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→ The focus of this article is on practical and theoretical concerns that 

have informed my painting practice, and on the aff ective possibilities 

of the surface of a particular kind of photo-based painting. The 

discussion is framed against the background of aspects of photography 

and painting ‘as media’, and on the possibilities for a productive space 

between these two media being enacted on a surface that is at once 

painterly and photographic. This idea is investigated with reference 

to the work of German artist Gerhard Richter, whose work I see as 

particularly eff ective in inscribing the surface so as to signify the 

contradictory nature of the two surfaces combined. 

I also draw on Rosemary Hawker’s (2002, 2009) discussion of 

the ‘impossibility’ of the translation of one medium or ‘text’ into 

another. The resultant failure of translation ironically reveals the 

idiom of each medium and enables the diff erences between them. 

Hawker suggests that when photography is cited in painting, that 

which is ‘proper’ to both is interrupted, so that the viewer can ‘see’ 

photography in its translation in a way that is not revealed by the 

photograph itself. Painting’s more obviously mediated nature is a 

precondition for revealing not only its own limitations, but also those 

of photography. The resultant image is both revealed and concealed 

by the physicality of the paint on canvas and by the photographic 

layer, or ‘fi lm’, a clear index of the diff erent temporalities that shape 

each medium. 

This ambiguity of representation relates to Hal Foster’s 

(1996) reinterpretation of illusionism in terms of its “traumatic 

structure”. The surface becomes a metaphor for the image-screen that 

mediates the viewer’s encounter with an unknowable (and therefore 
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In an ongoing series of paintings from approximately 
2000 to the present I have explored the relation 
between painting and photography, and the affective 
potential of a ‘combination’ of the two media, as 
manifest in paintings that can be described as at once 
painterly and photographic. Photography as a ‘way of 
seeing’ is therefore as much the subject of my research 
as the obvious act of painting from photographs. It is 
at the interface of the trajectories of each medium, I 
suggest, that possibilities for critical intervention 
and affect arise. 

I decided to approach this investigation tangentially, 
by referring to Kathryn Smith’s comment in her review 
of my Family Album exhibition in 2001 as it goes to 
the heart of the theoretical research that continues 
to inform my work. Smith (2001) states: 

These paintings reveal more about what photography 
‘leaves out’ than if one were to employ photography 
itself to this same end. There is something uncomfort-
able about the space you sense lies between the original 
photograph and Preller’s resurrection of its image as a 
monochromatic painting. 

It is the significance of this space, resurrected and 
made visible in a particular type of photo-based 
painting, that I elucidate on in this paper, as it forms 
the crux of my research, both in practice and in theory.

My paintings that form the subject of this research 
originate from family photographs and stills from 
home movies. The focus of my investigation, both in 
practice and in theory, is on how the act of painting, 
as a painstaking process of achieving the illusion of a 
photographic image, can be embodied in a way that 
not only makes visible the problems inherent in any 
representation, but also gives visual form to the ‘blind 
spots’ which form part of the act of remembering. 
The relation between photography and painting is 
reconsidered, not in an attempt to outdo or replicate 
the photograph, but in order to explore the ambiguities 
that arise in the interplay of different surface qualities, 
where there is a mutual infiltration of the painterly and 
the photographic. It is also on the surface of painting 
where I see new possibilities for a productive space 
between media being enacted.

It needs to be emphasised that my painting is not 
the ‘product’ or ‘outcome’ of theoretical research, 
or vice versa. The two components go hand in hand, 
so that theoretical discourses around photography 
and painting are in effect explored, internalised and 

‘understood’ in the process of making. The intensity 
of labour involved in translating photographs into 
paint allows for an understanding of the complexi-
ties inherent in the theory, and it also allows for 
subsequent theoretical reflection on the process itself. 
As Maarit Mäkelä (2007:159) points out: “Without the 
artefact, there is just the assumptive theory, which is 
separated from the actual process of making”. Where 
the making of the paintings is the “driving force 
behind the research” (Mäkelä 2007:159), theory and 
practice inform each other to an extent that knowledge 
gained is as much the result of theoretical reflection 
as of physical labour.

I briefly discuss aspects of photography and painting, 
specifically insofar as media-specificity and surface 
are concerned, as the latter underpins issues relevant 
to a dialogue between the two media. Pertinent to my 
argument is the fact that a consideration of media 
has not lost its relevance in contemporary art critical 
discourse precisely because any form of art inescap-
ably invokes the tradition and the history that are 
always already ‘given’ in any interpretation thereof. 
The very fact that these histories are invoked allows 
the medium itself to sustain a critical dimension and 
circumvents the kind of ‘closure’ that seals specific 
media in previous interpretations.i

In the case of painting the ‘already given’ has been 
played out, to a large extent, within the context of 
its varying surface qualities, not least because of the 
seminal importance accorded the surface in terms of 
modernist formalism (Harrison 1991:175; Schwabsky 
2007:26).ii Being part and parcel of painting’s history, 
modernism is already inscribed in any engagement 
with the discourse of painting. Of specific relevance 
is Clement Greenberg’s emphasis on the discipline-
specific purity of modernist art in terms of which 
the ‘greatness’ of art lies in the languages intrinsic 
to each medium, in the reduction of every work to its 
own ‘expressive essence’, so that innovation can only 
be measured within the confines of the medium. The 
surface as the central focus of Greenberg’s theory 
is encompassed in his statement: “The essence of 
Modernism lies, as I see it, in the use of the character-
istic methods of a discipline to criticize the discipline 
itself – not in order to subvert it, but to entrench it 

more firmly in its area of competence” (Greenberg 
cited by Harrison & Wood 1992:755). 

Partly as a result of the compromised status of the 
painted surface in the aftermath of modernism, 
the widely held view was that painting had become 
obsolete, at least “as medium” (Hawker 2009:266). 
Inevitably, the critical potential for painting came to be 
seen largely in terms of its potential for a critique of the 
medium itself, often manifesting as a renouncement 
of painting altogether. Charles Harrison (1991:189) 
sees this potential for criticality as lying in “painting 
which draws attention to its own surface … which 
narrates the problems it is made of, and which thus 
inhibits unreflective and uncritical consumption”. In 
other words, he refers to painting that contains, as 
an integral part of the work, some aspect of its own 
production; a critical dimension sustainable only by 
bringing its own history into play. This strategy would 
operate so as to draw attention to painting’s fictitious 
character, and not to produce some kind of visual effect 
(in terms of an ‘aesthetic experience’). 

Modernism’s legacy not only marked subsequent 
dispositions towards high modernist painting, but 
also towards forms of realism or illusionism. Harrison 
(1991:175) describes this condition as the “conven-
tional antithesis according to which accentuation 
of surface is supposed to be a defining tendency of 
Modernist painting and the development of plastic-
ity a feature of conservatism or of Realism”. The 
modernist emphasis on individuality and the artist’s 
expressive ‘presence’ found no place for illusionism, 
commonly represented as merely a mechanical skill, 
devoid of creativity and conflicting with innovation 
and expression. Negative connotations relating to 
illusionism, such as its perceived idealistic pretensions 
to reproducing a pre-existing world, were discarded 
along with abstraction, which led to the painted 
surface becoming a metaphor for discredited ideolo-
gies, expunged by artists as “the last vestiges of the 
old order of idealist composition” (Foster 1996:127). 

Photography, instead, emerged as a more ‘postmodern’ 
medium with which to problematise and expose issues 
of representation and identity,iii this notwithstanding 
the (tenuous) link between photography and illusion-
istic painting, which resides in the fact that both have 
been assumed to be transparent media that are able 
to capture and ‘fix’ the real, and that both have been 
subjected to accusations of being mere ‘mechani-
cal’ transcriptions of superficial visual experience. 
The significance of photography as representative 

unrepresentable) ‘reality’. Read with Roland Barthes’s (1993) reflec-

tions of the unnameable in certain photographs, I suggest that the 

labour of painting invested in a ‘combination’ of the painted and 

photographic surface may operate as the catalyst for the punctum 

that alters the sense of the image. The ‘trauma’ or shock of recognition 

therefore lies not so much with the people and places depicted, but 

rather in the viewer’s encounter with the laboured and ambivalent 

surface. This obsessive and time-consuming aspect of the translation 

of photographs into paint is the motivating force behind my research. 

It is through the physical labour of painting that the theoretical 

concerns, which inform my work, can be productively articulated 

and situated within a broader critical context. The painted surface 

becomes the site where the affective potential of photo-based painting, 

informed by a specific theoretical discourse, finds manifestation.
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medium lies not only in its use as medium per se 
(which is not the subject of this paper), but also in the 
fact that the photograph, for some artists working 
in the late 1950s and early 1960s, came to be seen 
as a means of resistance to modernist tenets such as 
flatness, autonomy and medium-specificity, as well 
as to modernism’s aversion towards figuration and 
illusionism (Schwabsky 2007:26). 

Using photographs explicitly as source material 
allowed artists such as Andy Warhol, Vija Celmins, 
Richard Hamilton, Malcolm Morley and numerous 
othersiv to not only reflect on their world but also 

“on the phenomenon of how it was represented” 
(Rugoff 2007:11). In these artists’ work, perhaps 
most famously in Warhol’s, the endless circulation 
of images itself became the subject matter or motif. 
Through explicitly commenting on the pervasive 
dissemination of information through technologi-
cal advances, artists explored the manner in which 
photography was altering constructions of the world 

and, by implication, the structure of vision itself 
(Rugoff 2007:10-11). 

Notably, in the work of Pop artists in particular, an 
unequal relationship between painting and photog-
raphy was effected, where “one term always passes 
ironic judgment on the other” (Silverman 2007:18). 
This differs from the work of another group of artists, 
of which German artist Gerhard Richter is perhaps 
the most cited, who were more specifically interested 
in the ways in which the meaning and informa-
tion contained in a photograph changes once it is 

‘reinvented’ in oil on canvas, where “the conventions of 
both media [are] equally estranged” (Rugoff 2007:14). 
It is this particular conflation of photography and 
painting that redirected my thinking around my own 
work. Richter does not invoke photography as a means 
of parody or ironic quotation, but simply ‘restages’ 
the photograph in paint. Of further relevance is the 
fact that the poignancy of modern life is made visible 
in a manner that results not only from the content or 

choice of image, but also, crucially, as a direct result 
of the dialogue with photography.

In terms of the consequences of a ‘combination’ of 
painting and photography, I have found Richard Shiff’s 
(1989) analysis of the differences between the two 
media specifically relevant, in so far as he discusses 
the centrality of the photograph in the debate about 
the possibility of ‘figuring the real’. Shiff’s (1989:175) 
argument centres on the commonly held view of 
photography as a ‘phase’ in the history of natural-
istic depiction, with its status as the most reliable 
means to imitate the real leading to claims for the 
obsolescence of painting. Emphatically referring to 
photography as another ‘way of seeing’; another order 
of the image, he argues that viewers are not dealing 
with different phases in naturalistic depiction but with 
photography as a new relationship between the image 
and reality. Photography is not a further development 
in the narrative of painting simply because it is not 
part of the same tradition (Shiff 1989:175). It is not 
part of this tradition because of its mechanical nature, 
its “automatism” − the absence of the “hand” (Shiff 
1989:172). 

It follows that photography is indexical of the object it 
depicts while painting is indexical first and foremost 
of the painter’s “hand” or brushmark (Shiff 1989:170). 
When painting does index an object “it does so only 
figuratively”; in other words the nature of that index 
is subject to the “vagaries of interpretation” (Shiff 
1989:170, emphasis in original). When both indexes are 
present simultaneously, painting is subordinated to 
the photographic print and vice versa. As Jean-Philippe 
Antoine (1995:64) points out, the photographic image 
is robbed of its indexical character, that is, “of its only 
claim to supersede painting as a good recording of 
the real”. At the same time, ironically: “The elements 
which have for centuries constituted the archetypal 
means of iconic imitation – line drawing and oil 
painting – are subordinated here to the imitation of 
that which ruined its calling, the photographic print” 
(Antoine 1995:64). 

I see Richter’s work as particularly effective in register-
ing this duality. In direct contrast to the indexing of the 
artist’s ‘hand’ is Richter’s statement, in an interview 
with Rolf Shön (cited by Obrist 1995:73) in 1972, that he 
does not use photography “as a means to painting but 

… painting as a means to photography”. Richter draws 
a distinction between ‘imitating’ and ‘making’ that is 
central to the complex layers of meaning in his work: 

“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 practicing photography by other means (Shön 
cited by Obrist 1995:73). 

In providing an access point to Richter’s photo-based 
paintings Rosemary Hawker (2002; 2009) draws on 
Jacques Derrida’s analysis of the idiomatic aspects 
inherent in each ‘language’ or ‘medium’ and of the 
complexities of the translation of one text into another.v 
Very briefly, Derrida’s (in Hawker 2009:274) argument 
is that knowledge is always mediated, “that there is 
nothing that we can know in some ‘original’ or unmedi-
ated form”. Conversely, people can only ever access 
things in the world through its translation, whatever 
form this may take. It follows that, however necessary, 
the task of translation is always impossible, and it is 
so because of the workings of idiom (conventionally 
discussed in terms of its function in language). The 

“paradox of idiom” (as identified by Derrida) is that, 
however familiar people are with the idiom of any 
language, its idiosyncrasies are not easily isolated or 
defined (Hawker 2002:543). Ironically, the existence 
of idiom becomes more pronounced and visible in 
translation precisely because of the resultant absences 
in the translation and the inadequacy of the transla-
tion to retain the idiomatic aspects of the original text 
(Hawker 2009:275).

Hawker (2009:274) draws the correlation with media, 
arguing that each medium is similarly defined by its 
own idiom. What is lost of the original in its translation 
is its idiom, so that it is never possible to accurately 
communicate all of the nuances of meaning entailed 
in the original (Hawker 2009:274). To translate an 
idiom into another language therefore always leads to 
a “remainder” – that which cannot be said; that which 
is always “outside of translation” (Hawker 2009:276). 
Drawing a further analogy with language, Hawker 
(2009:277) argues that it operates in the same way 
as a “citation” of one text in another, which always 

“interrupts” the original (cited) context of the text.

In terms of Hawker’s (2009:277) argument, Richter in 
effect “interrupts the text of painting” by admitting 
photography as another “mode of representation”, 
blurring the boundaries between the two media to an 
extent that it becomes difficult to identify the work in 
the context of either photography or of painting. In 
doing so he reveals “what is idiomatic to the medium 
of photography precisely by citing it”, so that “we can 
see photography through its citation in painting in a 
way that we cannot see it as photography” (Hawker 

Fig. 1. Preller, K. Chris, Montgomery 
Park, 1960s. 2000. Oil on canvas. 
103cm x 105cm. Private collection. 
Courtesy of Karin Preller. 
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2002:544), more so since painting is always already 
accepted as mediated and therefore makes visible 
the photographic mediation. Crucially, as Hawker 
(2009:277, emphasis added) points out in relation to 
the photographic idiom, it is only in “its failure to 
remain idiomatic when Richter paints it, that we know 
something of either medium and of medium generally”. 

Another consequence of the failure to retain the idiom 
of any language or medium in translation is that the 
translation necessarily ‘produces’ or adds meaning 
to the original (Hawker 2009:274). In Richter’s work 
the meaning that is ‘added’ is the idiom of painting 
so that painting, too, “cedes any claim that it may 
have had to adequately represent a totality” (Hawker 
2009:277). Painting’s more obviously ‘mediated’ 
nature is a precondition for revealing not only its 
own inadequacies, but also that of photography. The 
two media in effect “redefine each other”, and in the 
process make visible the “lack of correspondence 

between looking, perception, and representation 
more generally” (Hawker 2002:546).vi Richter, in 
other words, “does not want to show how different 
photography is to other media but instead how like 
them it is” (Hawker 2002:547).

Richter’s strategies in this regard can be elucidated 
with reference to the ‘blur’, which is perhaps the most 
‘cited’ aspect of the photographic idiom with which 
Richter inscribes the surface to signify the contradic-
tory nature of the surface. By citing the photographic 
blur in painting Richter not only draws attention to 
photography’s inadequacies, but also to the resultant 
poignancy of the photograph, in a way in which the 
photograph itself cannot do. The existence of blur 
in a photograph (of the nature of a snapshot, where 
the photographer’s intention would be to capture as 
sharp a likeness as possible) is usually indicative of the 
technical failures of the photographer or equipment. 
It is not in and of itself an element that possesses an 

affective quality. When made visible in paint, however, 
it has the ability to signify the loss and absence at the 
heart of every photograph. 

Richter’s Betty (1988)vii is a painting which remains 
closer in appearance to the original photograph 
than many of his other photo-based paintings (in 
which pervasive blurring disrupts the original to a 
larger extent). The painting is clearly derivative from 
a photographic image in its use of selective focus 
and in the turn of the head at the exact moment 
the photograph was taken (a ‘failed’ shot, in other 
words). As Hawker (2002:546) points out, ‘blur’ has 
nothing to do with normal seeing as it is “idiomatic 
to photography, not vision”. Significantly, as Thomas 
Crow (1996:107) notes, “the painting [Betty] keeps 
its distance from the likes of [Andrew] Wyeth to the 
degree that it recovers its affective potential from its 
mechanically objectifying means”. In other words, it 
is the contradictory nature of the painting that ‘works’ 
so as to hold the viewer’s attention. Luc Lang (1995:29) 
describes this contradictory nature of the painting 
well in the following comment: “Knowing that these 
are most often oils on canvas in no way dissipates 
the uneasiness you may feel in front of a painting by 
Gerhard Richter, so problematical is it to identify 
these images”. 

Another reason for the contradictory nature of 
Richter’s paintings is that two separate “distances” are 
set in motion (Lang 1995:32); the first is the distance 
between the painter’s hand and the surface; and the 
second the distance between the camera’s viewfinder 
and the photographed object. While the photograph 
relates to the ‘virtual’ depth of representation, the 
brushmarks on the surface refer to the physicality of 
paint on canvas. In Richter’s work, the physicality of 
paint is not only visible; it acts as a “screen above the 
subject matter, above the photograph reproduced and 
reworked in painting” (Meinhardt 2005:148, emphasis 
added). The photographic image is at once revealed 
and concealed by the overlain visible medium of paint. 
The resultant duality of surface and its affect is also 
articulated by Rachel Haidu (2007:159) who notes that:

The translation of the painting surface into a kind of 
doubleness – a film, something extra, both ‘beneath’ 
the surface and ‘of’ it – creates a separation within the 
picture, one that is refracted in the ambiguity of the 
paintings’ projected viewing positions. 

Haidu’s (2007:159) “separation within the picture” 
is consistent with Smith’s (2000) articulation of 
the “uncomfortable space” between the original 

photograph and “its image as a monochromatic 
painting” in her comment on my paintings, referred 
to in the introduction to this paper, that formed part 
of the Family Album exhibition. 

The layer that conceals the image moreover consists 
not only of the physical, ‘present’ layer of paint, but 
also of the photographic layer; “the then of when the 
scene was photographed” (Haidu 2007:161, emphasis 
in original). The clear index of the different temporal-
ity that shapes photography and painting, I suggest, 
opens a space for the projection of memory and 
the transience of the moment. In Richter’s Nurses 
(1965) viii the image is clearly derivative from a black 
and white photograph, but the manipulation of paint 
is visible in the dragging of the brush over wet paint 
with which Richter effects the exaggerated blur. The 
tension between paint and photographic surface gives 
rise to precisely the elusive space that exists on the 
borders between painting and photography. Affect 
and ambiguity arise from the disruption of one surface 
by the other; by multiple layers of flatness and depth. 
The painting “narrates the problems it is made of”, to 
refer back to Harrison’s (1991:189) comment relating 
to critical possibilities for painting in the aftermath 
of modernism. The photographically derived likeness 
is held in suspension by the veneer of the surface, 
which threatens to dissolve the image, undermining 
the photograph’s clarity and cohesion and, as a result, 
the photograph’s (contested) status as a “certificate of 
presence” (Barthes 1980:87).

In terms of the ‘content’ of his paintings, Richter (cited 
by Obrist 1995:73) states that the photograph freed 
him from the conventions of art: “It [the photograph] 
had no style, no composition, no judgment. It freed 
me from personal experience. For the first time, there 
was nothing to it: it was pure picture”. The implication 
is that Richter chose to render photographs because 
of their “banality and absence of affect” (Costello 
2007:83).ix That the affective quality of Richter’s 
painting is registered in spite of statements like these 
is elucidated by Diarmuid Costello (2007:84) when he 
states that “Richter undermines painting’s status as an 
expressive medium, by producing pictures so devoid 
of personality – so ‘automatic’ – as to be unsettling 
as paintings”. Donald Kuspit (1993:245) interprets 
this ‘unsettling’ quality as linked to a larger theme in 
Richter’s work, namely the ‘banality’ of an “incompre-
hensible reality” as part of the “pathos of modern 
life”. However, the contradictory surface is again 
the key element that effects this “pathos”. Richter, 
like all painters, “is stuck with the modern heritage 

Fig. 2. Preller, K. Montgomery Park, 
1960s. 2009. Oil on canvas. 100cm x 
103cm. Private collection.  
Courtesy of Karin Preller. 
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– surface as an obvious manipulation – which means 
that surface always betrays the pathos it means to 
articulate” (Kuspit 1993:245). 

This simultaneous ‘betrayal’ and emergence of pathos 
is central to my own engagement with photography 
in paintings that, at first glance, read as photographs. 
Initially confronted by aspects of illusionism, which 
to me seemed outdated and conservative, my focus 
turned to a possible renewed significance of the 

‘labour’ of painting. Illusionistic painting effectively 
conceals the painted mark – the usual evidence of the 
painter’s ‘presence’. However, as discussed in terms of 
Richter’s work, the artist’s presence - at once asserted 
and denied - registers an effect of immediacy and of 
mediation, the resultant ambiguity operating as the 
catalyst for the shock of recognition that alters the 
sense of the image. The act or labour of painting may 
then be one of the key elements that could produce a 
particular kind of affective response, once it the viewer 
becomes aware of it. 

This is not to deny the affective power of a photograph 
in and of itself. In this respect Roland Barthes’s 
analysis of the nature of photography in Camera 
lucida (1993) has been of major importance to my 
thinking as his text develops predominantly around 
family photographs. In a previous publication (Preller 
2005:116-122) I discuss, in greater depth, Barthes’s 
analysis, in so far as it relates to Hal Foster’s (1996) 
reinterpretation of forms of illusionism, but the 
argument bears repetition here since it posits the 
labour of painting as the signifier that arguably shifts 
the reception of the image and acts as the rupture 
that at once reveals and conceals the ‘real’. While the 
photographic idiom is cited in terms of photographic 
blur and technical shortfalls, the labour of painting 
is equally cited as the idiom of painting, which makes 
visible Barthes’s punctum. 

For Barthes (1993:43), the punctum emerges through 
certain details in a photograph that have the ability to 
disturb – ultimately a very personal, subjective experi-
ence. The photograph endowed with a punctum has a 

‘blind field’, something which exceeds the obvious. It 
is in effect based on trauma and it is in this regard that 
Foster’s argument for an alternative approach to forms 
of realism and illusionism in his 1996 publication The 
return of the real has redirected and influenced my 
thoughts. Foster’s text, read with Barthes’s reflections 
on photography in Camera lucida, initially informed 
how I envisage a reinterpretation of labour as the 
idiom in painting. 

The complexity of Foster’s argument precludes easy 
summary and I refer here only briefly to his basic 
premise. Against the background of reductive notions 
of realism and illusionism Foster (1996:130) postulates 
another reading of illusionism – its possible “traumatic 
structure”. Based to a large extent on the theories of 
Jacques Lacan, Foster’s interpretation implies that the 
‘Real’ is always screened out by the image screen that 
forms between the audience and the world so that it 
becomes a kind of recurring impossibility, that which 
cannot be named. The traumatic, for Lacan, lies in a 

“missed encounter with the real” (Foster 1996:132). 
As missed, or unattainable, the traumatic cannot be 
represented and is always mediated – by the consti-
tuting looks of others; the symbolic order into which 
we are born; the conventions of ‘art’; the codes of 
representation. In this sense every image is, in effect, 
a metaphor for the screen between its audience and 
the real. This relates directly to Derrida’s notion of 
idiom as untranslatable and unrepresentable (Hawker 
2009:276) as well as to the discussion of Richter’s work 
in which the surface acts as the screen, which both 
conceals and reveals. 

To relate the ‘real’ to photography – Lacan’s account 
of the encounter with the ‘real’ is also the underlying 
theme of Barthes’s account of photography, specifi-
cally his reflections on the ‘unnameable’ in certain 
photographs, the implied absence that the photograph 
inevitably conveys, and the shock of recognition that 
alters the sense of the image (the punctum) (Iversen 
1994:455-456). Again, briefly, Foster (1996:132) refers 
predominantly to forms of superrealism in which the 
drive to represent the real is so obsessive and excessive 
so as to appear “anxious”, where the excessiveness of 
the illusionism itself signals the limitations of sight. 
Yet this anxious drive to smooth over the real, to 
seal it behind surfaces, points to it nonetheless and 
indicates, either obliquely or accidentally, exactly 
this unrepresentable real (Foster 1996:138; Barthes 
1993:49). It is in the very impossibility to achieve the 
perfect illusion that the real emerges. 

What is at stake in Foster’s analysis of illusionism is 
more than the nostalgia, shock, remembrance and loss 
evoked by the images themselves. Foster articulates 
that it is on the laboured surface that the artist’s 
efforts to reveal the ‘real’ are concentrated. It is also 
on the surface where this effort to penetrate the ‘real’ 
must then fail, since that which lies behind the screen 
is never fully accessible and therefore always unrepre-
sentable. But even in the latter instance, “it fails not to 
remind us of the real, and in this way it is traumatic 
too: a traumatic illusionism” (Foster 1996:144). 

While Foster deals mainly with those modes of 
representation in which the artist’s mark is totally 
obliterated, my focus, as stated, is on work in which 
one can say that two ‘orders of the image’ are combined 
in one image with simultaneous surfaces. I see this 
tension as the initial element which may force the 
viewer to project onto the painted surface and not 
solely on the subject matter, so that labour becomes 
the signifier: both the content and the means of 
expression. The obsessiveness of the labour involved 
in the creation of the initial illusion, and the apparent 
‘futility’ of rendering by hand that which could easily 
have been achieved by simply enlarging snapshots, 
arguably shifts the viewer’s reading of the images. 
Smith’s (2001) perception of an ‘uncomfortable space’, 
as the crux of this research, is articulated by Foster 
(1996:134): “It is a rupture less in the world than in the 
subject – between the perception and the conscious-
ness of the subject touched by an image”. 

The effects of desubjectification and stereotyping 
that photography inevitably brings about might 
be interpreted as simply a restaging of the implied 
absence and loss inherent in every photograph were 
it not for the implications of the inversion of the 
photograph into paint. At the same time as recording 
an actual ‘trace’, a photograph is also the beginning 
of the disappearance of the subject. As soon as a 
snapshot is taken it already belongs to the pile of 
discarded photographs that fail to hold our attention. 
The conception of photography as an affirmation 
of identity, or promise of immortality - which, as 
discussed by Anne Collins Goodyear (2007:211-215), 
could arguably have been considered a possibility in 
the early days of photography - has, in many instances, 
been substituted for the photograph as metaphor 
for the fragmentation of the subject, serving only to 
make visible the fleeting nature of the moment, the 
loss of substance, and the nature of the photograph 
as ‘absence’. 

Fig. 3. Preller, K. Red dress, 
Montgomery Park, 1960s. 2009. Oil on 
canvas. 100 x 103cm. Private collection. 
Courtesy of Karin Preller. 



critical possibilities for the encoding of labour in photography-based painting critical possibilities for the encoding of labour in photography-based painting

233 234on making on making

Painting is the very antithesis of this fragmentation 
and elusiveness, and in a sense fulfils the ‘immortal-
ity’ of the subject which the photograph promises but 
cannot deliver, almost as if painting has the effect of 
a suspension of the “death-bearing movement” of a 
photograph (Lang 1995:38). However, the unreliability 
and anxiety of memory − the implied absence and loss 
inherent in every photograph − are ironically also 
enhanced by the resultant painting. As Lang (1995:37) 
argues:

The images affect the audience by commuting 
photographic traces of disappearance into pictorial 
traces of apparition, by contrasting the figure fraying 
in the depth of an indistinctly gray pictorial space with 
the same figure that emerges on the surface of the canvas, 
thus painting’s beginnings are superimposed on photog-
raphy’s death.

In a similar manner, my painting practice deliberately 
calls attention to the nature of both the photograph 
and the resultant painting as constructs rather than 
seamless representations of an external reality or 

‘truth’. Chris, Montgomery Park, 1960s (2000) (Fig. 1) 
is a visibly mediated image because of the distortion 
caused by incorrect lighting and overexposure of the 
film, characteristic of the standards of the ‘snapshot’ 
of the 1960s. This photograph may not have held 
anyone’s attention, were it not for the fact that it has 
been enlarged and translated into paint. By enlarging 
the photograph, the photographic mediation is made 
visible by means of painting, setting reality at a double 
remove. The ‘tragic’ dimension made visible in paint 
is that the subject cannot be recovered, neither in 
memory nor in the photographic image. The ambigu-
ous surface, however, allows the banality of seemingly 
insignificant details to become visible.

Notwithstanding initial claims as a ‘trace of the real’, 
a photograph can never fully demonstrate or make 
visible the narrative of which it is only a fragment. It 
can only create openings into what is not shown, often 
through details that evoke something of that irretriev-
able essence of the subject, unexpectedly (Barthes’s 
punctum). As far as my own paintings are concerned, 
I suggest that the absences, that which falls outside the 
frame, add meaning to the work. The very fact that the 
images are enlarged in such a painstaking way makes 
the omissions all the more palpable.

But even where technological shortfalls are not part 
of the photograph or accentuated in its reinvention 
in paint, the ‘labour’ of painting itself, I suggest, still 
acts as signifier that registers tension and ambiguity. 

Gertrud Koch (1995:9) makes an important statement 
when she says, of some of Richter’s landscapes - which 
remain close to their original photographic source 

- that they must be viewed in the original in order 
for the unsettling tension and fracture between the 
two media to be registered. Richter’s paintings of 
this nature, according to Koch (1995:9), “demolish 
their photographic origins with something near to 
pathos; but in their small photographic reproduc-
tions they look less like paintings than like photos 
of photos”. This applies to many of my earlier works 
that, when reproduced photographically, again read 
as photographs. 

All of my paintings in the series of exhibitions that 
take family photographs as subject matter are 
autobiographical.x The narrative that is seemingly 
staged is interrupted precisely because of the 
nature of the photograph as fragment. The very 
notion of coherence that the family album promises 
is undermined. This is partly due to the choice of 
images, which, however random it may seem, is 
based on careful selection (a personal and subjective 
resonance). Commenting on this work, Smith (2001) 
points out: “If one pays attention to the titles, we can 
trace certain people from childhood to adulthood and 
a family home through several decades”. However, the 
staging of a specific narrative was not intended, and 
a similar interruption of narrative would have been 
effected even if all of the photographs that make up any 
family ‘archive’ are reproduced in paint. The family 
album ultimately operates in the same way as other 
representations, blanking out what is not represented 
and, in so doing, perpetuating myths about what is 
represented. It is in the poses and conventions of the 
photo album that Lacan’s image-screen, which masks 
the real, is located (Hirsch 1997:102-103). In this sense 
the album is always about the family ‘romance’ and 
not about actualities. The very fact that the snapshots 
are enlarged and ‘remade’ in paint emphasises the 
fictitious character of the family album. 

In Stills (2009) and City and Suburban (2010),xi a series 
of paintings originating from 8mm home movies 
filmed by my father in the 1960s, the blurred and 
erratic qualities of the original film are accentuated 
along with the distinctive, faded colour − often infused 
with a turquoise and/or yellow wash. A poignant record 
of family life and its spaces, film captures the existence 
of specific moments and ‘narratives’ perhaps more 
evocatively than photographs do. Yet, when isolated 
and translated in paint (Figs. 2-4), the stills register 
the fragmentary nature of the moment perhaps more 

Fig. 4. Preller, K. Brixton 1960s 1, 2, 3, 4. 2010. Oil on canvas. 
83cm x 98cm each. Private collection. 
Courtesy of Karin Preller. 
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dramatically than the Family Album paintings. The 
selection of images by means of freezing specific 
frames facilitates an accentuation of blur (movement) 
and cropping – effecting, in paint, a greater disrup-
tion of surface by means of visible and less carefully 
controlled brushmarks. Viewed from up close there is 
nothing but paint − an erasure of detail, an emphasis 
on stark tonal contrasts and blurred forms. From a 
distance, the ‘photographic’ quality asserts itself. 

Although the theoretical and discursive context of 
aspects of photography and painting forms an integral 
part of my research, I do not see theory and practice 
existing as binary opposites, nor do I see either one as 
preceding the other in the actual process of working 
and reworking of the surface of the paintings. The 
latter reveal the complexities inherent both in photog-
raphy and in painting and allow for the articulation of 
the dialogue between practice and theory − a process 
of “knowing through making” (Mäkelä 2007:157). 
The very impossibility of recuperating memory is 
revealed mainly through the process of clinically, and 
obsessively, working through the practical problems 
presented by my painting. The physical labour of 
painting becomes a process not only of remember-
ing, but also of recurring loss. Notwithstanding the 
immediacy of painting, the image, translated from 
the snapshot, is set at a double remove in the painting, 

threatening to dissolve again and again, the surface 
becoming a metaphor for the ‘screen’ that filters the 
viewer’s perception of the original moment when the 
photograph was taken. The labour itself accentu-
ates the fragility of memory and the inadequacies 
of both media as recordings of the ‘real’. Foster’s 
(1996:127-168) articulation of the ‘trauma’ inherent 
in certain images, read with Barthes’s reflections on 
photography in Camera lucida (1993), become ‘visible’ 
once played out on the painted canvas. A significant 
part of my research therefore hinges on the painted 
surface becoming the signifier in itself, so that, as 
articulated by Mäkelä (2007:157), “the final products 
(the artefacts) can be seen as revealing their stories, 
i.e. the knowledge they embody”.

The paintings, due to the ambiguity of the surface, act 
as reminders of a past that simultaneously appears 
and disappears, and it is this tension between surface 
qualities that registers the ‘trauma’ and affective 
potential of the painted surface. Instead of creating 
the illusion that what is represented is within our 
reach, the blur of time is inscribed both in the stills/
photographs and in its reappearance in oils. The 
work of mourning is double – not only due to faded 
memories that cannot be returned, but also due to 
the loss of substance ironically accentuated by the 
medium of paint. 

endnotes

i. In the same way that painting as medium has become problematic as a result of new digital imaging technologies, the 
medium of photography has similarly become problematic. It is no longer possible to conceptualise either painting or 
photography as “unified medium” (Hawker 2009:267). As any medium is always already inscribed with its own tradition and 
history, a continuing assessment of the role of media remains relevant, especially when specifically invoked.

ii. It is by now widely acknowledged that modernism is a complex concept, not easily definable, and not automatically 
synonymous with Clement Greenberg’s theories. However, the extent to which Greenberg’s articulation has impacted on 
art, and specifically on painting, cannot be denied (Harrison 1991:10-11). Due to the inevitable link between the status of 
painting and this specific construct, any reference to modernism, unless otherwise qualified, is to the Greenbergian version.

iii. The “paradoxical nature” of photography, which makes it an ideal vehicle for challenging the ideological underpinnings of 
‘high art’ is discussed extensively by Linda Hutcheon (1989:114-130) in The politics of postmodernism.

iv. An exhibition at the Hayward Gallery in London, titled The Painting of Modern Life 196�0s to Now (2007), focused on artists 
whose work can be said to have been influenced, in one way or another, by photography.

v. Hawker (2002; 2009) draws on the following texts: Derrida, J (1987) and Graham, JE (1985). 

vi. With regard to the work of American artist Jeff Wall, Diarmuid Costello (2007:76) discusses the transverse, namely whether 
it is possible for a photographer to make a work which rivals a painting. Richter, then, is a painter who makes photographs 
by means of painting while Wall is a photographer who uses the techniques of photography to make a painting (Costello 
2007:76). Hawker (2009:268) similarly argues that artists such as Richter and Wall “pursue an image condition that cannot 
be understood within the bounds of one medium”, indicating, again, the continued relevance of media in the production of 
art. 

vii. Richter, G. Betty, 1988. Oil on canvas. 102cm x 72cm. Saint Louis Art Museum (Gerhard Richter [sa]).

viii. Richter, G. Nurses, 1965. Oil on canvas. 48cm x 60cm. Kaiser Wilhelm Museum, Krefeld (Gerhard Richter [sa]).

ix. In response to a question as to why he paints photographs, Richter (cited by Silverman 2007:22) answered: “Perhaps because 
I’m sorry for the photograph, because it has such a miserable existence even though it is such a perfect picture, I would like 
to make it valid, make it visible – just make it”. As Kaya Silverman (2007:21) points out: “This is another of the reasons why 
they [photographs] are so important for Richter, and why he emphasizes both their agency and their authorlessness”.
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