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Abstract
The research investigates how recognition and the intended or apprehended
meaning of images can be limited or disrupted by placing paintings in states of
instability. When talking of instability and the unstable image I refer to the state of
oscillation where images are uncertain and vibrate at a point where meaning and
immutability are challenged. I examine my work in relation to Henri Bergson’s
concept of pure memory and memory‐image, Gilles Deleuze concepts of a
commonsense approach to recognition or affective response to the image, in
painting, and Dario Gamboni’s ideas of potential images. This research is grounded
in the more general question of how painting is situated in the wider field of art
practice. The scope of the investigation includes referencing artists who engage
with ambiguity, contingency and memory in ways that challenge the interpretation
of paintings.

During the course of the project the following three aspects have arisen as a way of
researching whether the image can be destabilised by: using the method of display
to encourage a different reading to what a painting may initially suggest; working
between the practices of painting and photography with the aim of confusing both
the recognition of the image and the form of its appearance, and, using painterly
marks to obscure the recognised, objective painted image, to test how this process
affects meaning.

Many of my works are based on photographic material woven with recalled
incidents, and embellished with non‐related references or figments of imagination.
My intent with this aspect of the investigation is to test the boundaries of
comprehension, recognition and affect associated with the work. I am exploring
how I can interfere with this engagement with a work by using any of the above
strategies.
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Introduction
The aim of this research is to test the limits of recognition of painted images and
how understanding can be limited or disrupted by placing paintings in states of
instability, thereby challenging meaning.

I have investigated these ideas by testing different ways to destabilise paintings. In
the first exploration I aim to upset or subvert the relationship of one image to
another using the method of display to encourage a different reading to what a
painting may initially suggest.

Ralph Rugoff describes Luc Tuymans’ ‘pictorial

strategies’ aimed at producing ‘disruptive ambiguity’ that cause imbalance, and
destabilisation, for instance, to our sense of scale, as in the painting The Secretary of
State (p.10), (Rugoff 2010, p. 55), where the image totally fills the pictorial space,
though the canvas is small. Rugoff argues that this painting obscures all contexts
but infers a sense of importance and significance to the subject, regardless of scale. I
contend that the reading of an image can be affected by its placement alongside
other works, that influence its interpretation, or indeed an interpretation can be
encouraged where one is not necessarily intended.

My second investigation involved testing the relationship between the practices of
painting and photography with the aim of confusing both the recognition of the
image and the form of its appearance. The term recognition is used with cognisance
of its links to a commonsense interpretation by the engagement of all our faculties
(Deleuze 1968, p. 133). This includes all the connotations of signification that can
be applied when interpreting images. This interpretation involves the affective
response produced by a work of art that connects with our feelings and bodily
reactions, including the connection to memory.

The third contention involves using painterly marks to obscure the recognised,
objective painted image, to test how this process affects meaning. My interpretation
of unstable includes the inconstant, unpredictable and mutable state that can be
engendered during the painting process. Dario Gamboni’s description of potential
images characterises them as ambiguous and lacking resolution (Gamboni 2002, pp.
2

18‐19). He refers to the indeterminate, and therefore irreducible nature of these
images as investigated by Briggs and Peat, who explain how discoveries were made
that ‘determinate systems’ can become unpredictable or indeterminate when
extended past essential limits (Briggs & Peat 1989, p. 79). I refer to indeterminacy
when working to push the limits of recognition in the process of developing my
images and intentionally leaving some paintings in states of suspension between the
resolved and unresolved.

Meaning in the context of this document involves the many layers embedded in the
response that paintings can evoke. These layers include the history of painting
itself, the social and political environment in which it is produced or viewed and its
physical placement in a gallery or alternate setting. In addition there are layers that
include the arousal of feelings and purpose in connection to the viewer’s life, their
memories, and the possible readings they can bring. My attempt to disrupt or
destabilise the layers of interpretation is aimed at ultimately discovering whether it
is possible to eliminate the necessity for a reading of that type.
Chapter One The Persistence of Painting opens a discussion into painting in the 21st
century and David Joselit’s argument whether Contemporary is an appropriate term
for the current art practice in a Globalised atmosphere and Barry Schwabsky’s
discussion surrounding the open and multifarious nature of painting today.
Chapter Two Referencing the Mundane links my work to my previous research that
investigated ways of depicting escape from the mundane and explains some of the
methodologies that I use to assist my production of paintings: travel, attending
music events, photography and memory, and why certain imagery has been chosen.
The aleatory method of display and installation is discussed here as a way in which
to cohere as well as disrupt the engagement with the work and the work of Luc
Tuymans is explored in relation to this concept. Repetition is introduced within this
chapter as an emergent theme. Some historical context is addressed referencing
Francisco de Goya and mention of the Kitsch/high art dialectic. The work of Michaël
Borremans is discussed as an influence to my work due to its strange, unfinished
quality and unfathomable reading. The absurdity of many of his images and the
3

difficulty to place them within a particular context effectively removes the necessity
for meaning, other than as a recognisable object, and focuses the viewing on the
‘simultaneity of strongly variant formulations of painting’ (Reust 2011, p. 128), the
finely rendered areas contrasted with the unrefined areas of the painting itself.
Chapter Three Unstable Images introduces my less figurative paintings and
addresses my approach to concepts used in my practice, recognition, memory and
repetition. Some discussion around the theories of Henri Bergson, Gilles Deleuze,
Jean‐Paul Satre and Dario Gamboni add some conceptual background to this area of
the thesis with regard to memory and recognition. Louise Hearman is introduced
as an artist who engages with juxtaposition and ambiguity in her paintings, and
helps to illustrate the reintroduction of my more realistic imagery.

The work of

Cecilia Edefalk is used to analyse some of my thoughts with respect to repetition and
display.
Chapter Four Using Photography discusses some comparative issues around
painting and photography and my method of using and interweaving these
practices. A comparison between the effects of painting and over‐painting digital
images are discussed with reference to this contested relationship. Peter Doig is
used as a comparative image‐maker who uses photographs, memory and incidental
occurrences to inform his practice, and Gerhard Richter is used in recognition of his
elder status and originator of over‐painted photographs. The series Candy and the
Gig painting are critiqued in this section.

Throughout this paper the work of artists who have been influential to my work
practice are discussed, including Louise Hearman, Michaël Borremans, Cecilia
Edefalk, Peter Doig and Luc Tuymans.
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1. The Persistence of Painting
My method of working through my research project is eclectic. I sometimes follow
lines of enquiry that yield no result or can be pursued at a later date. I find that at
times images or ideas intervene and these have to be manifested before they
disappear. Gaston Bachelard argues that ‘fleeting images’ are images of ‘aerial
imagination’ (Bachelard (1943) 1988 p. 13). These are images that can ‘either
evaporate or crystallize’ and are subject to the imaginary as opposed to the faculties
of perception, habit and familiarity ((1943) 1988 p. 1). My paintings are diverse due
to the multifarious nature of my painting practice, though I am still working within
the parameters of my research. I paint in oil and acrylic on board, canvas or linen,
and do not engage to any great degree with the extended practice of painting other
than a cross over to photography explained in Chapter Four. Anne Ring Petersen
describes the extended practice of painting in her essay Painting Spaces where it
was recognised that painting could be ‘flexible’ and ‘merge with the…media of
photography, video, ready‐made, installation and performance, but also…sculpture,
architecture and drawing’ (Petersen et al. 2010, pp. 123‐138). I argue that my
imagery addresses the openness of the current art atmosphere, where art is
produced via the input of mediated sources and any accessible material, without the
necessity for me to justify my choice of subject matter. The saturation of images in a
digital society makes the production of art in any media a questionable act. In what
context can art be produced today without having to rely on specific reasons for its
existence? 1
0F

In the aftermath of Modernism and Conceptualism, there was a shift in the
understanding of painters and viewers, to accepting that art takes a multitude of
forms and no one way of pictorial appreciation and evaluation could be sufficient.
(Schwabsky 2002, pp. 7‐8). It followed that in the Contemporary art environment
the opposing theories surrounding representational and abstract painting became
less important and, in either supposed manner of painting, the work was made to
‘represent the painting’, hence Schwabsky writes that ‘a painting is not there to
represent the image; the image exists…to represent the painting’ (p. 8).
1

An example is Alain de Botton’s suggestion that art should be used as therapy, under commission and
produced within an extensive list of parameters defining how artists should work (Coslovich 2014).
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With the increase in the availability of methods of communication, access and
exposure to worldwide information, the emphasis on Europe, and to a degree North
America, as the centres for significant painting shifted during the twentieth century
(Joselit 2013, p. 3). The varied and unlimited manner in which artists are now
engaging with their practice reflects the open, globalised nature of the Contemporary
(p. 3). Painting, and artworks of any description, were no longer grounded in the
traditions of Western thought but reflected the cultures of every continent (and
indeed island) on Earth. The attempt to interpret works produced in such a pluralist
atmosphere proved challenging. Lack of cultural knowledge and awareness of the
traditions and cultures that underpinned the works of an artist raised for instance in
Asia or the central Pacific led to a limited interpretation and understanding of the
work (Schwabsky 2011, p. 11).

Jennifer Higgie conducted an interview with eight painters for Frieze magazine
wherein the artist Helen Johnson argued that the weight of culture, its often
anachronistic conception and the commercial availability attached to its production,
left as trace elements within the ‘medium itself‘, can be used to create meaning
(Higgie 2013).

Ellen Altfest, in the same article, states that the tempo of the

painter’s mark and length of time taken in the painting’s production all become part
of the work’s meaning.

She continues that ‘Recognition and accessibility are

different things’ and she is more concerned with her work having a delaying effect
on the viewer that allows no definitive reading (2013).

Painting practice in the twenty‐first century is open and diversified. By open and
diversified I mean that artists are open to many influences and source a variety of
material that are then woven to create paintings infused with a multitude of
elements that are not necessarily connected. Artists like Peter Doig use a variety of
references, combined to create images that imply a narrative, though this may prove
to be fictitious or imaginative, but interwoven with traces of memory and archived
visual content. The painting Stag (Figure 1, p.7), as an example, is based on a French
postcard, transposed to a Trinidadian setting, referencing a brand of beer from the
islands, and part of a series of works based on this image.
6

Figure 1 Peter Doig, Stag 2002‐2005,
oil on canvas, 250 x 200 cm.
Collection Martin & Rebecca Eisenberg

The fluid nature of painting today that appears to hover in the area between
abstraction and image‐based work has gained popularity among a number of artists
such as Kaye Donachie (2011, pp.88‐91) and Lisa Brice (2011, pp.60‐61). Strict
adherence to exactitude and precision has been usurped by a more amorphous
approach. There is a preference for some artists to leave their work in a transitional
state where the ‘painterliness’ of the mark becomes a way to destabilise the work,
leaving it suspended between image and abstraction (Schwabsky 2011, p. 14). This
fluidity has prompted a renewed interest in Dario Gamboni’s theory of potential
images (p.14), and his interpretation of them as being actualised during a
contemplative state and spontaneous (Gamboni 2002, p. 19). This state of flux
influences my work, opening the works to a variety of interpretations that assist in
disrupting or suspending recognition.

My paintings are produced through the

evocation of memory, mixed with imagination, and draw on the everyday imagery of
my daily life.
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2. Referencing the Mundane
An Aleatory Approach
Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hasard
Stephane Mallarmé2

My initial works were small paintings in oil and acrylic on board. These paintings
were a mixture of images executed using a variety of styles – hue, mark, detail,
layering, size and pattern. Images were sourced from personal photographs, media
images, pure imagination, personal history and objects from my environment. The
boards were painted in groups in a short space of time, with the exception of a
couple that had a more deliberate approach. When considering the manner of
display (Figure 2) I decided to put all the pieces in a box and take them out one by
one, without looking, placing them on the wall in whichever order they appeared –
allowing chance to dictate the display to some degree.

Figure 2 Linda Wheeler, Open Day Display 2012, oil & acrylic on board, dimensions variable. Image: Ian Hill

2

(Mallarme 1914 )
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This initial approach opened my mind to the possibility of using the display as a way
in which to destabilise the images and, possibly, present the works as a single unit.
Alternatively the works could be interspersed with other paintings unrelated to any
particular group. I received a comment that this particular display had taken on a
cross‐like design – whether this could relate to a deep‐rooted Christian upbringing
that had surfaced. I deny this reference believing the design to be aligned closer to a
bird shape, a metaphor for flight perhaps analogous to escape. I noted that different
viewers brought various readings to the display.

Some related one image to

another, whilst others brought their own memories or recognition of a deeper
response only intuited. These relational and aleatory juxtapositions encouraged me
to explore the question of contingency further.

A Question of Contingency
Luc Tuymans employs contingency and distance to challenge our way of looking at
ourselves and looking at the world. A large proportion of his work is produced from
photographic, digital imagery and references acquired via analogue and social
media and televised sources. Tuymans uses devices of abstraction and fade to
create alienation, separation and fallibility of memory, insisting on a intense
scrutiny due to what Tuyman’s calls ‘incapacity to retrieve reality’ (Grynsztein &
Molesworth 2010, p. 11). Kate Mayne refers to this mediated engagement with
image‐making thus:
Image‐making today can be a loaded affair. There is the weight of memory,
and we are removed from the tangible, real experience, as images that
shape our world translate through increasingly transparent media
(Simoens & Mayne 2010, p. 223).

The manner of display is an important criterion to the reception of his work and invites a

contingent reading that causes mistrust and confusion. Tuymans himself states
that his show Against The Day3 was based on his ‘fundamental distrust of images’
(Sigg Simoens & Vermeiren 2010, p. 99). The strategy of causing a barrier to
information and contingent interpretation is evident in his picture of a non‐sinister
3

Wiels Centre d’Art Contemporain, Brussels, 23 April – 2 August 2009 (Tuymans 2009)
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demolition dust cloud displayed next to a painting of Condoleezza Rice, The
Secretary of State (Figure 4) and the possible inference regarding the September
11 2001 attacks in America and whether she had acted on advice given in advance
of these actions (Grynsztein & Molesworth 2010, p. 55).

Figure 3 Luc Tuymans, Demolition 2005,
oil on canvas, 165 x 113 cm

Figure 4 Luc Tuymans, The Secretary of State
2005, oil on canvas, 45 x 61 cm

The painting Demolition (Figure 3) was first exhibited at David Zwirner in New York
shortly following the 9/11 event thereby adding to the implication. Although there
is a streetlight in the bottom left corner that indicates the location on a street, the
size of the cloud obscures any other reference to buildings that would place the
scene in context. The title mentions demolition, but of what is left to conjecture, and
Rugoff in his essay Inside the Box contends that through this painting we are asked
to acknowledge the way in which our memories of the 9/11 event have been shaped
by the saturation of images, through the mass media, effectively blocking our ability
to discern and disseminate the facts behind the event (pp. 55‐57). We automatically
fill in the story left unsaid when viewing the two works side by side, and apply a
relationship to them – whether true or not, and the automatic response to the
events of 9/11 are evoked when viewing Demolition, this of course being the artist’s
10

intention (Sigg Simoens & Vermeiren 2010, p. 54). Tuymans’ works are often
political or historical in context; however he also paints everyday items and places
them, seemingly randomly, among other paintings.

Figure 5 Luc Tuymans, Tracing 1994, oil on canvas, 101 x 81.9 cm

An image such as Tracing, (Figure 5), may appear to be a simple, rendition of an
embroidered pattern fusing ‘decorative and fine art and craft’ with painting
(Grynsztein & Molesworth 2010, p. 115). Its primary meaning4 may appear clear,
though the title could hint at other meanings concealed within the painting. Indeed
the history behind the image belies its banality. The pattern is a design from the
armchair in which someone was murdered. The innocuous image, according to
Alison Gass, ‘takes on multiple, even contradictory, associations’ as it becomes
detached from its original everyday referent and engages with unpleasant and
shocking implications (2010, p. 115).

I enjoy using everyday objects in my paintings. By referencing these commonplace
items I tune into a latent trace of memory from my past or connect with my present
environment. When these images are produced, either singularly or in series, the
way in which they are displayed becomes intrinsic to the way in which they can
open a dialogue with the viewer surrounding meaning and memory. This can occur
due to their juxtaposition with other images, contingent reading or ambiguous
nature.
4

Images of curtains, bathroom accoutrements and other household

I here refer to James Elkins’ definition of primary meanings (Elkins 1999, p. 88)
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paraphernalia have significance to my considerations of home and, the desire within
that environment to find a place of refuge and comfort. Earlier research into the
everyday brought to mind recollections of a safe childhood home situation; a place
that was reasonably consistent, unsurprising and predictable and the ambivalence
within myself to escape that safety and predictability, only to seek it elsewhere, and
then the rising need to escape again, or never finding the desired result. These
paintings also reflected the simplicity of the environment and banality of a suburban
life.

When embarking on the current research certain methodologies have been
employed in order to investigate and gather the subject material I choose. Domestic
imagery, travel photos and arbitrarily chosen and generic media pictures have all
been used. Some of these strategies involve using photographic and digital material
and its manipulation, writing autobiographical anecdotes and memories, travelling,
exploring and producing repetitive imagery.

My initial investigations, linked to my earlier research, examined the concept of
escape and consequently images gathered during a weekend escape to the
Wimmera became the initial source material for my early works. Although some of
these references were discovered in the motel in which I stayed many others were
collected from the surrounding land and townscape and by trawling through a
second‐hand shop discovered in Rainbow, Victoria. The choice of subject matter
reflected chance encounters with 1970’s style motel rooms, faded paintwork on
forgotten buildings and huge silos in expansive landscapes (Figure 6, p.13).
Although photographs were taken as a record, much of the imagery relied on
memory and consequently the execution of those paintings often reflects the idea
that the memory is unclear5 or mediated through the prism of photography,
Photoshop or the sketchpad. The way in which this is achieved is by layering,
blurring or rendering the paint in an indeterminate manner.

5

Henri Bergson expresses the hypothesis that all past images that we have experienced remain present and
when it comes to recalling a past image, the one most relevant to the current situation is chosen. However
other analogous representations can insert themselves due to our manner of ‘mechanical recognition’, but
the image capable of resistance and that relates more closely, will prevail (Bergson (1908) 1962 (1st
published 1911), p. 114).
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The paintings (Figures 7‐9 p.14) were executed in oil, on oil sketch paper for speed,
and canvas as a more considered method.

Figure 6 Linda Wheeler, Silos 2013, oil
on paper. 60 x 43 cm

The images of shower curtains and baths have deliberately been kept in a
monochromatic palette in an attempt to convey the banal nature of the objects. By
using a monochromatic palette I am reminded of the plainness and neutrality of the
standard motel style accommodation. The mock crystal vase with fabric flowers in
the bathroom and tiling inspired the idea of painting small square‐shaped canvases
with layers of earth tones, in some instances showing a scene or object, over‐painted
and rendered indistinct by blurring the image, some of which were painted with a
final decorative motif resembling a tile pattern. This decision was taken to suggest
bathroom tiles. Some were fixed together in groupings and the pastel shade chosen
once again suggested the commonplace, drained of colour and lacking uniqueness.
During a review process the works were displayed as a single unit (Figure 11 p.15)
although utilising two walls, and the ducks discussed below were introduced in this
viewing.
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Figure 7 Linda Wheeler, IRR Curtain 2012, oil on canvas, 35 x 30 cm
Figure 8 Linda Wheeler, IRR Motel 2012, oil on paper, 40 x 30 cm
Figure 9 Linda Wheeler, IRR Tiles 2012, oil on canvas, 15 x 15 cm x 3

The oil sketch of the mock crystal vase was then repainted in mixed media on linen,
80 x 80 cm, (Figure 10). I painted this rendition without reference to the bathroom
setting, only the vase’s placement in a corner. To me, this image evokes feelings of
1950s reproduced mediocre works, the art of the ordinary, produced for those who
could not afford ‘proper’ art but wanted a picture to hang on the wall. It also
reminds me of motel rooms where paintings are chosen to fit an overall colour
scheme and show generic images that don’t particularly adorn or attract interest.
They receive merely transitory attention as befits a place of transience.

Figure 10 Linda Wheeler Motel 2013, mixed media on linen, 80 x 80 cm
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Figure 11 Linda Wheeler, MYR Display 2013, oil & acrylic on board & canvas,
dimensions variable. Images Linda Wheeler

A Pullulation of Ducks
Whilst working on the bathroom imagery, the idea of painting a rubber duck came
to mind and I began to search for the object. I was eventually able to find a plastic
one and later discovered them to be ubiquitous, spreading over the Internet in the
same way that gnomes had previously infiltrated holiday snaps and travel
advertisements. The first painting of a duck was made directly from life in a square
format (Figure 12). A scalpel was used to slice the plastic duck in half and once
again a painting was made from life with a dribble of tinted water between the
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halves, dripping off the surface holding the yellow duck (Figure 13). The thought
that came to mind when making this painting was that of a cracked egg.

Figure 12 Linda Wheeler, Duck, 2013 Oil on canvas, 30 x 30 cm
Figure 13 Linda Wheeler, Split Duck 2013, oil on canvas, 40 x 30 cm

These two paintings became the first images in a dual series,
one a group of three ducks, yellow, red and green in different
sized square formats, the other a group of three rectangular,
identically‐sized paintings of split ducks that gradually
dissolved from image to image (Figure 14). The first painting
on the square canvas (Figure 12) was painted directly from
life, the second of these was painted using the first as a
reference and the third, much smaller painting on a square
board, was painted using the second, larger canvas, as a
reference. A similar method was used when painting the

Figure 14 Linda Wheeler,
Split Duck triptych 2013, oil
on canvas, 40 x 30 cm x 3

three split ducks – the first painting from life and the
subsequent paintings referring to the previously painted image. Early oil sketches
included palm trees, wheat silos and an image of three ducks on a wall. This last
painting Ducks on a Wall was rendered in a realistic manner, colours faithful to the
Mallard Duck (Figure 15, p.17).
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`
Figure 15 Linda Wheeler, Ducks
on a Wall 2013, oil on paper,
60 x 43 cm

Figure 16 Linda Wheeler, Aiming to Fly 2013, oil on canvas & board
dimensions variable

The painting became the inspiration for a display of the three ducks on the square
supports – ducks with absolutely no chance of flying, without even the pretence of
the ability to fly and reminiscent of 1950s/1960s china wall decorations (Figure 16).
The smallest of these was painted in a celadon green hue. These paintings have
been placed in various combinations as installations. The particular wall or walls
became an important part of the display and the introduction of one or two objects,
unrelated in context and aleatory, was used to break up the idea of a continuous
relationship (Figure 11 p.15) though displayed as a unit as previously mentioned.
Whilst working on these duck images I questioned whether there is some sort of
narrative being addressed by doing repetitive imagery, maybe as a critique of
painting in some way, and can this be sustained when the image is gradually
dissolved and becomes less recognisable? Repetition was therefore introduced to
my working methodology and its recurrence became evident during the research.

Why ducks? This seems a reasonable question to ask, but the first consideration
was the relationship of an everyday, ubiquitous object, to the bathroom imagery
being painted. The introduction of an element of fun also informed the choice. The
object is cheap, easily accessible and commonplace and is used to highlight the
pervasive and ephemeral nature of objects in contemporary society, including
images, and the value we as a society place on these mass‐manufactured products.
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The decision to paint these items in the traditional technique of oil on canvas, in the
manner of, for instance, Francisco de Goya ‐ questioned the validity of historical
painting practice, maybe in a somewhat mocking manner. This, of course, is not
new. Jeff Koons, among others, has long questioned the relationship between high
art and Kitsch, and I would suggest artists such as John Currin (Schwabsky 2002, pp.
68‐69) and Pauline Olowska (pp. 231‐232) are also located on the periphery of
these practices, though Currin prefers the term ‘authentic cliché’ (p. 68).

Figure 17 Francisco de Goya, Dog, 1820‐23, oil on plaster, 134 x 80 cm, Prado, Madrid

I have long been an admirer of the work of Francisco de Goya y Lucientes (1746‐
1828).

Goya’s use of ‘a fluid sketched quality’ (Wright 1993, p. 32) and

unfashionable, perhaps ‘crude’ confident style (1993, p.59) adds vigour and passion
to his paintings. The image Dog (Figure 17) could perhaps describe a passing
moment of everyday life – a dog leaning on the gutter in the street, maybe during the
siesta time of the day’s heat. Robert Hughes is of the opinion that in this painting
Goya refers to a God‐less world and the dog’s misery is an analogy for man’s need
for refuge and solace therein (Hughes 2003, p. 382). This scene of everyday,
ordinary life is somehow rendered special and succinct and conversely Hoffmann
(2003, p. 238) questions whether the gaze to the light refers to a parallel hope that
Goya may have held for a State free of religious interference. Wright is of the
opinion that this is a sad painting showing a dog ‘perhaps buried in sand or peering
over a shadowy ridge at some unseen menace’ (1993, p. 48). I would contend that
though painted in dangerous and politically unsettled times it is difficult to apply an
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historical or political explanation to the scene. There could be a lurking menace
implied by the shadowed figurative area to the right (Wright 1993, p. 48); however
the possible layers of meaning that are embedded in the painting are obscure and
can only be left to conjecture. James Elkins states that this painting is ‘famously
without a primary meaning’ (Elkins 1999, p. 89). The image stands alone as an
interesting and enigmatic painting due to its incongruous and meaningless nature.

Figure 18 Michaël Borremans, Girl With Duck 2010,
oil on canvas, 310 x 205 cm

Figure 19 Michaël Borremans, Duck 2010,
oil on canvas, 40 x 50 cm, ©Peter Cox

The Flemish artist Michaël Borremans paints images of subjects placed in situations
that lack connection to any obvious reference (Grove 2014, p. 11). His works are
infused with the craft of the historical masters such as Goya and the Dutch and
Flemish genre painters (p.13) however any placement within an historical context is
challenged by his disregard for painting conventions of composition or conventional
narrative (p.13).
Michaël Borremans’ painting The Duck 2010 (Figure 19) is rendered lushly in oil, the
celadon green hue and highlights referencing the long tradition of porcelain
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production, but nevertheless a simple object given status as fine art. When painted
in the arms of a human subject Girl with Duck 2010 (Figure 18 p.19) it is
anthropomorphised evoking a potentially uncanny response:
According to him [Jentsch], we have particularly favourable conditions for
generating feelings of the uncanny if intellectual uncertainty is aroused as
to whether something is animate or inanimate, and whether the lifeless
bears an excessive likeness to the living (Freud 2003, pp. 140‐141).

The girl cradles the duck, which is life‐size, as if it were a farmyard animal or a pet.
However her dress, other than the jeans, would suggest a more formal scenario. The
manicured hands would also dispute manual labour. The young woman is standing
in the corner of a room, small pieces of wood placed as possible markers to the
position she should adopt, her left foot being slightly lifted in a possible gesture of
uncertainty. Indications that this is the corner of a studio space are suggested by
what looks like a canvas leaning against the wall.

Katerina Gregos (Grove 2014, p. 176) is of the opinion that ‘Although one might
normally consider these porcelain sculptures [the duck] as being kitsch and banal, in
the hands of Borremans they are transformed into haunting, disturbing, and
mysterious objects.’ In this critique The Duck or The Treachery of Images (2014, p.
176) Gregos considers that the situations depicted evoke a parallel reality, uncanny,
situations where the staging is ambiguous regardless of their familiarity as objects.

Figure 20 Michaël Borremans, One 2003
oil on canvas, 70 x 60 cm,, ©Peter Cox

Figure 21 Michaël l Borremans, Four Fairies 2003, oil on
canvas, 110 x 150 cm, ©Peter Cox
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My interest in Borremans’ work includes his painting of indeterminate objects that
appear to have no purpose and no placement within a specific time frame. His
images lack reason and stability. His work displays a lush painterly quality, but the
attraction to the artworks is more to do with the ambiguous nature of the subject
matter and the sometimes unfinished composition. As examples, One (Figure 20,
p.20) and Four Fairies (Figure 21, p.20) show figures that appear to emanate from
the bottom of the picture. In One the brown surface could be a table or merely a
dividing device in the artwork. The extension of the shirt could be a reflection in the
‘table’ surface or the garment disappearing into the unknown regions below the
surface plane. Similarly in Four Fairies the figures, or objects, appear to be placed on
a surface in the manner of sculptures. In fact Borremans states that these objects
are often meant to be sculptures, but he dislikes the objects becoming concrete and
therefore depicts them in film or paint instead (Grove 2014, p. 33). Borremans often
uses this device in his works – the figures rising through a surface or ending at the
surface plane. Alternatively this is just a painted area that the object is marked,
marred or interrupted by, or is it just an incidental stripe?

Grove has stated
His [Borremans’] practice plays with indescribable, dissimilar and
dislocated elements that eschew definition and logic and embrace
ambiguity (Grove 2009, p. 23)

Although visually different in the manner of paint application and choice of colour,
my works, as previously noted, have frequently expressed a realistic element. The
challenge is to use this element in such a way that recognition is put under pressure
and problematised.
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3. Unstable Images
“All art is unstable… There is no authoritative voice.
There are only multiple readings.”
David Bowie6
My intention is to thwart the attempt of the viewer, and indeed myself, to create an
image that offers a recognisable path to meaning. My exploration has included
painting in a less figurative manner to elicit the illusion of a three‐dimensional
shape from the material and mark, but that is suspended prior to a full realisation of
a recognisable image in an intellectual sense, other than its formal qualities as a
painting.

Nevertheless the paintings, and the lack of determinacy, can allow

multiple readings of the work to occur. Visual complexities within the mark‐making
allow images to be formed, possibly informed by the thoughts, stories and glimpses
of memory that are considered during the process of constructing the painting.

Figure 22 Linda Wheeler, Passage 2013, oil on canvas,
79.5 x 79.5 cm

1.Outside, album notes, 1995, cited by Kathryn Johnson , David Bowie Is, (Devereux Dillane & Power
2015)
6
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Figure 23 Linda Wheeler, Shift 2013
oil on board,18 x 15 cm

Figure 24 Linda Wheeler, Palm 2013
oil on board, 16.5 x 15 cm

The paintings Passage (Figure 22 p.22), Shift (Figure 23) and Palm (Figure 23) are
examples of this indeterminate method of working. These paintings were produced
in a direct manner. In the case of Passage and Shift no pre‐conceived image came to
mind whilst applying the paint to the board and canvas. The only premise was to
allow the brush to go where it would (though obviously there is mediation on my
part as my hand holds the brush), and a point was reached where the initial gesture
was replaced by a more focused approach, to push and pull the image into
something suggestive of the illusion of a three‐dimensional shape or space. In this
way there is an almost sculptural aspect to the making of the work. Execution of the
painting then ceased at a point where I considered recognition, could become a
factor. In Bachelard’s investigation into the ‘Images of aerial imagination’ he writes
of an idea formulating between ‘image and work’ before it either crystallizes or
evaporates (Bachelard (1943) 1988 p. 13). In this regard he refers to our dreams
and daydreams, however I believe this can relate to the making of a work and the
process of eliciting an image from the materials in collaboration with our mental
state.

Recognition
In this instance I refer to Simon O’Sullivan’s description that ‘An object of
recognition is then precisely a representation of something always already in place’
(2006, p. 1) and his citing of Deleuze where this recognition involves the use of
faculties to recall, imagine and conceive in addition to a general sensing of the
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object, combining into common‐sense (Deleuze 1968, p. 139)7. Deleuze here places
recognition in opposition to encounter where something is sensed affectively, and
only sensed (p.139). This appears to relate to Bergson’s concept of pure memory
that has not taken form or become image through movement. It is still in the virtual
state, not the actual. However Bergson contends that this pure form of memory is
without sensation and I deduce would therefore differ from encounter that engages
the senses. This pure memory would not engage recollection until it moves into the
realm of movement, perception and memory‐images (Bergson (1908) 1962 (1st
published 1911), pp. 179‐180).

My intent with regard to this manner of painting was to challenge the audience to
apply their own narrative or imaginative reading to their appreciation of the work,
but then make them question their cognisance of the image. I felt that this way of
working was successful as incipient images were taking shape that suggested a
variety of features. I used a different approach when executing Palm. In a similar
manner to the Split Duck method, the image was repeated from the previous
painting, however rather than dissolving as such, it was rendered in a more direct
manner each time, moving the final image away from the realistic primary source.

According to Dario Gamboni (Gamboni 2002) potential images, considered
alternatively as inchoate forms, exist in the virtual but rely on the beholder to bring
the artist’s intent to reality, their property being to open awareness of the ‘active,
subjective nature of seeing’ (2002, p. 18).

He claims that representation is

fundamentally affected by their ambiguous nature, not just the ‘status’ of
representation’s objects.

Though Gamboni recognises that the term ‘inchoate’

emphasises ‘becoming,’ his preference for ‘potential’ stems from the placement of
the image in a collaborative relationship between ‘artist, work and beholder’ (p.19).

7

A common sense is described by Deleuze within this text: ‘Recognition may be defined by the
harmonious exercise of all the faculties upon a supposed same object; the same object may be seen,
touched, remembered, imagined or conceived. ………………No doubt each faculty – perception, memory,
imagination, understanding…- has its own particular given and its own style, its peculiar ways of acting
upon the given. An object is recognised, however, when one faculty locates it as identical to that of
another, or rather when all the faculties together relate their given and relate themselves to a form of
identity in the object. Recognition thus relies upon a subjective principle of collaboration of the faculties
for ‘everybody’ – in other words, a common sense as a concordia facultatum’(Deleuze 1968, p. 133).
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Gamboni quotes Satres18 thus:
the material object [especially in the case of painting] …serves as an analogon9 for
the

manifestation

of

the

imaged

object……..the

work

of

art

is

an

unreality……………..what is manifested through the painting is an unreal ensemble
of new things, of objects I have never seen and will never see, but which are
nonetheless unreal objects, objects that have no existence in the painting, nor
anywhere in the world, but which manifest themselves through the canvas and
have seized hold of it through some kind of possession (2002, p. 15).

Sartre’s argument considers that imagination, in this instance, can be aroused from a
total absence of a previously conceived object or memory and is conjured from the
analogous relationship of the material and act of painting itself as if by some
metaphysical act; ‘possession’ is taking place ‘between perception and imagination’
(Gamboni 2002, p. 15), whereas potential images, according to Gamboni, though
within this realm, are the base of a ‘common process’, interpreted mentally, ‘but
they are motivated by the works that provoke the principle behind them, if not their
content’ (p.15).

However Levy argues that
Imagination makes use of memories. In fact, we could say that memories are the
analogon through which the absent object is intended. Since memories do not
have to be temporally indexed it is possible to talk about remembering places and
people without reference to a particular event.10 These unspecified memories can
be the ground for imaginative activity (Levy 2012, p. 156).

On analysis of these quotes I have come to the conclusion that though the ‘analogous
relationship of the material and act of painting’ can conjure an imaginative response,
(though in my opinion this has nothing to do with a metaphysical or spiritual
interjection), memory, as accorded by Levy, is an important factor in this response,
though not essential. I agree with his contention that it is unnecessary for these
From L’imaginaire: physochologie phenomenologique de l’imagination p.231
‘Analog objects represent the absent object but their presence before the eye does not take away
from the absence of the object that the imaginary act intends. A painting, for example, is made of
canvas and paint, but when intended imaginatively, the painting functions as a representative of
something other than itself…’(Levy 2012, p. 144).
10
Levy is citing M. Wamock's discussion in Memory (1987), pp.l0‐14.
8
9
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memories to have a relationship to a particular event to trigger that imaginative
response and though this could be an ‘ensemble of new things’ as mentioned in
Sartre’s quote above, I consider this would appear to be grounded in a
phenomenological rather than metaphysical context.11
Although the green paintings, Passage (Figure 22, p.22), Shift (Figure 23, p.23) and
Palm (Figure 24, p.23) referred to earlier would fall within this realm of the
potential as discussed earlier in this chapter, my interest in recognition returned
during the research to address a more figurative stance and how this could be
destabilised through the composition and painting process. An artist who works in
this manner is Louise Hearman.

Hearman juxtaposes incongruous images in

luscious landscapes.

Figure 25 Louise Hearman #897 2002, oil on masonite, 45 x 46 cm

In painting # 897 (Figure 25) the light suggests the dying moments of the day or the
cold light of early morning, giving the foreground landscape and snow clad
mountain in the mid‐background a shadowed, blue cast. There is an aura emanating
from an intense glow on the horizon, possibly the sun or some other strong source
of light, with a gleam on its outer edge. There appears to be a small building on the
horizon line of the foreground and on closer inspection this looks like an Australian
country building complete with verandah. In the left foreground is the partial image
11

This paragraph states my response to the previous quotes and the conclusion I have personally reached.
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of a white long‐haired dog whose black shining eyes confront the viewer. The hair is
finely painted and the light from the glow over the horizon picks up and highlights
the fur on the dog’s head and ears, and down the left shoulder. On close inspection
the mastery of Hearman’s mark is revealed as a flick of the brush describes the long
strands of fur below the chin, or delineates the gleam in the dog’s eyes that reflect
what it is observing.

Questions arise concerning the reason for the dog’s presence in the landscape. Why
is it only a partial image and why is it that size? Hearman has probably been asked
these questions however she notoriously refuses to divulge the reasons behind her
compositions.
a

n umber.

Her works are left untitled and merely given

Edward Colless comments that this melange of objects and

‘displacements of matter and flesh’ (2008, p. 128) appear ‘without purpose’ (p. 129).
Other images that Hearman paints have included an airplane emerging from the
landscape, without wings; a floating head, giant size, in profile within a fold of hills,
or a disembodied cat’s head perched at the end of an airplane wing.

In

describing the ‘disconnection’ the viewer feels with the faces of children and
animals that nevertheless engage the attention, he mentions the subjects’ air of
being ‘out of place’, but they appear to have an air of indifference to this state or
the viewer’s attention (p. 129). Both Colless and Simon Gregg (2011, pp. 51‐56)
place Hearman’s work in a Gothic grotesque genre, and t h o u g h I c a n s e e w h y
t h e i r d i s c u ssions would lean in this direction, I accord her w o r k c l o s e r t o
t h e h y p e r r e a l i t y o f a D a v i d L y n c h f i l m a n d t h e c omparison of her
work with that of Goya (Gregg 2011, p. 51). Jillian Grant (2013‐14) argues that
t h o u g h H e a r m a n t a k e s m a n y p h o t o g raphs of what she encounters every
day, she uses fragments to initiate a painting rather than referencing the object
literally (p. 51). Hearman told Grant that she believes photographs to be
limiting; they capture a moment, but drawings capture the “atmosphere of
time” (p.51).
atmosphere

I find this to be an enigmatic statement, however I feel that
is

certainly

a

trait

in

Hearman’s

work

employing

c h i a r o s c u r o t o c r e a t e f e e l i n g s o f u n e a s e a n d m y s t e r y . Grant
describes how Hearman is attracted to the Melbourne light a n d s t a t e s ‘ S h e
often includes elements of nature in her work, disfigured but recognisable, and
most notable for their shining quality’ (p. 51).
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Figure 26 Louise Hearman #450 1996, oil on masonite, 69 x 92 cm

Painting #450 (Figure 26) illustrates this point perfectly. Our faculties register a
mammalian looking shape; however the ambiguity of the image tests our acceptance
of its relationship to our world. The work shows a creature, canine in appearance,
with what appears to be a humanoid head, with the impression of long hair, almost
wiglike. The eyes are smudged though the animal appears to be aware of the
viewer. The creature is strong looking, its muscles are defined and its tail – if it has
one – disappears into a thicket of paint and brush mark. The light that illuminates
its head and back gives the impression of moonlight or the edge of civilisation at
night and the reddish brown splodge beneath the animal’s snout could be part of
the

background

or

bloody

prey

as

suggested

by

C o l l e s s , w h o f u r t h e r proposes the creature to be female considering the
distended protuberances beneath the body to have the appearance of teats (2008, p.

128). Although this is a ‘nameless thing’ (p. 131) and Hearman’s works can evoke
feelings of disquiet and unea s e , I f e e l a n empathy with the inhabitant of
#450. ‘She’ may be considered a grotesque by some, and there is that element of
absurdity and unease, but there is an emanation of warmth similar to that
experienced when viewing Patricia Piccini’s Family; there is r e c o g n i t i o n o f
s o m e t h i n g e l e m e n t a l a n d o r g a n i c , m a y b e a n e n g a g e ment with
our early animist beliefs (Freud 2003, p. 147).
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Figure 27 Louise Hearman #724 oil on masonite, 64 x 52 cm

I am interested in Hearman’s work for its dark brooding imagery, use of chiaroscuro
and juxtaposition of disparate and discordant elements. I am attracted by the
enigma, the questions that arise from the choice of object and its placement, and the
aforementioned edge of recognition. Saying this, I do not like all of Hearman’s work.
The particular objects chosen do not always appeal (children’s heads and dogs) –
however this is not important. Her brush mark and use of materials, especially in
the paintings #724 (Figure 27, p.29) and #450 (Figure 26, p.28), intensify for me the
focus on her description of the elements that make up the composition. The direct
strident white stroke of paint in #724 juxtaposed against the gleaming buff coloured
tombstone‐like structures, painted finely and suspended above the almost cloud‐like
mass force me to ask questions around the decisions Hearman has made.
This swipe of white across the canvas connects in my mind with Borremans’ stripe
of umber across the canvas in One (Figure 20, p.20). They appear to leave the image
in a state of suspension as does the unresolved subject of #450. In addition the
aspect of this latter subject, its appearance of looking at the viewer, long hair and
somewhat auratic presence connects with Peter Doig’s painting 100 Years Ago
(Figure 30, p.37).
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Memory
‘No, memory is true as long as you do not set it, as long as it is not enclosed in a form’
Italo Calvino12
Personal memories play an important role in my painting praxis. I use personal, as
well as randomly‐acquired photographic source material to start the developmental
process. Working in this way, I not only reference this pictorial imagery but I rely
on memory and all the problems associated with this psychological phenomenon.
Barry Schwabsky (2005, p. 8) discusses the current painting atmosphere as ‘the age
of the image’ and says this ‘indicates an appearance that seems somehow detachable
from its material support’ (p. 8). He cites Bergson’s argument that our worldly
knowledge is constituted from images that are part of the real world, not just
appearances that differ from things in themselves 13.
3F

These images, though

aggregatively fewer than is possible in reality, nevertheless, as with a camera, are
images of the real – indexical, and as Schwabsky deduces from this, the light is
imprinted through our perception in much the same way as that from an object onto
photographic film (p. 8).
In Matter and Memory Bergson ((1908) 1962 (1st published 1911)) states that there
are no instant ‘visions of the real’, they are memories stored in our consciousness,
available as moments for access at any time within an endless thread of time, (pp.
75‐76). Bergson contends that every experience a person has becomes a memory,
in detail, and every action recalls a memory, but that memory is modified by the
present action and thereby becomes an alternate memory with the previous
memory embedded within it.

By repeating the action, the object does not

necessarily become a copy of the first but a new phenomenon incorporating the
memory of the first within a new movement (p. 92, 123). These records of daily life
are memory‐images and they make it possible to recognise intellectually a
perception previously experienced (p.92). In addition perception is enriched by
12

If On A Winter’s Night A Traveller (Calvino 1993)
Kant considered that we only know appearances. ‘The “thing in itself” is something whose existence can
only be intellectually deduced’(Schwabsky 2005, p. 8). For instance an artist is distanced from her model
and can only observe and construct ‘a set of appearances’ (ibid).

13
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these memories, expanding and absorbing an increasing number of ‘complementary
recollections’ (p.123).
However, according to Bergson these perceptions are protracted into an emerging
‘action’, containing all the images that find order and place relating to the memory,
these movements modifying and creating new inclinations to action. Therefore ‘an
experience of an entirely different order’ forms ready to react to sensory or physical
stimuli (p.93). This is in effect a new memory, acutely different and conscious of the
past movements that form this action.
In truth, it no longer represents our past to us, it acts it; and if it still
deserves the name of memory, it is not because it conserves bygone
images, but because it prolongs their useful effect into the present moment
(p.93).

Bergson thereby considers there are two forms of memory, one that ‘imagines’ and
the second that ‘repeats’ (p.93) in addition to pure memory (p.71‐75). The memory‐
image (representation) is recalled and by reiterating the practice of this (reading,
painting) even by thinking of it, it thus becomes an action (p.92). However Bergson
considers that recognition cannot merely be a meld of perception and memory‐
image (p.106).

An extended study of memory is outside the scope of this research. I use the
previous paragraphs to assist my interpretation of memory when used in the
production of images, but I am also aware of their lapses and gaps that allow
movement and flux to occur during the art making process. I observe, as artist and
viewer, alternate and arbitrary notions on perceiving the work and engaging my
memory. These would be subject to change as the work progresses and even when
complete could be uncertain and transient or ambivalent. Peter Doig, as discussed
earlier, has said that “People have confused my paintings with being just about my
own memories. Of course we cannot escape these. But I am more interested in the
idea of memory (Shiff & Lampert 2011, p. 21).”14 Doig’s paintings are often an
14

Shiff writes that this is a quotation from a personal conversation with Doig on 28/8/07, the emphasis
being Doig’s.
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aggregation of images that incorporate motifs drawn from acquired or personal
references (photographs, postcards, album covers), and these are worked into a new
concept that gives a visual association that he could have experienced had he in fact
seen it. This therefore changes the virtual memory to an actual manifestation as the
person experiencing it attempts to connect it with prior resemblances (Shiff &
Lampert 2011, pp. 24‐25).

Repetition
During the course of my project I have on occasion painted certain works in series
or as reiterations of a previous work. Apart from the ‘work’ of looking at something
in detail to replicate what is observed, and potentially finding something new with
each rendition, the viewer on first glance may consider they are looking at a copy.
However, with further observation, dissimilar marks could become apparent, either
made inadvertently or by my choosing. When discussing the application of mark,
the method can be quite straightforward and known; the brush mark is placed
where I want it to be placed with no hesitation, however it doesn’t necessarily
prescribe the exact form ‐ not necessarily what was intended, or what the viewer
expects to see – especially when the image is duplicated or a replication of a
previous rendition. As the marks are applied they may not sit in precisely the same
place. Consequently tension develops between that mark and the image that is
expected to be perceived, the memory‐image, and as the distinction increases,
causing separation and distance, the more these tensions build. Because recognition
is being challenged, it causes the viewer to be unsure of what they are actually
viewing. By challenging their cognition of an image, and by consequence of having
seen the previous version and the changes that have occurred, uncertainty can
occur; the expectation of seeing a replicated image, but on deeper analysis the image
is becoming an alternate portrayal.

Cecilia Edefalk is an artist who uses repetition as a device in painting even taking it
to the extreme of repeating a complete exhibition Another Movement, first installed
in 1990, in the precisely the same manner in 1999 (Kramer 2002). Self‐portraiture
is a theme revisited and she considers repetition is a way of creating a history that
32

she feels she does not have (Birnbaum 1996)15. Edefalk produces much of her work
from photographs using their ‘repetitive nature’ as a strategy for her artistic
practice together with historical and recollection devices (Kramer, M. 2002 p. 102).
The way the works are displayed is an essential part of how Edefalk engages the
viewer (Figure 28, p.34). In reviewing Edefalk’s work Mario Kramer considers ‘This
insistent repetition also returns the viewer to the picture previously seen’ (2002,
p.102), and Edefalk states that ‘…recollecting something is akin to repeating it’
(p.102), thereby addressing the two concepts of repetition and memory. Edelfalk
chooses a photographic reference and reproduces the image in paint on canvas. She
then paints a rendition of this work using the painting as a reference. Once again
she repeats the process painting a rendition from the previous work (pp. 102‐3).
The final outcome is a series of works that with close attention show very subtle
differences in mark and attitude, inviting a deeper engagement than would be clear
if observing a multitude of copies. No sign of the original photographic reference
would be evident in the exhibition (Birnbaum 1996). Birnbaum contends that
Edefalk’s work relies on a dearth of visual data to concentrate the eye and clarify the
information that remains and states that ‘scarcity encourages concentration’ (1996).
Birnbaum continues that Edefalk’s practice of painting in series show barely
noticeable changes that produce, not only a loss of uniqueness, but as a secondary
effect, the dissolution of this ‘sameness’ that ‘makes way for difference’ (1996).
Some more obvious changes, such as a pared‐down palette or a mirror hang, are
introduced and one painting in an exhibition was executed upside‐down. These
changes require more than passing attention as the viewer’s own memory is
challenged by shifts in recollected observations (1996).

15

Cited in Slow Motion from a conversation ‘Zum Sprechen Bringen – Ein Gespräch zwischen Cecilia
Edefalk und Eva Meyer’, Be Magazine, Künstlerhaus Bethanien, Berlin 1994, p.149.
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Figure 28 Cecilia Edefalk, Echo 1992‐96, three parts, oil on linen

As the project progressed the research began to move away from the rendering of
life‐like imagery and grouping canvases, and the less realistic pieces. I turned
towards testing the reproduction in paint of the digital images gathered as reference
material. The testing of these different states was made to ascertain where a limit to
recognition might lie and whether the integrity of the image could be maintained
through a series of manipulations crossing between photography and painting.

4. Using Photography
Does a photograph comprehend the context of what it depicts, or is it an autonomous
splinter of contingency? What can we infer about the whole from the fragment?
Mark Prince16
Since its invention in the 1830s, photography has been used to inspire painted
works. Its use has become synonymous with the depiction of modern life (Rugoff
2007, p. 11) and the representation of photographic images in other media,
including the purely digital field, part of the norm with regard to contemporary art
practice,
The digitization of culture, and the juggernaut of image circulation it
launched, has essentially thrown the status of representation, truth and
indexicality into a kind of mélange (rather than crisis) of indeterminacy
(Quaintance 2013, p. 2).

16

(Prince 2013, p. 27)
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and Barbara Savedoff states ‘…we tend to see photographs as objective records of
the World, and this tendency has a far‐reaching influence on interpretation and
evaluation’ (Savedoff 1999, p. 49). These diverse opinions bring to attention the
debate regarding the truth of photographic images compared to paintings. This is
an argument that will not be addressed here, though comparative issues regarding
reception of these two ways of image‐making are researched.

The process of building a painting, especially in the manner that I choose to practice,
involves time and thought. When the term ‘building a picture’ is used to describe a
situation or event there are many layers involving place, environment, chronology
and society to name a few, that are part of that ‘picture’s’ existence. In comparison,
‘taking a snapshot’ in photography implies an instant of time – perhaps Cartier‐
Bresson’s ‘decisive moments’ (Time‐Life 1978, p. 15). In using this comparison I do
not mean to denigrate Cartier‐Bresson’s work in any way. However, once the
shutter has fallen, the image is captured and now digital photography takes this to
the ultimate level with the facility to upload images instantly to Internet sites. Of
course hours can be spent manipulating digital files to create the final image, but the
‘slowness’ of painting involves working through process, choice of materials and a
lot of thinking. Peter Doig admits to letting paintings sit for months or years before
he finishes them as he needs to think and consider where they are going.
‘Sometimes I spend a lot of time there [the studio] just looking at things’ (Searle
Scott & Grenier 2007, p. 16), and David Hockney is quoted as saying
I had become very, very aware of this frozen moment that was very unreal
to me. The photographs didn’t really have life in the way a drawing or
painting did, and I realized it couldn’t because of what it is. Compared to a
Rembrandt looking at himself for hours and hours of scrutinizing his face,
and putting all these hours into the picture you’re going to look at,
naturally there’s many more hours there than you can give it.

A

photograph is the other way round, it’s a fraction of a second, frozen. So,
the moment you’ve looked at it for even four seconds, you’re looking at it
far more than the camera did. It dawned on me this was visible, actually, it
is visible, and the more you become aware of it, the more this is a terrible
weakness; drawings and paintings do not have this (Hockney 1983).
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Candy Series
Living with a musician I occasionally go to music events. Whenever I attend one of
these occasions I have a camera with me to record anything I feel has potential for a
future painting. I am attracted by the sense of movement that can be achieved in
low‐light photography, together with the opportunity to use these images in
paintings that renegotiate their visual elements to a new conception. This has
become an area of interest and consequent exploration. The lighting that is used at
these events is never consistent and the colour flooding the stage and venue can
take on unnatural hues like spearmint green or bubblegum pink. The glare of
spotlights, distorted shadows and optical dissonance offers incidental opportunities
that I am happy to exploit in my reference images and later in the paintings.
The photograph that inspired the painting Candy (Figure 29,) was taken at just such
an event. The series of works that were produced from this image resulted from an
investigation into what would occur when the image was reproduced, repeated and
manipulated through a number of processes that wove between the two methods of
producing artwork, those being painting and photography. The image was taken in
low light without a flash. The subject was barely moving but the slow shutter speed
ensured multiple images within the one digital file.

Figure 29 Linda Wheeler, Candy2013, oil on canvas, 80 x 96cm
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The artwork Candy was painted in oil on canvas 80 x 96cm.

Although the original

photograph was used as a reference, no particular attempt was made to produce a
realistic copy of the image. Using large brushes the paint was applied swiftly, tonal
gradations delineating the figurative element from the ground, though some areas
leave this connection/disconnection uncertain. Shadowing enforces the recognition
of a figure, especially in areas around the jaw line and tendons of the neck; however
facial features and limbs are dissolving into the painterly mark, distanced from their
bodily relationship into the neighbourhood of pure paint.

Figure 30 Peter Doig, 100 Years Ago 2002, oil on paper, 76 x 56 cm

Similarly, in the small Peter Doig painting, 100 Years Ago (Figure 30), (which could
be considered a study in close‐up of one of Doig’s much larger paintings using
similar imagery), Doig allows the figure to be part of the ground – almost a cut‐out
flattened against the painted background. The figure sits in a boat, though this is not
totally clear, only possibly indicated by a reflection on the area in the foreground.
The figure is insubstantial. The arms could dissolve into the background at any time
and the image appears unfinished and unresolved.

Around the figure the

background paint delineates an area, aura‐like separating it from the background
rendering. This painting cannot be placed in the genre of portraiture, though maybe
a young Doig is alluded to here. Although the figure supposedly references a picture
of Berry Oakley of The Allman Brothers band selected from an album cover, the
form does not address those conventions (Searle Scott & Grenier 2007).

The

painting has no desire to enter a narrative on the life of the figure that appears in the
work. The only reference to Oakley would be if the image is recognised, and we
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know as little about him after viewing the work as we did at the beginning. The
painting does not appear to be entering into a discussion on rock music, band
breakups, death, drug culture, hippiedom or any other socially or temporally
specific frame, regardless of the rather ambiguous title.

The works of artists I am referencing, Hearman, Borremans and Doig, for instance,
are grounded in Western painting traditions, recalling the work of Gericault, Goya,
Manet, and Matisse among others. The imagery used by these artists however
reference contemporary global sources. Peter Doig, for instance, has lived in a
number of countries during his life including Scotland, Trinidad, England and
Canada and references to these locations are woven throughout his work. It would
be difficult to believe that the ease of travel and communication in the 21st century
would not have some influence on his work. Nevertheless, he does not appear to be
making a cultural statement particularly, but uses the various elements of locale to
fuse with arbitrary images sourced from postcards, films or album covers. I would
venture the opinion that the music of his youth has had an important influence on
his art together with the rock culture that surrounded it. Trinidad for instance is the
home of choice for a number of rock musicians and people in the film industry, and
works in the 100 Years Ago series and Canoe Lake appear to reflect these music and
film influences, Trinidad also being Doig’s present place of residence and where he
spent some of his childhood (Searle Scott & Grenier 2007, p. 101). There are
numerous translucent layers to his later work that build to produce films of vibrant
colour often intersected with bands of texture remembered from another place. In
addition an object committed to memory is juxtaposed with other elements within a
painting, maybe expressing recognition of drug culture for instance, as in Blotter or
Window Pane. Memory plays an important role in this process, however this is not
used in a literal sense; it is just another aid for building the layers, along with
incidental effects, accidents and focused decisions, to accomplish a final image. This
is a method I favour in my own work, oft times using a combination of memory,
personal and randomly‐acquired material to generate images.
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My original intent when producing the Candy painting was to make a series of
paintings as a continuation of the concept explored in the duck paintings, the
consecutive painting being produced as an inexact copy of the previous rendition.

Although this method of working was an important base from which to continue, a
bifurcation in the path changed the nature of the repetitive process. Once I had
commenced the Candy painting I decided to record the changes that occurred as the
image emerged, and photographed the various stages. The digital images were
printed onto watercolour paper in a larger format, 56 x 76 cm, (Figure 31).

Figure 31 Linda Wheeler, B&W Candy 2014 inkjets prints on Fabriano, 56 x 76 cm

The previously mentioned problematic nature of these photographs became very
evident.

When photographed, light was reflected off the shiny surface of the

painting especially where paint medium had been deliberately dribbled down the
surface. It caused speckling over the digital file: this effect was reproduced in the
print.

When discussing Doig’s work and the accidents and incidents that occur in the
studio, Richard Shiff quotes Doig as saying that his work evolves from a series of
mistakes, these being essential elements to his process. Shiff considers this to be a
Darwinian method of working ‘survival of the most perceptually and emotionally
evocative mutations (the mistakes, the genetic accidents)’ (Shiff & Lampert 2011, p.
22). Doig refers to the accidents that happen to photographic prints when in the
studio as ‘incidental changes’ add value to its [the print’s] status:
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Paint gets spilled or sprayed on it, and adds an unexpected layer that you can
then refer to………..It takes the reality away from the photograph and turns it
into a more abstract image (Searle Scott & Grenier 2007, p. 14).

Doig continues that these incidents create openings to be exploited. They include
the accidental spillages and over‐sprays (resulting from the spraying of his paintings
with a mixture of turps and linseed oil), together with the anomalies within the
print, ‘irregular resolution, blur, solarisation, lens flare (luminous circles and streaks
of light unrelated to the image’ (Shiff & Lampert 2011, p. 22). When painting,
further ‘mistakes’ occur that compound, removing the work from any reference to
the initial static photographic print used to ‘ground his memory and imagination’
(p.22), thereby adding layers and deviating from the significance of the print’s
original intention (p.22). I also choose to exploit any aberrations that occur when
recording images. I acknowledge them as part of the final painting imbuing the
image with layers relating to place and time within my memory.
The inkjet images (Figure 31 p.39) taken during the making of the Candy painting
were then treated with washes of acrylic paint (Figure 32).

Figure 32 Linda Wheeler, Coloured Candy 2013, inkjet prints and acrylic, 56 x 76 cm

A comment that I received mentioned how different all my paintings looked when
photographed. I believe that when a digital image is taken of the work, cohesion
occurs due to the flattening of the surface, causing evenness over the many parts of
the image. This differs greatly from the depth that is evident in an oil painting
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where brush mark and direction show – unless the painting has been deliberately
rendered in a photo‐realist manner.

Figure 33 Linda Wheeler, Candy installation shot, LTU Visual Art studios, 2013, Photo Linda Wheeler

In Barbara Savedoff’s opinion when an artwork is photographed the object is
reduced to those properties that can be conveyed photographically. Although it
supposes an accurate depiction, it in fact misleads and, in addition renders indistinct
important distinctions between photography and painting (Savedoff 1999, p. 8).
Further she considers that the increase in the ‘practice of digitally altering
photographs’ undermines the basic critical reflection on the distinction between the
two art practices, and generally increases the photograph’s emergence as, and
relationship to, an object constructed in the manner of painting (1999, p. 8).

An element that I felt needed to be addressed was the order in which the various
stages were produced. Some of the photographs mentioned above were taken prior
to the final stage of the painting and, though showing some elements that remained
in the final painting, much of the finished image had changed from these
penultimate and previous reproductions. These reproductions were of course then
painted and manipulated effectively leap‐frogging over the final painting. They
were then re‐photographed. The flat, fully integrated quality of the digital image
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with its even surface is transformed by its rendition in oil paint into an image that
has depth. When this painting is then photographed, the image is flattened once
again. For the viewer, it was difficult to assess when the printed black and white
images were made in the general timeline of the painting. Not only does the
question arise whether the finished piece relates [pays homage] more to
photography or painting, but the question of what is being observed arises – the
when as well as the how?

Figure 34 Linda Wheeler, Purple Candy 2013,
acrylic on canvas, 75 x 60 cm

Figure 35 Linda Wheeler, Candy Blue
2013, acrylic on canvas, 41 x 41 cm

I produced three further paintings in this series, Purple Candy, Candy Blue and
Encounter (Figures 34, 35 & 36, p.43), this final image allowing the monochromatic
tonal values to shape incipient forms. I decided to obliterate or veil the face. It
works to deny knowledge of where the figure’s gaze is directed, and whether there
is any relationship between the two forms.
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Figure 36 Linda Wheeler, Encounter 2014,
oil on linen, 80 x 80 cm

The black and white Candy images were printed onto matte photographic paper (5 x
7 in, 13 x 18cm) on an inkjet printer. These prints were painted over with oil paints
in various hues (Figure 37).

Figure 37 Linda Wheeler, A selection of over‐painted digital prints & oil paint, 2013
13 x 18 mm (5 x 7 in) each

My intention was to primarily discover what would happen to the inkjet prints, and
whether the oil paint would degrade the photograph or indeed last and not separate
pigment from oil. The potential ephemeral quality of this action was part of the
investigation together with an interest in the reproduction in a smaller format and
the chance result. The works became small mixed media pieces in their own right
and the flattened aspect of the printing was still apparent.
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Gerhard Richter produced many over‐painted photographs during the 1980s and
1990s (Figures 38‐41). His work references a large archive of personal and non‐
personal photographs, called Atlas, that is a work of art in itself, and many of his
paintings address political and historical issues, though the over‐painted prints are
primarily landscapes or personal snapshots (Hage 2015). Susan Laxton writes that
these photographs were snapshots rejected by Richter who did not deem them
suitable for inclusion in Atlas and their production was aleatory in that the images
were pressed down onto the blade containing the leftover paint used on the large
abstract works (Laxton 2012, p. 790). Laxton further argues that the facture of their
production was automatic and repetitive, the only evidence of artistic intent being in
the chance element initially decided upon (2012, pp. 790‐791). Consequently the
majority of these over‐painted photographs are commercially printed sizes (6 x 4 in,
5 x 7 in, 8 x 10 in) on gloss paper. However Richter also produced offset prints from
his photographs which he then over‐painted and these are in a larger format, 50 x
50 cm for instance.

Figure 38 Gerhard Richter, 10.7.92,
oil on colour photograph, 12.5 x 17.5 cm

Figure 39 Gerhard Richter, 16.9.92,
oil on b & w photograph, 11.7 x 17.7 cm

Figure 40 Gerhard Richter, 5.1.91
oil on colour photograph, 10 cm x 14.9 cm

Figure 41 Gerhard Richter, 23.9.92,
oil on photograph, 10 x 14.8 cm

Richter’s over‐painted photographs partially obscure sections of the image beneath.
The subject is still visible and they are obviously vernacular photographs taken of
specific subject matter – urban landscapes, family, mountains or people.

The

application of paint is generally thick and either squeegee‐d, brushed or flicked
across the surface, adding another element to the scene. The paint appears to sit on
another surface as if there is glass between the photograph and the paint, although
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in 23.9.92 (Figure 41) the layer of paint gives the impression of a cloth that is
billowing across the room.

In comparison the photographs I have chosen to use are not snapshots but digital
images taken of my paintings, printed for the specific purpose of changing the image
in the photograph. They are not over‐painted to distance the subject from the
viewer, but to take the image to a further distance from its referent.
Choosing another image from the event that produce the Candy image I produced
the Gig painting (Figure 42).

The Gig Painting

Figure 42 Linda Wheeler, Gig 2014, oil on canvas, 80 x 100 cm

The painting Gig (Figure 42) is an image taken from a photographic reference at the
same event as the Candy image. It is unclear what is taking place and where, though
the title suggests a scenario. The spearmint green is strange – there is no indication
of its source. The darkened area to the right perhaps indicates an alleyway or
doorway – the entrance to a venue through which an incipient shape can be
glimpsed, this form rendered in a flat matte manner that appears to be a negative
space.
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The facelessness of the central figure could imply lack of identity or insignificance –
just another face in the crowd, though to me his attitude appears purposeful.
Attention is focused on the application of the paint, the mark and texture of the
work, the layering and way in which the elements are put together. The rendering
of the paint is however very smooth and removes clear evidence of brush marks.
Throughout this work I consider there is acknowledgement of photography, and the
nature and aberrations that can occur in low‐light picture‐taking. The white dot
became an important element of the overall composition along with the green mark
just above it. They serve to suggest a relationship between the hatted figure and the
inchoate form to the left. In the initial iteration of the painting the figures appeared
much closer, there was almost a relationship between the two that the glow from
the white dot linked, but in the final rendition this has altered and the left figure
appears to be much closer to the viewer than the hatted form due to the glow only
affecting the back of the central form. The green mark however only contacts the
left form and these marks cause a slight dissonance in perspective. A rhythm has
emerged between back of the brim of the hat and the collar on one side and the front
of the hat brim, chin and possible lapel area at the front. The marks iterate one
another in a rhythmic way that possibly suggests to me the musical genesis of the
image together with an esoteric element of recognition that would be hidden to
many viewers.

I have reviewed some of the comments by the painters referenced regarding the
generation of meaning within their works. Doig, Hearman, Borremans, and I use
photographic or filmic source material to generate images as is common in
contemporary art practice, in addition to other gathered reference material. Adrian
Searle describes Doig’s art as ‘a kind of bricolage’ (Searle Scott & Grenier 2007, p.
101) and Doig in fact disputes the direct reference to films or music, stating that the
work is “more primal” and “totally non‐linguistic”. He wants to create paintings that
are “questionable…if not impossible, to put into words” (2007, p. 124).
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This idea of silence with regard to paintings resonates with Louise Hearman who
has stated in an interview “The paintings exist without any words which is great
isn’t it? There are no words.” (Hearman 2011).

Borremans’ has stated that his paintings ‘remain open’ due to the unfinished quality
of the imagery. The viewer expects there to be a narrative as ‘the figures are
familiar’, however on closer inspection it is obvious that any meaning is dissipated
in the ambiguity of the incomplete visual offering (Coggins 2009, p. 90).

Conclusion
In conclusion the intention of my research was to discover the limits to recognition
when putting paintings through a variety of processes aimed at destabilising the
images and possibly eliminating the necessity for a definitive reading.

During the research three particular processes arose that were used to demonstrate
these destabilising effects. These processes were: using the method of display to
encourage a contingent reading through juxtaposition and repetition; working
between the practices of painting and photography with the aim of confusing both
the recognition of the image and the form of its appearance, and breaking down or
using painterly marks to obscure painted images to test how they are understood
and how this process affects meaning. The production of paintings is pursued to
research the possibilities of unpacking this type of concept that not only cannot
answer questions, or offer a clear interpretative path, but dispels the necessity for
the questions in the first place.

Early areas of the research concentrated on mundane imagery, focusing on memory
and trips to the Wimmera, and interest was developed in how the works were
displayed to engage a contingent reading. Two approaches were initially employed –
one using an aleatory approach, the other an organised and prescribed showing.
Both displays worked as single units allowing contingency and juxtaposition to
affect the reading of the pieces. I found that, as the work progressed, repetition
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would recur as an investigative device. This was used in the Ducks and Candy series
and, though approached in slightly different ways, nevertheless opened the research
into the differences that become apparent in the repetitive process. I concluded that
this method of working and display can have a disruptive effect either by those
slight differences that can be noticed (although my works were not that closely
related), or through changes to the reading of the work, due to juxtaposition and
contingent hangs that destabilise the understanding and viewing of the artwork, as
discussed in Chapter Two. These two areas of investigation are continuing as I feel I
have only lightly touched on the possible configurations and effects to be obtained
by repetitious production and juxtaposition.

The investigation into the painting‐photography dichotomy led to some interesting
outcomes concerning materials and techniques. This research also brought to my
attention the effects of digital photography when recording my paintings – the
flattening and unifying nature of the process. I believe that the most interesting
result from this particular investigation is the questioning I received when the
printed works on paper were hung. There was some confusion as to how they were
produced and when in the production timeline and this was a satisfying result.

As the research progressed an interest developed as to whether it is possible to
disrupt the formation of an image before ‘crystallisation’ or ‘evaporation’ can occur
and allow the artistic intent or chance occurrence to hover in this formative area
(Bachelard (1943) 1988 p. 13). Although the production of an artwork can be
ceased at a point where the understanding is open‐ended, and though describing the
artist’s intent, a subjective reading will inevitably ensue. However, not only might
the reading be misaligned with the intention, but this engagement could be
deliberately disrupted to effect an orchestrated paradox. Further research into this
unresolved state continues.
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Appendix 1
In mid 2013, I was invited to take part in an exhibition called Kitsch at Brunswick
Street Galleries. Although the invitation drew from images of Motel 2013 (Figure 8
centre image) in addition to the duck paintings, I decided to only display the duck
images as a cohesive grouping. In addition to the seven duck paintings referred to
previously I decided to paint a further diptych of images of yellow plastic ducks in
keeping with criteria as stated below.

Figure 43 Linda Wheeler, Alice! Yes
Marcia? 2013 diptych, oil on canvas,
30 x 40cm x 2

These two paintings were also executed in oil on canvas, however an irreverent
element was added alluding to the 1980s television sitcom The Brady Bunch (Figure
43 Alice! Yes Marcia?). Although it was interesting to display the duck paintings in
public, and notwithstanding the choice of everyday objects generally as subject
matter in my paintings at that time, I was not primarily interested in investigating
high versus low art relationships. My intent was rather to employ ambiguity in my
work that involved the viewer’s sense of balance or understanding being challenged.
If this brought into play a humorous element, so be it.

III

Kitsch
Brunswick Street Galleries, Fitzroy
16 August ‐ 29 August 2013
Exhibition Criteria
Since its inception, Kitsch, as an artistic aesthetic, has morphed from cheap
market art to high in demand and ironically irreplaceable 'high' art.
KITSCH at Brunswick Street Gallery explores the constant re‐evaluation of
what is considered KITSCH. The brown and orange combination of 1970s
crockery is now met by the mid 2000's hiphop craze. Engaging an
approach that embodies the ephemeral, the participating artists
contribute to a Melbournian dialogue on contemporary art by capturing
this fleeting aesthetic.
Curators: Suzannah Henty and Miriam Arbus

Figure 44 Kitsch Exhib. 2013, Brunswick Street Galleries,
display detail. Image Linda Wheeler

Artist’s Statement

Whilst investigating the quotidian and imagery associated with the contemporary
everyday experience, the ubiquitous plastic duck has made an appearance and, true
to nature, has pullulated to an abundance of indiscriminate sentimentality.
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Appendix 2
A Conversation With Painting
Red Gallery, St. George’s Road, North Fitzroy
15th October – 1 November, 2014

Figure 45 Linda Wheeler A Conversation With Painting invite
Featuring Watcher 2014

A Conversation With Painting
The paintings on display explore tensions that emerge from problems of
recognition. I consider painting exists in a contested relationship to photography
and I am attempting to breach the boundaries in this relationship.
Personal memories play an important role in my painting praxis. I use personal, as
well as randomly acquired photographic source material to start the developmental
process. Consequently, thoughts associated with these personal references could
inform the outcome. However, the work moves through a series of changes in a
similar way that our memories are fluid and often unfixed, subject to embellishment
and fade. Likewise, the final works that emerge could be considered something
other, where recognition is confounded and meaning limited.
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Figure 46 Linda Wheeler, ACWP, Red Gallery, Fitzroy, left wall installation, 2014

Figure 47 Linda Wheeler, ACWP, Red Gallery, Fitzroy, right wall installation, 2014

VI

Seminars and Trips
Text Object Text symposium 2012, LTU, Bundoora
Field Trip, Wimmera, Mildura 2012
Sydney Biennale 2012, Sydney
Melbourne Now, National Gallery of Victoria & Ian Potter Museum 2014
AAANZ Keynote Speaker David Joselit, A Multitude of Images, 2013 NGV
Talk: Where is Painting? David Joselit, 2013 Monash University, Caulfield
Group Exhibition, Open Studios, 2013, Trio Arts, Kyneton
Group Exhibition, Kitsch 2013, Brunswick Street Galleries, Fitzroy
Group Exhibition SubText 2014, Phyllis Palmer Gallery, Bendigo
Genius and Ambition Seminar, VAC and Bendigo Art Gallery, 2014
Solo Exhibition, A Conversation with Painting 2014, Red Gallery, North Fitzroy,
Funded through Internal Research Grant, LTU
Terrains of Memory, Visual Arts Symposium, 2015, Theatre Royal, Castlemaine, joint
project LTU & Castlemaine State Festival
Post Graduate conferences, Bundoora 2013, 2014 & PG Retreat Daylesford 2014
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