emphasising photographic depiction, which I sought to remedy by examining 

the work of Ferdinand Hodler and Pierre Bonnard. Viewed during a research trip to Basel in 2012, the paintings of 

these two artists embody movement, texture and light created through a distinctive handling of paint, colour and 
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Figure 3.20 Views captured skiing, Austria 2012, photographs 
Sarah Moller 2012
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brushwork. Works like Bonnard’s Coffee (Le Cafe) 1915 (Figure 3.22) exemplify a materiality of form which highlights 

the elements of pattern in his work, created by applying paint in thick swipes of complimentary colour (Kuster 2012). 

Swiss artist Hodler’s (Figure 3.23) textural snowscapes are intensely impressionistic, evoking atmospheres of serene 

lassitude and sublime encounter (Bezzola, Lang & Muller 2004). In handling expanses of white, Hodler incorporates 

subtle yet complex colour spectrums, adding depth of perspective and undercurrents of density to the white surface. By 

comparison, my application of white paint cast a one-dimensional, motionless pall over the immobile figures. I decided 

to set aside the source image and instead approach the work from the perspective of a textural whole. Using a palette 

knife, I scratched, blurred and scraped as many colours into the canvas as possible (Figure 3.24), looking closely at the 

photographic beach scenes of Richard Hamilton for guidance in abstracting the figures into painted shapes (see Figure 

2.35 in Part Two). Shrouding the mountain backdrop with layers of paint removed the postcard setting, transforming 

skiiers into a series of shapes framed by waves of paint. The variety and materiality of blended colour created interesting 

effects and brought an element of motion to the work. I poured a final wash of watery acrylic over the dried oil paint to 

unify the canvas, introduce fluidity and reassert some vestige of the original snowy image.
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Figure 3.24 Experimentations with medium, photographs 
Sarah Moller 2012

Figure 3.21 Work in progress, Red run to six 
seater, photograph Sarah Moller 2012

Figure 3.22 Pierre Bonnard, Coffee (Le 
Café) 1915, oil on canvas, 730x 1064mm, 
Tate Britain

Figure 3.23 Ferdinand Hodler,  
The Weisshorn from Montana 1915, 

oil on canvas, 65.5x80.5cm, Museum 
Folkwang, Essen



162 | Part 3  

Figure 3.25 Sarah Moller, Red run to the six seater 2012, oil and acrylic on canvas, 100x150cm
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The resulting work (Figure 3.25) differed wildly from what was intended at the outset, but was successful as an exercise 

in introducing movement through painterly components. The painting is a study in texture and layered colour, in which 

the acrylic overpainting unintentionally mimics the effect of wiping the watery surface of ski goggles. Peering through the 

acrylic shroud is reminiscent of skiing in a blizzard, the forms of skiers becoming little more than shapes in the snow. Lacking 

compositional markers of backdrop and foreground, the pattern seems to continue beyond the frame of the canvas, and the 

viewer is prompted to peer intently at the work to make out the scene.

Amongst the effective outcomes of bringing photography and painting together on the editing table, less successful 

experiments also existed, which nevertheless contributed to defining a specific approach to photo-based painting. The 

work Funfair 2012 (Figure 3.26, see overleaf), for example, aimed to combine movement and colour in a depiction of 

suspended animation on a larger canvas. Drawn from the same album as Box Brownie suite, the original image of children 

on a spinning “chair-o-plane” was notable for its depiction of aerial motion, captured in the flying hair of the children and 

the criss-crossing ropes of the soaring chairs.

Starting from the photographic source, I painted forms as a series of Pop-style outlines, introducing colour through a 

limited palette of warm shades drawn from an old travel poster. Although the source image was a scene which epitomised 
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Figure 3.26 Various stages of ‘Funfair’, photographs Sarah Moller 2012
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movement, I avoided using blur to prevent developing a reliance on the “fix-all” aspect of Richter’s technique, which can 

be a way of masking poorly resolved sections of painting. The omission achieved the opposite effect however, producing 

strong, clear outlines that solidly anchored shapes in place. Evidence of the projector was visible in the flattened shapes and 

distorted extremities of the figures, while heavy blocks of stylised colour obscured facial features. The limited colour scheme 

conveyed an unsophisticated atmosphere of one-dimensionality; even though a sense of movement was conveyed in the 

swinging chairs, I found the effect to be overly simplistic.

This work provided important opportunities for learning however, instigating the consideration of various techniques for 

editing and salvaging the composition. One approach I contemplated was a technique which cut the canvas into a series 

of smaller works, designed to emphasise the painting’s successful portions while enabling the removal of “problem 

areas”. The fragmenting of scene created the effect of a collection of movements too swift to capture in a single frame, 

adding an element of “space” to the format, as though the trajectory of motion had been laid out over a time-space 

continuum.  Perspective and spacing could be manipulated through the arrangement of canvases, stretching objects or 

placing them further away in the distance. I applied this technique of fragmentation to a later work entitled Bondi Baths 

2012 (see Figure 3.27 overleaf), which juxtaposed the organic shape of bodies and shadow with the geometric lines of the 

salt-water swimming pools. Drawn from an in-flight magazine, the heightened exposure of the scene contrasted strongly 

with the patterns made by the silhouetted figures on the ground, capturing a moment in time in the Australian sun. 
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The odd mix of tonal realism with stylised outlines served to detract from the overall effect of the painting however, 

and I decided to use the canvas as an experiment in applying the editing technique of fragmentation. Focusing on the 

successful portions of painting, I cut and stretched the canvas to form five smaller works. The fragments of image (Figure 

3.28) only hinted at the layout of the original tableau, re-framed as separate instances of shape and shadows, unified by 

an over-exposed background. The detail in the works draws the viewer in, prompting them to piece the elements of scene 

together in a way which mirrors the gaze in public places, where we “look without looking” at our surroundings.

The act of dividing up the image was an instance of editing which removed forms from their original setting and re-

presented them as independent sections of shape. This concept traced the central action of painterly transliteration, 

which takes the photographic language of the source image and fragments it to its essential components of pixel, 

colour, light and shade. In the same way that the translator borrows from one language and re-shapes words in the new 

script, transliteration as a painterly process functions by breaking down the source image to its base elements, then 

reconstructing fragments using the painterly alphabet of mark, brushstroke, colour, line and texture. Disconnecting the 

photographic original from its links to representation, the painter uses the portions of image in an abstracted process 

of painting. The transliterated image in its painted form is not a painting trying to look like a photograph; rather, it is a 

work written in the language of paint that converts the two-dimensional photographic moment into a multi-dimensional 

instance of painterly expression.
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Figure 3.28 Fragments of 
scene from ‘Bondi Baths’, 
photographs Sarah 
Moller 2012

Figure 3.27 Sarah Moller, Bondi Baths 2012,  
oil on canvas 100x100cm
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The painting entitled Destination Hajj was seminal in positioning the process of fragmentation as a key idea within 

painterly transliteration. Based on a photograph from a Lonely Planet Guide (Figure 3.29), the work arose out of a 

discussion with Berning about how the process of translation actually functioned in painting. While studio experimentation 

had provided a number of techniques for highlighting the qualities of paint and motion, I continued to struggle with 

the parameters of the translatable act, returning unintentionally to a process which simply re-presented the source 

photograph in the medium of paint. Pointing to the work of Malcolm Morley (see Figure 1.27 in Part One), Berning 

asked whether I had tried approaching the photograph through the structure of a grid, which Morley uses to reframe 

the image as an abstract entity of colour and shapes. I was initially doubtful of how something so counter-intuitive and 

painstaking could possibly facilitate the creative process. Willing however to experiment in the name of research, I applied 

Morley’s technique using a photograph of a mosque at prayer. Depicting a sea of white prayer caps, I was attracted 

to the photograph’s visual complexity and repetition of colour and shape. The image itself calls to mind the neat rows 

encountered on past visits to significant mosques in Turkey and India, where shoes line up tidily by the door, and parallel 

lines of prayer rugs respectfully face Mecca. The intricate pattern formed by the figures was one of a series of crowd 

scenes which I had been consistently collecting, but, because of the extreme complexity of the figures, had to date 
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Figure 3.29 Jama Masjid, Old Delhi, photograph Chris Mellor  
(Lonely Planet 2004)
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Figure 3.30 Dividing up the image and 
canvas, photographs Sarah Moller 2012

Figure 3.31 Painting 
upside down, 
Morley-style, 
photograph Sarah 
Moller 2012
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avoided painting. By applying the grid (Figure 3.30), I was able to methodically set about working through the rows of 

shapes and colours, divided as they were into a series of less-recognisable forms by the framework of squares.

This was to be a large-scale experiment, undertaken on a 3 x 2.4m stretcher left over by a former student. Working 

on such a scale magnified and obscured fiddly details, allowing suitable investigation of the properties of paint and 

pattern. Following Morley’s lead, I painted the work one square at a time in non-chronological order, turning both 

canvas and image upside down to obscure the recognisability of figures (Figure 3.31). Applying oil paint mixed with 

impasto medium, and using larger, coarser brushes highlighted the element of texture. For the first time I avoided 

using liquid medium, partly mimicking Morley’s technique and partly seeking a consistent level of surface sheen. 

Treating each square as an individual exercise in abstraction, I developed the potential of the paint by introducing 

significantly more colour than depicted in the photograph, adding Titanium White and textural impasto to heighten 

contrasts and intensify exposure.

The sheer size of the finished painting (see Figure 3.32 overleaf) makes for a visually impressive work: the expansive 

canvas demands the viewer’s attention and draws the eye into a complex pattern of repeating shapes and forms. In 

contrast to the smooth finish of earlier photo-based works, the textural elements of this painting highlight the use of 

colour and application of impasto medium. The limited palette of cool blue creates a sense of cohesion, although, on 
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closer inspection, warmer colours have been worked in to add depth and complexity. While there is a certain uniformity in 

the figures, occasional erratic shapes reveal the disconnected method of production, hinting that I was more concerned 

with the abstraction of colour and form than achieving proportional precision. The use of white is simultaneously defining 

and stark; intensifying shapes, it also serves to flatten and negate the dimensionality of the work.

The painting’s subject matter depicts Muslim men at prayer, a theme which prompts speculation amongst viewers about 

the political intentions of the work. On completing this canvas, I discovered the work of Berlin artist Jochen Twelker 

(2014), whose watercolour The fans 2004 (see Figure 3.33 overleaf) depicts similarly posed figures. While Twelker’s 

titling adds an element of political comment to his painting, my image was selected from a travel guide purely for the 

phenomenon of pattern created by the kneeling figures. My work is more a comment on the propensity of the tourist 

gaze to view everything as photographable commodity than a statement on religious practice. In this respect, Morley’s 

(cited in Clearwater 2005, p. 17) description of the source photograph as a “hook” for the real business of painting 

applies most pertinently; while the image is intriguing in pattern and perspective, any inference of political agenda is 

unintentional. The context of the original photograph however presents this as just another form of touristic imagery; 

perhaps the slightly unorthodox subject matter serves to make the painting more interesting, stimulating discussion 

surrounding pilgrimage and the public or private nature of worship. 
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Figure 3.32 Sarah Moller, Destination Hajj 2012, oil on canvas, 300x240cm
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Figure 3.33 Jochen Twelker 2004, The fans, watercolour 
on paper, 71.5x111cm (Twelker 2014)
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Using Morley’s grid facilitated an approach in which my concerns with representation were replaced by questions about 

applying colour. The grid transformed photo-based painting into an exercise in the abstract qualities of shape and form, 

enabling my participation in what Doig describes as “pure painting”. Focusing specifically on making marks and painting 

textural sections up close, I found that the image became a secondary concern to handling the “visceral” personality of the 

paint (Clearwater 2005, p. 17). My concentration on balancing the qualities of colour was heightened by using the grid, which 

framed the act of painting as an instance of blending, mixing and balancing the various personalities of the pigments.

The painting Helmet? Or Hell met?! 2012 developed upon the technique of fragmentation applied in Destination Hajj, 

this time using the grid to specifically focus on increasing the abstraction of the image. The selected image was 

another complex crowd scene from a postcard purchased in Vietnam in 2011 (see Figure 3.34 overleaf), depicting the 

crush, cacophony and organised chaos of traffic in Ho Chi Minh City, where waves of mopeds, piled high with children, 

TV screens and building supplies, duck and weave around the bewildered tourists stranded mid-crossing. With this 

work I planned to take a more specific approach to colour, creating a restricted palette built around the warm hues of 

headlights and tail-lights. The title of the painting, named retrospectively, was drawn from a billboard witnessed during 

a trip to India in 2004: an advertisement for the importance of wearing motorcycle helmets, the text was accompanied 

by an image of a helmet being licked by the flames of hell. Amused by the dramatic flourishes of the original sign, I 

applied the title in a little Parr-like commentary on the objects which entertain the tourist gaze. 
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Figure 3.34 Postcard “Vietnam”, 
photograph by The Thuc, 2011

Figure 3.35 Early stages of the work photographs, Sarah Moller 2012
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Again seeking abstraction within representation, I divided the work up to erase individual features and emphasise 

shapes, once more drawing on Hamilton’s crowd depictions to focus on the repetitive motif of motorbike headlights. 

I blocked the pattern of the crowd using free-flowing acrylic undercoat, mapping basic shapes onto canvas (Figure 

3.35). This done, the photograph was set aside so that the business of painting could properly begin. Mixing colours 

directly onto the canvas, my brushstrokes became looser as the painting progressed, producing occasional moments 

of luminous colour which were very pleasing. Using a small, dry brush, I created my own version of the blur on hard 

edges, mixing wet into wet to remove the rigidity of outlines. The more I painted the faster the image appeared, 

perhaps reflecting a mounting disregard for the accurate depiction of fine details.

The complexity of the image and the improved luminosity of the colours resulted in a vibrant finished canvas that, for 

once, did not struggle with the issue of immobility (see Figure 3.36 overleaf). Rather, the busy-ness of the traffic scene 

depicted in intensely warm colours seems to generate an energy of its own, as elements and figures blend together 

to create a seething mass of shapes. While distinct human forms are discernible in the foreground, separate figures 

are replaced by the repetitive pattern of headlights in the middle ground, as the work becomes a complicated pattern 

of colours and shapes. Objects in the background  are consumed by the blended portrayal of light, which changes the 

buildings and figures into a series of abstract contours.
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Figure 3.36 Sarah Moller, Helmet? Or Hell Met?! 2012, 
oil on canvas, 130x200cm
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Morley’s technique of fragmentation presented my studio research with a way of bringing the photographic image 

across into the realm of painting. While the idea of painterly transliteration would be further developed and shaped to 

my specific practice, the grid paintings isolated and articulated the essential transliterative processes of fragmentation 

and abstracted rebuilding. The process of dividing the source image into portions separated the component of 

illustrative representation from the task of painting. The photograph was necessary only for mapping the patterns, 

then the focus turned to filling in the square using paint. As each square became a surface for trialling effects and 

techniques, the material qualities of the paint took priority. Spreading pattern across the area of the canvas, the process 

of painting became an exploration of terrain, of “working your way across the surface”(Doig cited in Shiff 2008, p. 33). 

The end point of a painting was reached when the canvas was fully covered. I made final small alterations to highlights, 

shadows and texture independent of the source photograph, as by this point, the paint and colour had assumed a 

personality of their own.
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Reflections on progress

The editing tool of fragmentation represented a resolution to my problem of conveying the trajectory from photo to 

painting, offering a way of transferring the image between languages to retain the shape of the source language, while 

bringing new meaning to the target language. Emerging as the final investigation I would make in the German studio 

environment, the difference of approach between the reproduction of images in early phases of work and this fragmented 

methodology of abstraction was immense. Having overcome the question of how I would implement the trajectory 

between forms in my practice, my studio research became a process of refining, improving and developing upon the 

specific aspects of the transliterative process. Although this work was the last piece developed in the German setting, 

the explorations and ideas that transpired during my time under Anne Berning’s mentorship would continue to play an 

important role in shaping my approach to studio research. Having undertaken an intensive period of experimentation, I 

emerged from the research experience with a strategy of negotiating the transfer inherent in photo-based painting, and 

a means of conveying the trajectory which is central to my practice.  Most significant was an enhanced understanding 

of what I was setting out to do as a photo-based painter; rather than reproducing a photograph, I was looking to transfer 

the image into a new, painterly language. Living in Europe provided easy access to the tourist experience, supplying 

photographs for my database of imagery and a multitude of interesting insights into the tourist experience. It furthermore 

enabled me to view collections and exhibitions that are inaccessible in Australia, offering valuable opportunities for 
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experiencing works up close and in person, an essential part of learning about painting. Studying in an environment 

focused specifically on painting equipped me with a stronger awareness of technical aspects of construction and 

composition. I found the benefits of belonging to a working studio of painters to be enormous. Even though we all used 

paint in a different way, we shared a common understanding of the intrinsically individualistic personality of our material, 

and the resulting struggles and issues that this personality presents for the painter. 

Like all sojourns however, my year in Germany was a temporary experience of place, and I inevitably had to roll up my 

paintings and return to the Australian studio environment. This in itself was no easy feat, as my enormous canvases 

made for serious negotiations with airline staff and taxi drivers on the return journey (see Figures 3.37 and 3.38 overleaf). 

Coming back to Australia was a transition from the extraordinary setting overseas to the especially ordinary setting of 

hometown. My return to Adelaide ended six years living away, in Darwin, Germany and various other locations prior to 

commencing this project. Re-settling after such an absence created a novel scenario however, in which the time spent 

away positioned home as a new destination. I often found myself looking at very ordinary Adelaide sights through the 

eyes of a tourist: the new restaurants, bars and markets that had popped-up during my absence added to the sense that 

I was a visitor in my own town. In this setting, I discovered that it was possible to apply the tourist gaze like a mindset, 

finding intriguing sights within the everyday. 
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Figure 3.37 Singapore airport with paintings, 
photograph Dale Gosden 2012

Figure 3.38 Loading the precious cargo, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2012
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The trajectory between holiday and home life on returning to Australia was perpetuated through the practice of painting in 

the Adelaide studio, in which I established connections and pathways between the separate time zones. In October 2012, 

having recently resettled, the work produced in Germany was exhibited in a solo show entitled Return Ticket to Antipodes, 

at Framed Gallery Darwin. While I had devoted much of my studio research in Germany to resolving the major question of 

process, my focus in Adelaide turned more specifically to conveying the tourist trajectory via painting. This theme was the 

subject of a follow-up exhibition at the same venue, en route, en mass, in September 2014, showing the work produced 

after two years back in the Australian setting, during which time I paused in research to have a baby.

The temporary settlement which comes with having a baby encouraged me to seek ways of performing the art of 

travel within the domestic setting. My practice of gathering imagery turned full circle, as I found myself attracted to 

the everyday movement of pedestrians and crowds, using markers of place which have long been a familiar part of my 

surroundings. Return trips to Europe and Asia during the remainder of the project were complicated by working around 

nap times, but nonetheless offered the opportunity of participating in an alternative experience of travel which Haldrup 

and Larsen (2003) term the “family gaze” (see Figure 3.39 overleaf). These trips, which featured rather more marching 

with a pram or sitting in one place than previously, facilitated the collection of imagery which this time focused on 

photographing crowds as they moved through spaces. I also replaced physical travel with virtual travel, gathering images 
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Figure 3.39 Enacting the “family gaze”: 
Frankfurt, Dubai, Dubrovnik, photographs 

Sarah Moller 2014, Jacquie Moller 2014
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through online forums. This type of journeying functioned through “modalities of inside-outside connection” in which 

forces – whether television, tourists, commodities or armies – pass through something (Clifford 1997, p. 28). Within 

such a setting, I took on the role of the post-tourist, who accesses sights via the medium of the flat screen, where 

television and internet resources in the home environment replace the frame of the hotel window or car windscreen 

(Feifer 1985; Urry 2001). 

Defining painterly transliteration

While the research year in Germany was characterised by experimentation, the return to the Australian studio setting 

focused on defining and articulating the features and characteristics of painterly transliteration. Establishing a bridge between 

separate languages, the idea of a transliterative method of painting mirrors the linguistic function of the term, where the 

linguist transfers words between alternative scripts (Messick 1992). This change of form is effected through a process of 

breaking down or fragmenting the phonetic syllables of the source language; from here, applying individual methods of 

equating, matching and notating sounds, the linguist creates a new form for the source word appropriate to the target 

language. Applying transliteration to the act of painting imitates this passage of transfer. Drawing upon her unique range 

of techniques, the artist transfers the photographic image into the script of paint, re-writing the scene using an alphabet of 

marks, brushstrokes, pigment and medium. Paintings created through the transliterative process employ a range of painterly 
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techniques which were developed through studio research. As a body of work, the paintings share a common theme of 

movement, reflecting the inherent motion of their origins in the tourist trajectory. The medium of the paint is emphasised 

through the use of textural colour which compliments, contrasts and constructs. Tracing paths and following passages, 

the works all evoke a sense of motion, recreating the movement of the traveller on a journey through new environments. 

The action of merging is central: tourist shapes mingle and meld together, eventually blurring and disappearing into their 

unfamiliar surrounds. 

A principal feature of painterly transliteration is the specific emphasis on the medium of paint. In contrast to representational 

painting, in which paint is applied to simulate the photographic surface, transliterated painting uses texture, colour and brush 

strokes to highlight the language of paint. The work ‘A bad time to drop the map’ 2012, created on my return from Germany 

in September 2012, emphasises this transliterative approach. This painting was based on an aerial photograph of a public 

gathering which I tore from an old Bulletin magazine. Rather than dividing the work into squares, I fragmented it by reducing 

the image to its basic outlines (Figure 3.40), then projected the connected map of lines onto the canvas. The main structure 

thus established, I approached the work as an exercise in paint, glancing at the source image only occasionally to determine 

tonal variation. Purchasing new colours and using hues I normally overlook, I applied combinations and complementary 

contrasts to an extent not previously realised in my work. The disconnection from the source photograph was invigorating: 
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Figure 3.40 Mapping the image, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2012
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selecting a palette of the brightest colours, I blocked in the main areas of colour instinctively. I used tertiary combinations 

for dark areas rather than Prussian Blue and Ivory Black, which can dominate the canvas, creating lighter sections by 

replacing Titanium White with Naples Yellow. Moving across the terrain of the canvas, I developed each portion by focusing 

on complimentary relationships, juxtaposing and blending colours within each shape, and adding depth around the edges 

through mixing composite pairings. I introduced textural elements with impasto medium and left visible paintbrush marks to 

convey movement on the canvas. Through applying these techniques, I felt for the first time in the course of research like I 

was creating a new image, rather than trying to re-present an already established form.

Originally a scene of heads and hats in a crowd, the completed canvas is a seething mass of abstract colour (Figure 

3.41). Strikingly bright, perhaps overly so, the juxtaposition of warm and cool colours creates a vibrant scene of motion. 

The forms, rather than sitting statically on the canvas, merge together in a churning pattern of shapes (Figure 3.42). The 

outline of the umbrellas acts as a point of reference in the work, connecting back to the original photographic image as 

a reminder that it was once a depiction of scene. The most conspicuous compositional element is the repetitive pattern, 

which emerges through the recurrence of heads and hats as a series of darker shapes amongst the vivid colours. The 

busy surface recreates the shove and jostle of the holiday crowd, who, bedecked in sun hats and summer colours, 

congregate in pursuit of tourist activities.
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Figure 3.42 Detail of blended colour,  
photograph Sarah Moller 2012

Figure 3.41 Sarah Moller, A bad time to drop the map 2012,  
oil on canvas, 160x200cm
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The painting Last lift home 2014 employs a similarly striking colour scheme in its transliterative emphasis on the qualities 

of medium. Taken from the aerial perspective of a chair lift, the work depicts the colour and crush of skiiers queuing for 

the last lift down the mountain. I snapped the photograph in Austria in 2014 to capture the mad rush that ensues in peak 

weeks at 4pm on the slopes, when most skiiers realise that, unless they hurry, they will miss the connecting lifts home 

to the other side of the mountain. The ensuing competition is fierce, providing a visual spectacle of clashing fluorescence 

and an aural display of equally colourful invective. In painting, I used both grid and projector, the projector providing a basic 

outline when the sweeping application of colour overwhelmed the confines of the square. Softening the edges with a 

dry brush produced an effect of gentle movement: figures either merged with the snow or into each other, highlighting 

the contrasting colours of the ski jackets as the shapes fused into abstraction (Figure 3.43). Referring to Peter Doig and 

earlier experiences of painting snow, I added blue, purple, and the occasional unexpected dash of orange to convey depth 

and texture. Since returning to Australia I had used only Langridge’s Oleogel as a mixing medium, preferring its jelly-like 

texture, low-toxicity and even-sheen on drying. I combined this with thicker colour to add texture and brushmarks to the 

patterned surface, bringing elements of gestural movement to the work.
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Figure 3.43  
Combining projector and grid,  

early stages of painting,  
photograph Sarah Moller 2014
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Figure 3.44 Sarah Moller, Last lift home 2014, oil on canvas, 178x147cm



Part 3 | 193   

Last lift home 2014 (Figure 3.44) is a work which makes a foray back into the subject of skiing, created through a 

transliterated process of fragmenting then rebuilding to emphasise the properties of colour. It combines depiction with 

pattern: while portions of the work present the figures of skiers, other parts, particularly the top right quarter, dissolve into 

gestural abstractions of colour. The most striking aspect is the vibrancy and brightness created by the contrast between 

the figures of skiers and the snowy background. While the inclusion and repetition of shadows conveys a certain pattern 

of motion, in comparison to later transliterative works, the depiction of movement in this painting is somewhat muted. 

Another technique characteristic to the transliterated approach to painting is the depiction of passages through time and 

space. Like a sequence from a CCTV recording, the series of four paintings entitled International Relations 2013 track the 

path of figures between canvases, highlighting the pattern of shapes recurring in ever-changing formations. Drawn from 

a series of images captured in quick succession at the European Parliament in Belgium (see Figure 3.45 overleaf), the 

aerial views shot from the tourist gallery depict individual figures undertaking parliamentary business. The scenes embody 

the engagement of opposing realms: as part of the holiday itinerary, the tourist has chosen to view the dry business 

of European politics. Each version of the photograph communicates the infinitesimal passing of time in the changing 

positions of the six depicted figures. Viewed from the non-traditional angle, the pattern made by the placement and 

interchange of figures between photographs becomes the principal focus.
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Figure 3.45 Aerial views from 
tourist gallery, photographs 
Kate Schermbrucker 2011

Figure 3.46 Sarah Moller, International Relations 2013, 4 parts,  
oil on canvas, 31x31cm
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Although I contemplated merging all four photographs on a single canvas, thus creating a single view of multiple 

moments in time, I instead decided to create a series of canvases that documented the course of individual figures as 

they met, consulted and moved away. Each work became a map of patterned shapes, which changed slightly with every 

version, drawing the viewer in to contemplate possible narratives for the event (Figure 3.46). I painted figurative details 

as gestural concentrations of colour, adding the falling papers to create pattern and hint at narrative. To create depth, I 

heightened the intensity of the surrounding shadows, then used the blurring brush to merge portions of figures into the 

background. This effect recreated the flurry of transient activity, as the edges of figures disappeared into hazy obscurity. 

The intense white of the papers is a unifying theme across the works, as the figures make their way across a generic 

business environment. The series calls to mind Bourriaud’s (2009) description of daily life as a succession of journeys 

through a “chaotic and teeming universe”. Materialising trajectories rather than destinations, the lines drawn in space and 

time reflect the contemporary experience of mobility, travel and transpassing.

The aspect of transliterated painting that depicts the passage of time is further developed in the triptych of works entitled 

Dock, Disembark, Disperse 2014 (see Figure 3.47 overleaf). I took these photographs in 2014 from the deck of a slow 

ferry through the Croatian islands. The leisurely pace of such transport creates a timeframe in which one chats, reads, 

snoozes, journals and buys snacks at such length that, when the ship periodically docks to take on more passengers, 
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Figure 3.47 Sarah Moller, Dock, Disembark, Disperse 2014, 3 parts, oil on canvas, 61x61cm
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everyone on board rushes over to look, delighted by the break in holiday monotony. Shot from the passenger deck, the 

raised perspective of the photographs observes individuals awaiting the arrival of the ferry. Travellers with suitcases queue 

to board and local accommodation providers tout for the custom of disembarking passengers. As time lapses, the crowd 

disperses, leaving only a handful of figures waiting on the dock.

I constructed scenes using the numerous photos I had taken to capture and convey the passage of movement 

between frames. The works clearly depicted a sequence of events, prompting the viewer to piece together a narrative 

as they tracked the course of individuals. Like International Relations, the approach to painting in this triptych was 

quite gestural: details were generalised and figures blurred and disappeared at certain points into the grey background 

of the asphalt dock. The surprising combination of Art Spectrum Indigo with Spectrum Orange created a warm-grey 

background of blended shadow, while the repetition of coloured clothing added to the pattern in the works. The 

paintings reflect the collective aspects of the tourist moment, in which crowds of people move in waves through 

airports, terminals and attractions on their individual journeys through place. 

As the features of transliterated painting gradually came to be articulated, emphasising paint and the depiction of passage, I 

began to use fragmentation and collage to construct photographic crowd scenes of my own. Taking multiple views of place, 



198 | Part 3  

often captured whilst moving through a travel destination, I cut up and rearranged tourists in complex patterns of figures in 

motion. Online travel had recently unearthed a monochromatic image of travellers moving through Liverpool St train station in 

London, captured by German photographer Nikolas Ritter (see Figure 2.31 in the discussion of Ritter’s work in Part One). The 

scene reminded me of my time in Germany, where the train station was the starting point for so many journeys, a bustling 

thoroughfare which rarely slept and provided entry to a tangible network of motion. I often used to stand in front of the main 

departure board and dream of jumping aboard the listed services, which seemed to construct direct lines to place: Mainz-

Munich-Venice, Mainz-Cologne-Amsterdam, Mainz-Luxembourg-Paris.

I decided to re-invent the scene of Ritter’s train station by cutting it into strips, which I then rearranged, joined together and 

painted as a new panorama (see Figure 3.48). This approach created a single picture plane which placed foreground and 

background on the same footing, so that both elements were mutually important. While evoking pattern in the uniformed 

repetition of figures, the resulting scene bore traces of disjunction in the human shapes that ended abruptly, suddenly halved 

by the process of collage. These spliced sections of image presented the biggest challenge for painting, where body parts lost 

their context or figures altogether disappeared from view. Turning these “sudden halts” into “gentle fades” with the blurring 

brush, I discovered that the resulting series of “half figures” created a very interesting effect, as though the crowd were a 

succession of apparitions, materialising then disappearing into their background. This technique brought a further element of 

transience to the work, conveying the impression of commuters leaving their trace on the passage of time and space.
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Figure 3.48 Working on the painting in rearranged columns, photograph Sarah Moller 2014
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Figure 3.49 Sarah Moller, Hauptbahnhof 2014, oil on canvas, 117x101cm
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The painting Hauptbahnhof 2014 (translation: main train station) evidences the development of a painterly technique 

through which figures appear and disappear on their individual journeys (Figure 3.49). Rather like the linguist’s 

personalised annotations of sound, the effect of “disappearing” became a customised procedure I applied in the process 

of painting. Using Titanium White over portions of already-painted figures, I created sections of “snowy haze” in the work. 

The positive shapes are united by the uniform shade of black, which combines with the parallel lines of the floor tiles 

to create a patterned surface. Reflecting a Doig-like fascination with working across the canvas, the process of painting 

focused more on repeating shapes than depicting a scene. While occasional areas of colour provide bursts of variation to 

the monochromatic scheme, the real interest is brought by the passage of figures as they journey through the painting, 

appearing and disappearing in a haze of fading motion. From the raised perspective, the distanced crowd is reduced 

to a series of slightly ethereal characters, whose merging outlines are framed by the negative shapes of the white 

background. Viewers of the work often find likenesses amongst the figures, in the same way that one spots a friend in a 

crowd, only to discover that it’s somebody quite different.

Hauptbahnhof is a work which, although based on the photograph, looks materially different from its source image. 

Developing upon the earlier grid works, which had depicted packed crowd scenes, this version of scene includes an 

element of background and space which frames figures within a context of place. The painting recreates the transience 
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of airports and train stations, non-destinations which channel the passage of thousands of daily visitors en route to 

someplace else. Appearing in partial form on separate yet corporate trajectories, figures overlap and coincide, then fade 

into their surroundings. 

Extending on this form of interpreting the image, Trinity via St Stephen’s Green 2014, sets figures against the backdrop 

of the Grafton Street shopping strip in Dublin, developing upon the transliterative technique of “disappearing” while also 

re-arranging the source photograph. The painting is based on a pattern I constructed from segments of some twenty 

different crowd shots, all of which I had snapped on a trip to Dublin in 2014 to attend a friend’s wedding. Having previously 

lived and worked in Dublin, I had the novel experience of returning to the city as a tourist; my perspective on the city and 

its vagaries, I discovered, was markedly different when viewed from the position of a short-term visitor. Assisted by jet 

lag, I left the hotel one morning to photograph the early morning crowds as they braved the grey Irish summer. The scene 

was a meeting of ordinary and extra-ordinary. Tourists in colourful raincoats traipsed dutifully after the raised umbrellas 

of tour guides, or dragged heavy suitcases over unaccommodating cobblestones, circumnavigating the traffic of daily 

commuters, workmen and buskers as they started on their daily business (Figure 3.50).
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Figure 3.50 
Scenes 

from early 
morning 

Dublin, 
photographs 
Sarah Moller 

2014
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Once again cutting vertically through scenes, I arranged a pattern of figures that overlaid the variously-motivated crowd 

with the inherent signifiers of place, embodied in lampposts, landmarks and street signs (see Figure 3.51). I negotiated 

the canvas on a figure-by-figure basis, applying the blurring brush to “disappear” figures into the background surface. 

While the inclusion of signifiers of place added an element of interest to the work, the pattern of shapes was made less 

effective by the inclusion of a more whimsical variety of colour. Missing from this work were the blocks of tonally similar 

shapes contributing to the overall effect of Hauptbahnhof; instead, something of the fragmentation of the source image was 

communicated in the absence of cohesion amongst shapes. While the work still conveyed a sense of movement in space, 

the individual trajectories seemed more isolated, moving as disconnected entities which potentially reflected their origins in 

multiple photographic views.

The patterns made by people on their journeys through the crowded Dublin landscape are explored in Trinity via St Stephen’s 

Green 2014 (Figure 3.52). The intersection of the tourist crowd and ordinary life juxtaposes tourist motifs of suitcases, 

cameras and raincoats with the everyday banalities of high visibility vests and election posters, as multiple perspectives 

converge within a single landscape. Again conveying corporate movement forged by individual trajectories, the work extends 

to implicate markers of place, an inclusion which anchors the wandering crowd to a specific location. When viewing the 

jumble of scene, viewers with experience of these landmarks are prompted to recall their own narratives of place, drawing 

on memory and recognition to situate themselves within the setting.
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Figure 3.51 Early stages of the work, 
photograph Sarah Moller 2014

Figure 3.52 Sarah Moller, Trinity via St Stephen’s Green 2014, oil on canvas, 137x101cm
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Hauptbahnhof and Trinity via St Stephen’s Green, while demonstrating the transliterative technique of “disappearing”, also 

evidence the compositional format of the “peoplescape”. First outlined in the painting Helmet, or Hell met?!, “peoplescape” 

is a term I use to describe the merging of figures en mass, to create landscapes formed by human shapes that overwhelm 

elements of background and context. The structure of the peoplescape encapsulates the layered trajectories of motion 

inherent in the tourist crowd, depicting the throng of individuals who participate in collective behaviour. While figures are 

distinct, there is a point where bodies dissolve into abstract smears of colour, and compositional decisions are dominated by 

how shapes relate to one another as a series of positive and negative forms. Busy patterns communicate the experience of 

being caught in a crowd, where countless elbows jostle for space.

The idea of the peoplescape is further explored in the painting Crosstown Traffic 2014 (Figure 3.53), which contrasts 

the patterns of figurative shapes against the striped markings of pedestrian crossings. Constructed from fragments of 

images of Times Square, I pieced this scene together from friends’ holiday photos and images found online. Having not 

yet experienced New York, my attempts to create a sense of place using other people’s perspectives replicated the tourist 

experience of discovering sites. Iconic depictions of place shape our notions of certain destinations, to the extent that, 

on viewing the site for ourselves, we judge the experience on its resemblance to our preconceived idea. I included iconic 

elements of New York in the yellow taxis, Macy’s bags and familiar signposts to provide clues of setting and context. Adding 
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Figure 3.53 Sarah Moller, Crosstown Traffic 2014, oil on canvas, 137x101cm
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signifiers of place in street signs and fragmented portions of yellow taxis, this painting plays with ideas of perspective in 

an almost Cubist fashion, where lines of horizon are refuted by the various angles of the zebra crossings. Discovering that 

the effect of “disappearing” figures made far less impact on backgrounds that weren’t white, I introduced areas of white to 

highlight outlines and facilitate the technique. This transliterated painting was the furthest foray into emphasising pattern over 

scene. While the figures and landmarks combine to construct a sense of place, the inclusion of pedestrian crossings from 

multiple perspectives and varying viewpoints breaks up the traditional parameters of landscape, obliterating the idea of a 

single outlook from which to take in the work. The striped background calls to mind childhood readings of Where’s Wally, and 

one is tempted to scour the crowd for a man wearing glasses and a beanie. Reflecting the intersection of tourism and the 

everyday, this peoplescape recreates the disorienting aspects of travel, in which the rush of traffic and the flow of crowds 

can overwhelm and engulf the lone tourist.

While the works Trinity via St Stephen’s Green and Crosstown Traffic focus on the tourist’s movement through site-specific 

destinations, the painting Transit in Dubai 2015, contrastingly, is set in the “non-destination” of Dubai International Airport. 

Like Hauptbahnhof, this work focuses on the passage of travellers through a temporary state of transit. Peopled by an array 

of nationalities, the airport setting is a constructed reality which, with its palm trees and 24 hour lighting, represents a weird 

environment of shifting timezones and interminable waiting. Just as one group completes the various rituals of check-in, 
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Figure 3.54 Sarah Moller, Transit in Dubai 2015, oil on canvas, 117x101cm
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security clearance and boarding, another group arrives to repeat the process all over again. The generic airport scenery is 

given personality by the moving signifiers of the Emirati airline brand, evident in the complimentary strollers and uniformed 

staff which appear at intervals between the flow of trolley-pushing, suitcase-pulling travellers. The peoplescape conveys the 

motion inherent in the non-place of the airport landscape, which is inhabited by individuals journeying through a series of 

short term destinations – luggage drops, screening points, toilet stops and boarding gates – in order to reach their ultimate 

destination in a different continent or country.

The compositional format of the peoplescape is further examined in the triptych Prague: follow the red umbrella 2014 (Figure 

3.55), a work which concentrates on abstracting figures until they are little more than coloured shapes on the canvas. Using 

an aerial image of the central square in Prague found on the website of photographer Richard Coyne (2012), I approached 

this work using a grid, seeking to revisit the perspective and textural effects investigated in A bad time to drop the map. 

Spread across three canvases, the panoramic perspective inverted the tourist/site relationship: rather than gazing on their 

environment, the tourists, waiting at the meeting point for the start of their walking tours, became the subject of the gaze. 

The distance of the original photograph aided the process of painterly transliteration in this work, presenting figures in the 

crowd as mere patterns on the landscape. I created the peoplescape with infrequent reference to the source image, often 

losing myself in the textures of the work, while discovering that the colour of the crowd could be a work of pure invention 
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Figure 3.55 Sarah Moller, Prague: follow the red umbrella 2014, triptych, oil on canvas 363x101cm
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without affecting the overall outcome. The depiction of scene only asserted itself when I stood back, allowing the general 

shapes of figures to re-emerge.

This peoplescape represents the closest encounter with abstraction within my body of figurative work. Evoking the 

massed heads and shoulders of the tourist crowd, the only links to representation in the work are the occasional 

squares of pavement under the figures. The texture and form of the paint makes the real pattern over the surface of 

the canvas, in a landscape of human forms which blend and fuse with the cobbled streets of Prague. The atmosphere 

communicated by the triptych, although aerially remote from the usual markers of the tourist performance, is one of a 

buzzing, chattering crowd. Re-configured into a textural sea of shapes through transliteration, the colours and marks on 

the canvas contribute to a wider pattern of clamorous action. Moving through a location that could be anywhere in the 

world, the holidaying hoards become, in themselves, a sight worth focusing on.

Conclusions

A full documentation of the technique of painterly transliteration is provided in Lingua Franca, an exhibition held at Tooth 

and Nail Gallery in July 2015. The title of the exhibition refers to the use of a third, common language by locals and 

tourists in their negotiations, as they attempt to establish a route of communication between cultures. Translational in 

nature, the term encapsulates the centrality of exchange and transfer in my studio research, as I sought to find a new 
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way to approach my practice of photo-based painting. Developed over the course of four years, the works in Lingua 

Franca examine the tourist gaze as it was gathered in the travels of the mobile artist, who collected photographic 

instances of memory, experience and site. Produced in trajectory, the paintings are objects which construct a passage 

between the holiday experience and ordinary life. 

The exhibited works evidence the journey of studio research as it progressed over the course of the project. The 

scale of the paintings – ranging from small-scale works displayed in series to a canvas three metres wide – reflects 

the explorative nature of the research process, which sought to experiment with material elements of surface, scale 

and composition. The size of the figures depicted in the paintings remains largely consistent throughout the body of 

work, revealing the imagery’s origins in the collected miniatures of reality embodied and viewed through the medium 

of the tourist snapshot (Sontag 1978). Frequently positioning the viewer as an onlooker to the frenetic scenes of 

tourist motion, a number of paintings emphasise the voyeuristic aspects of the entitled tourist gaze. Documenting 

instances of experimentation and research in painting, the works trace the emergence of the technique of painterly 

transliteration as it came to be articulated in self-reflexive studio investigations. This approach to photo-based 

painting employs a range of customised techniques to convey the trajectory of forms as they move across the tourist 

landscape. Functioning via a process of fragmenting the source image then rebuilding it using the language of paint, 

this approach emerged through the course of studio research, offering a potential solution to the over-emphasis on 
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photographic representation within my creative practice. Paintings trace the passage of figures as they move through 

space, highlighting the material qualities of the painted medium, blurring and “disappearing” individuals into their 

surroundings, and employing the compositional format of the patterned peoplescape. Through these techniques, 

painterly transliteration re-constructs the motion of the photographic tourist experience within the painted form. 

Characterised by the layering of figures that merge and disappear into the crowd, transliterated painting reconstructs 

the movement of the milling masses who amble through the streets in pursuit of sights and experiences. The works 

communicate the transience of tourist activity, capturing the flow of crowds as they come and go, temporarily 

occupying shopping strips, train stations and airports before moving on to the next destination. The resulting body 

of work reflects its roots in the perpetual movement of the travelling artist, who gathers material while traversing 

environments and time zones, collecting traces of the tourist experience to transliterate through the medium of paint.
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CONCLUSION

Working from a photograph in photo-based painting is like beginning a journey by looking at a map. The map (the 
photograph) is not actually the journey; rather, the traveller uses the map as a starting point to plot and plan how 
the journey will unfold. Similarly, the photograph provides clues and directions for the painter, but real movement 
only begins when the process of painting gets underway. The mode of transport through which the painter 
undertakes the journey takes the form of material concerns like choice of colour, paint and format. How to actually 
read and use the map – the matter of interpreting and translating the photo through painting – is only dealt with 
when the painter experiments with formal concerns of scale, approach, technical decisions and stylistic choices 
intrinsic to the action of painting. While the photograph provides the idea for the journey, outlining the basic route 
information, the actual expedition, with all its discoveries, detours, encounters and setbacks, comes only through 
the process of painting. The finished artefact is thus a documentation of the journey experience, a complex record 
of the transliterative process from photograph to painting.   
      

S. M. Journal entry, 2nd March 2015

The central finding of this research project is embodied in the notion of painterly transliteration, a means of negotiating 

photo-based painting which positions the artist as navigator between codes and geographies. Structured to trace 

the intrinsic and recurring actions of travel, trajectory, transfer and translation within my creative practice, painterly 

transliteration offers a way of implementing the exchange from photographic language to the form and alphabet of paint.

In shaping a mode of inquiry, the key questions which motivated my studio research related specifically to understanding 

how the transfer of image unfolds in photo-based painting. Imagery for painterly research was sourced through my 
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performance of the “art of travel”. Taking on Bourriaud’s role of artist as global nomad, I removed myself from the ordinary 

home environment, encountering new stimuli and experiences as artist and tourist, as I gazed and photographed my 

surroundings. Within this altermodern setting, my creative practice functioned via an “ethics of translation”, where 

meanings were adapted and passed between codes, while remaining as intangible forms (Bourriaud 2009d, p. 30).

Traces of the travel encounter were encapsulated in photographs, postcards and paraphernalia collected en route, which 

contributed to the database of imagery for my practice of photo-based painting. These objects are pictorial miniatures of 

reality; contained in the readymade image, collecting these images becomes a way of collecting the world (Sontag 1978). 

Framing and fixing the enthusiasm of the travel moment, the range of image types in my database were drawn from a 

wide variety of sources. Selecting, positioning and excluding images, I was particularly attracted to photographs which 

depicted natural patterns, aerial views, crowded landscapes, cultural oddities and scenes which facilitated memory and 

atmosphere. Each scene documented a precise moment in time, connecting the “here-now” of “spatial immediacy” 

to “there-then” of “temporal anteriority” (Barthes 1977, p. 44). These gathered visual traces of the travel experience 

implicated this project within the wider discourse of the “tourist gaze” a phenomenon which highlights the intimate 

relationship between travel and photography in the contemporary setting (Urry 1990). Critiquing the function of the gaze, I 

positioned myself in the role of gazer, and with it accepted the power relations that the structure implies.
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The process of studio-based inquiry in this project applied a methodology of “research in painting”, utilising the imagery 

collected through travel as the subject for photo-based painting. The outcomes of early research highlighted the need 

to define and articulate a specific approach to the trajectory between source photograph and painting in my creative 

practice. Initial problems highlighted an imbalance in the way I managed the process of painting, seeking to create 

works that mimicked their photographic source without fully committing to photo-realism. The act of painting relied 

heavily upon studying and reproducing the photographic source, so that the medium of paint was applied with the 

sole intention of achieving a photographic finish. Rather than conveying the motion inherent in the travel imagery, the 

resulting scenes instead remained statically immobile, as though figures were frozen in the frame.

In response to these issues of process, I undertook a series of experiments to disconnect from the influence of the 

source photograph. The trials took place in the studio setting at the Kunsthochschule Mainz, and were guided by 

discussions with mentor artist Anne Berning, who highlighted the translative role of the artist in interpreting the source 

image using paint. Developed in reference to the techniques of Berning and contemporary painters Gerhard Richter, 

Peter Doig and Malcolm Morley, the process of painterly transliteration gradually came to be articulated through the 

course of studio work, moving beyond the initial metaphor of translation to appropriately acknowledge the unique 

character of the medium of paint. Likening the essential difference between painting and photography to that of two 
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languages written in divergent scripts, the process of painterly translation was based upon the actions of the linguistic 

translator who transfers meaning from one language to another. When a word is encountered which simply has no 

equivalent in the target language, the translator must bring across the word from the source language and re-shape 

it to imply meaning in the new code. This is achieved through a process of transliteration, whereby the linguist breaks 

down the source word into a series of phonetic sounds, then re-forms it for the new alphabet using a customised 

system of annotation. 

Painterly transliteration mirrored this linguistic process, offering a way of bringing across the essence of the photographic 

image through more than a method of painterly reproduction. This idea was first articulated in my practice through a 

series of paintings created using the grid approach of Malcolm Morley, which, while depicting photographic scenes, 

were in fact produced as a series of abstract paintings. Dividing up the image into smaller portions echoed the post-

productive editing technique of fragmentation, positioning the artist to rebuild the image in such a way that the material 

personality of the paint was conveyed (Bourriaud 2002). Further explorations revealed a variety of techniques which came 

to characterise the features of painterly transliteration within my creative practice. These techniques, which include an 

emphasis on the physical properties of paint and colour, blurring and “disappearing” figures into their surroundings, the 

depiction of a passage through time and the compositional structure of the peoplescape, combine to impart an element 
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of motion and animation to the paintings. Rather than grappling with problems of accurate depiction and “frozen” figures, 

the paintings created through transliteration communicate ideas of the moving pattern of figures as they emerge, 

traverse, then disappear into their surroundings.

Operating according to an ethics of translation in the altermodern contemporary, painterly transliteration enables the 

artist to re-interpret photographic imagery via the literal application of brushstrokes, colour and texture (Bourriaud 2009). 

Building bridges between media by re-formatting imagery and adapting it into the language of paint, this project identifies 

a way of depicting the trajectory of image on its journey between differing forms. Highlighting the materiality of the 

painted component, transliteration frees the painter to explore and expound the properties of this different language while 

creating works which are simultaneously representational and painterly. 

Examining the trajectory of motion is a theme that extends beyond the parameters of this research project. Beyond 

the formal conclusion of the project, my studio practice will continue to trace the inherent trajectory of everyday life, 

appearing amidst the crowd at the football and pedestrians crossing the road. Focusing on the experiences of travel in the 
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domestic setting, the emphasis of my creative practice shifts to the motion of the eye rather than the physical relocation 

of the body. Increasingly, I am building scenes through painterly transliteration which layer multiple images, offering a 

single view of an event that may have lasted several weeks. Returning to the depiction of alpine scenes, I plan to explore 

the recurring theme of snow in an exhibition entitled Snow Dome at Adelaide’s Floating Goose gallery in 2016.

Setting out to shape an approach to painting is a risky activity: one encounters doubts and frustration at many stages of 

the research journey, including the thought that every technique in painting has been articulated before. The questions 

which unfolded through the process of painting were issues which have accompanied my practice since I first 

commenced photo-based painting. Articulating the process of painterly transliteration was seminal in providing a creative, 

dynamic, painterly means of engaging with the photographic image within my creative practice. Like the transliterator 

who draws upon their individualised systems for transferring sounds, in articulating a specific approach to photo-based 

painting, I developed and applied a customised set of techniques using the language of paint. The strengths of the 

process are evident in the paintings, which are vibrant and animated in their depiction of scene. Bright and warm, or 

contrastingly cold and fragmented, the works emphasise the unique materiality and character of the painted medium. The 

energy and movement of the complex peoplescapes engage and draw the viewer in, facilitating associations of narrative 

and memory. The central travel theme connects with viewers on various levels, as they reminisce, smile or drift off on 

their own recollections of time spent in the extraordinary.
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Positioning the photographic image as a map for explorations in paint, the articulation of a transliterative approach to 

painting allowed me to better focus on painting the travel experience in my creative practice. Determining a specific 

process of painting enabled more rigorous consideration of the tourist trajectory as it is represented within my work. The 

resulting paintings trace the patterns cast by human forms as they journey through alternative landscapes. Related yet 

disconnected, merging together while moving apart, these transliterated paintings communicate the transitory motion of 

the travel experience as it transpires within the contemporary setting.
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