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ALTERITY ATELIER

Nathan Duvall

New College of Florida, 2010

ABSTRACT

Through a series of landscape oil paintings and aquatints, I depict the 

contemporary individual's estrangement from the world by the effects of mediation. The 

source material – staged photo-shoots and live webcam feeds, imply the distanced and 

filtered gaze of the contemporary individual whose access to the world is mediated by 

cultural beliefs and digital information. The work depicts an unfulfilled desire for 

freedom from the limited self – a yearning for the sublime – a completion brought about 

by subject-object collapse, the absolution of distinctions between self and other. This 

yearning for transcendent wholeness is situated in opposition to the “technological 

sublime,” which asserts that transcendence of the individual's limitations can be achieved 

through outward conquest and subjugation of the world. Yet, the contemporary man 

pursues the former by means of the latter – fulfillment of an inner state through outward 

action – and by doing so, remains unresolved. This dilemma is explored through 

landscape painting, with an awareness of the genre's historical function as a medium of 

objectification. In exploration of these issues, I have considered the work of other artists 

including Caspar David Friedrich, Thomas Cole, Peter Doig, Gerhard Richter, Walter 
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DeMaria, and David Park, as well as the philosophy of Edmund Burke, Immanuel Kant, 

and Jean-François Lyotard. 

                                                                   Kim Anderson

Division of Humanities     
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ALTERITY ATELIER

And men go about to wonder at the heights of the mountains, and the 
mighty waves of the sea, and the wide sweep of rivers, and the circuit of the 
ocean, and the revolution of stars, but themselves they consider not.  
                                                                 ~ St. Augustine

For outness is but the feeling of otherness (alterity) rendered intuitive, or 
alterity visually represented.                   ~ Samuel Taylor Coleridge 

INTRODUCTION

This thesis evolved out of a desire to paint figures in landscapes. It was just my 

inclination. The type of landscape that I wanted to paint was not a particular place so 

much as an aspect of our contemporary world, a state of our experience, the space of our 

mind, more than any particular place. I started researching the history of landscape 

painting, wilderness landscape painting, the American wilderness, all of which fed into 

ideas of the sublime and the history of the sublime, which I discovered to be a term that 

denoted a realm of the human experience that for a long time interested me, though I had 

known it by other vocabulary. In looking at landscape as a genre, I found that historically 

it was bound up in discourses on its role in imperialism and the objectification of the 

world. Also, landscape painters had followed sets of aesthetic principles that defined their 

compositions. They would go out in the world, and choose their vista, compose their 

image, and modify it, so that what they represented fit an imposed ideal more so than 

accurately representing the world around them. This seems much like the photoshopped 

models in magazines today and the creation of an inherently unattainable ideal of beauty.  

I thought these were interesting examples of how the reality we experience as viewers is 
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mediated by art and technology, as well as by our own ideas and constructs.

The central subject of my work is the sensation of isolation, alienation, and 

separateness that the contemporary individual experiences in relation to the world. I think 

this sensation arises from ideas that we ourselves create – from our own constructs of 

separation. Reality is thus mediated by these beliefs. In my work, this psychological 

experience of isolation is hyperbolized as this division of man from nature. 

This idea of the manmade versus the natural, I think is a rather absurd idea 

because obviously everything that exists has arisen out of natural processes, and so in 

actuality there cannot be this great divide between natural and manmade. Yet this idea 

persists that there is this separateness between ourselves and the natural that lies outside 

the walls of civilization. This dichotomy creates an idea of a nature that we are unable to 

exist as a part. This ideal of the wilderness, which is pure and pristine in its apartness 

from ourselves1 results in a sense of lack within – we thus seek outwardly, we yearn to go 

to nature, the wilderness, to find this naturalness and be renewed. I have been fascinated 

with this idea because I think that outward pursuit is what our culture and the world today 

thrives on, with consumerism and imperialism and those kinds of things. 

In this outward pursuit for completion, the sought can be thematized as the 

sublime – a brush with something so big, so awe inspiring, that it takes the individual out 

of himself and allows for expansion into something larger – a terrific moment when the 

isolation of the self is overcome by a transcendent encounter with that which is beyond 

representation –  a collapse of subject-object distinction. This resolution of separateness, 

dissolution of opposites, is a reunification with the estranged, a release so to speak, from 

our self-made exile of isolated bodies. It is terrifying precisely for that it threatens our 

1 See Cronon. 

2



identity, our individuality and sense of selves. This traditional notion of the sublime was 

sought in the wilderness experience, in a pristine Edenic landscape uncorrupted by the 

presence of man. 

So at the beginning of this project, I had all these ideas floating around in my head 

about landscape and mediation and framing of our reality and the wilderness landscape as 

a pure place that we could go into – sort of this American myth of journeying into nature 

and find ourselves, and find God, and be renewed, and escape the torments of civilization 

and so on. And with that, in December of 2009, a couple of my friends and I created this 

sort of – we wanted it to be a performance art piece, but we did not really know how we 

were going to document it or how we were going to use the material at all but we wanted 

to follow this road from our neighborhood through Miami back out into the Everglades. It 

was the first road, I think the first wagon trail in the area – Ingram Highway. In our 

neighborhood it is paved. It runs through Miami and then it goes out into the Everglades 

and turns into – it goes off of being a drivable road and becomes a foot trail, and then the 

foot trail ultimately ends in a big hammock full of water. So we thought it was a potent 

path to follow. We rode a bus, and then rode bicycles, and then went on foot. In this 

process of shedding these layers we were going back through time and back into sort of 

the origin of the landscape that we existed in the city. We did not really know what we 

were going to do to document it, but as we went in, we still had cellphone reception and 

we wanted to sort of explore this edge, this frontier of civilization and nature and what 

happens right along that edge and at the time I was also pretty interested in the idea of 

“liberating technology” like tents and sleeping bags, these things that allow us to get out 

and away from civilization that are actually entirely products of society. I realized that as  
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we were pushing out into the woods we were doing so with, almost an increased reliance 

on civilization and that really at the most fundamental level this whole journey that were 

doing of trying to go out there to get this state or get this moment is itself a product of our 

civilization and arises out of civilization, so we could not ever really escape that, rather,  

we were reinforcing it, acting our our civilization.  

The trip out Old Ingram Highway into the watery landscape of sawgrass and 

hammocks was really the start of the whole project. From it I derived source material for 

the painting Wader Prodder, which is loosely based upon a photograph of what we were 

doing in part of our trip. It depicts this figure cautiously entering the unknown of the 

water, walking out into the woods, with this stick, curiously prodding the unknown. He is 

hesitant not really that comfortable in his environment. The composition is such because 

it is derived from a participatory action. We were following him, so I took the photograph 

from behind. That participation extends to the viewer. Also I wanted to depict what the 

figure was looking at. In all of these paintings the figures are looking away rather than 

towards you and they are looking out at the environment, seeking something there. This 

emphasizes that the figures are looking at rather than existing within the environment, 

heightening a sense of distance, an objectification of the world. 

In my work, the recurring motif of water heightens and reinforces the subjective 

status – the self-reflexivity of experience: what we encounter is “the consequence of a 

prior experience.”2 Our expectations inform what we find. In this way, the figures are 

ultimately encountering themselves – in the environment, they meet their own sense of 

alienation. 

The portrayal of the contemporary individual's sense of isolation and 

2 Koerner 28. 
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disconnection from the world is depicted as a lacking that motivates an ever-unresolved 

outward pursuit for completion.

But perhaps more interesting than the pursuit of sublime itself, is that along with 

this ideal of an untouched American wilderness landscape, that arose during the early 

development of the nation, and the creation of national parks, there also came the idea of 

the technological sublime. What began as a belief in the ability of the technological to  

offer a shelter in the wilderness environment, thus allowing an even more intense 

experience of earth's natural forces, became a glorification of man's innovation, his 

ability to transcend the limitations of the landscape, to master the environment. 

     The liberating effects of progress became the ideal of the sublime. The 

“technological sublime,” became a spiritualized vision of American industrialization. The 

sublimity of the technological was conceived in the prospect that by relieving workers 

from tedious factory jobs, and “annihilating space and time”3 through rapid transportation 

and communication, machines would subjugate the world and eliminate the toil of life,  

thereby freeing mankind from its limitations and allowing its awareness to turn toward 

the divine. But the proclaimed objective of technological progress, that the displacement 

of labor from men to machines thus offering mankind an increased capacity for spiritual 

and moral elevation4 has proven faulty. Work is nonetheless necessary today. The jobs of 

craftsmen have been replaced with the monotony of factory lines, or the indirectness of a 

computer screen. 

In his 1986 essay, “Defining the Postmodern,” Jean-François Lyotard observed 

that the idea of progress “was rooted in the certainty that the development of the arts, 

3    Nye 58.
4 For an in-depth study of the 'technological sublime' see, David Nye's American Technological Sublime. 
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technology, knowledge and liberty would be profitable to mankind as a whole, …. that 

enterprises, discoveries and institutions are legitimate only insofar as they contribute to 

the emancipation of mankind.”5 Now, with several hundred years of action predicated on 

a belief in progress behind us – more than two centuries of self-righteous material 

progress in our contrails, we are surrounded by evidence to the contrary. It is fair to ask 

whether we have actually moved any closer to the emancipation of humanity, and if 

technology has in any way elevated us morally, or merely fed base materialistic urges. 

Indeed, the evidence to the latter is overwhelming: the massive military-industrial 

complex, the concentration of power in the corporate institutions at the expense of true 

democracy, climate change, failing ecosystems and an unprecedented rate of species 

extinction, a historic disparity in wealth, lost diversity of cultures, historically high rates 

of mental illness, etc... In the face of such stark evidence I am forced to agree with 

Lyotard when he said that the “development of techno-sciences has become a means of 

increasing disease, not of fighting it. We can no longer call this development by the old 

name of progress.” More accurately it is a “process of complexification” that threatens 

the simple needs of living beings.6 

Painting then, becomes an important countermeasure to this threat. It is a 

primordial relic, perhaps as old as humanity itself. The recent and relatively minor 

innovations in color range and binders aside, the fundamental process – the application of 

pigment to surface – appear to coincide with the earliest traces of man. The employment 

of this ancient tradition today is that of a life-ring deployed in the storm of the ever-

increasing speed and complexity in our contemporary world. Employing its simplicity is 

5    Leitch 1613. 
6    Leitch 1614. 
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a reaction to the distancing and estrangement of the digital age. The act of taking up the 

brush as the tool for expression reasserts humanity in the creative act. My brushwork 

emphasizes the importance of the artist's hand, of a tactile and direct engagement with the 

physicality of the process. 

With an awareness to the genre's past as a mechanism of imperialism and the 

objectifying gaze, my landscape paintings revive its relevance by reflecting on those very 

conventions it has been critiqued as reinforcing.  In spite of the tradition, I have sought to 

make an honest painting. Aware of the viewer's relation to the painting and its 

representation of an image, my brushstrokes achieve an undoing of sorts. The painting 

hovers between image and abstraction.

My project is an effort to shed light on the operative assumption out of which 

progress has arisen – namely, that there exists an outer, objective world that can quench 

our own sense of incompleteness. This pervading sense of lack the individual experiences 

arises out of the belief that he is separate from nature (and God), that completion can be 

ascertained by pursuing it in the world external to himself, and that technological 

innovation will somehow facilitate access to the desired. Through a series of landscape 

paintings in dialogue with the history of the sublime, my work depicts the products of 

those beliefs: a distancing of the individual from direct experience, alienation from his 

environment, and attempts to reach fulfillment by outward action. Therefore, this thesis 

explores the preception of perception: the mediating effects of idea and representation 

upon our experience of the world, especially insofar as we are distanced from it.
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MEDIUM OF MEDIATION

In Joseph Leo Koerner's book Caspar David Friedrich and the Subject of 

Landscape he observes that Friedrich employed “the motif of a view through an open 

window” as “a metaphor for the subjective status of art and vision.”7 The use of the motif 

is a self-aware reference to the framing function of art as a representation of reality and 

its effects as an intermediary between direct experience and the viewer. A similar 

intention is present in my work. Drawn from material that emphasizes the intermediary   

fig. 1 Two on a Wall Against the Sea (2010) 46 x 61”

process – either digital photographs of orchestrated action, or live webcam feeds, the 

source material reinforces my paintings' visual evocations of mediation between origin 

7 Koerner 131. 
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and viewed. Presenting figures who appear alienated from the landscapes they occupy or 

by depicting a national icon of the sublime – Niagara Falls as an index card sized blurry 

image, the intent is to evoke a sense of distance experienced between the contemporary 

individual and his world. All of the painted images aside from the Niagara from the 

Sheraton were derived from photographs produced during expeditions undertaken for the 

production of photographic source material. While all of my paintings employ the genre 

of landscape as a tribute to the objectification of the world through the process of framing 

and the distanced gaze, my painting Two on a Wall Against the Sea (2010) was inspired 

by and most directly engages this issue. A landscape format measuring forty-six by sixty-

one inches, the oil on canvas depicts the backs of two figures seated on a seawall looking 

out across the ocean towards an empty horizon that is met by a pale, almost white sky. 

One figure is turned away from the other who holds an object before his gaze. This 

object, perhaps a smart phone or camera, leads the viewer to surmise that this figure is 

viewing the scene before him via LCD screen. The intermediary viewing tool held as the 

object of the figure's gaze represents the layers of technological and conceptual filters 

through which contemporary individual accesses the world. 

This painting brings to mind the work of Caspar David Friedrich's painting 

Garden Terrace (1811-12). Formally, the two paintings are similar in their construction of 

space. Bands of land, wall, water, and sky define the progression from foreground to 

background in Two on a Wall Against the Sea, while “intermittent pavements and strips of 

grass in the foreground, the garden wall, and the panorama of the mountains beyond” 

form a similar horizontally defined progression of depth in Friedrich's painting. Both 

paintings define a foreground and a background that are divided distinctly by the 
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manmade: both contain a walls that divide the viewer from what lies beyond. Like the 

repoussoir often employed in traditional landscape painting – a protective barrier of some 

sort, placed in the foreground to provide a sense of safety for the viewer while 

simultaneously drawing his eye in to the scene – the wall is a reminder that we are at a 

distance from wilderness beyond the ordered space the wall encloses.  

fig. 2 Caspar David Friedrich’s Garden Terrace (1811-12)

The most important commonality between the two paintings concerns the 

engagement of the figures. Like the man who looks at his world through the lens of his 

phone or camera screen, the woman in Garden Terrace is seated in a Neo-classical 

garden, absorbed in reading a book, oblivious to the world around her. A division is 

therefore reasserted between the foreground, which exists symbolically as mediated 
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knowledge in the form of the book, the woman, and the garden, and the immediate 

experience of what lies beyond those manicured confines.8 But while both paintings 

employ a manmade object in the viewer's gaze as a symbol of mediated knowledge, and 

also possess a similar logic of spatial organization that emphasizes a division of 

manmade from wild, and heighten this with a dividing wall, the commonalities stop there. 

While Friedrich's woman is seated well within the comfort of the garden and 

makes no effort to interact with her surroundings, the two figures in Two on a Wall  

Against the Sea are seated upon the wall, hanging their legs down towards the waves 

lapping up towards them. Their placement on the edge, facing outwards, indicates an 

active interest in what lies beyond the confines of civilization, as does the figure's use of 

the camera phone. While he is looking through an intermediary viewfinder, he 

nonetheless makes an effort to access what lies before him, albeit with the limiting tools 

with which he is equipped. 

The camera phone as a suggestion of a framing device is a reference to the Claude 

Glass, or Black Mirror, which arose out of the landscape painting tradition in the late 

eighteenth century. The Claude Glass was a small, slightly convex and tinted mirror used 

to reflect a view of landscape. Landscape painters and travelers used the glass because it 

had the effect of reducing and simplifying the subject it reflected. Ironically, viewing the 

reflection required the artist to face away from the landscape of interest. Artists made 

paintings using the Claude Glass by literally turning their backs on the original source for 

his painting and instead painted his interpretation of the abstracted and simplified image 

in the glass. There were more layers of mediation and abstraction in early landscape 

paintings than the contemporary art viewer might otherwise assume. The use of a camera 

8 Koerner 114. 
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phone as a reference to the Claude Glass is therefore intended to imply not only the 

mediating effect of technology, but of art as well. 

To view the world through the frame of a camera screen, and the act of snapping a 

photograph, much like the Claude Glass's abstraction and simplification of landscape, 

implies the possessiveness described in Albert Boime's idea of the “magisterial gaze.” He 

identified this distanced, idealized, and broadened view of the land (as a landscape) as “a 

mastering and panoramic view from on high, which constructs land as a scenic vista and 

spectacle, to be gazed at and admired for it sweeping visual beauty and to thereby be 

possessed by its viewer.”9 The invention of “landscape perception”10 therefore enabled 

the objectification of the world, and as Boime argued, it facilitated the imperialist  

exploitation and colonization of foreign lands. 

Originally developing as a genre of painting in Europe during the 17th century, this 

“new way of seeing”11 the physical world as a landscape effectively required the removal 

of the viewer from the world in which he existed. It required one take a step back in the 

process of analytical distancing. To view nature through the lens of a landscape required 

the viewer to separate himself from that upon which he gazed. He looked upon the broad 

view laid out in front of him in the specific terms of a scenic composition. He arranged 

his view according to certain aesthetic principles, and sought superior views of the land 

in accordance with predetermined compositional rules. Objectifying the whole of the 

natural world by framing it implies further distancing from the world itself. The land 

became something that the viewer was not so much in and a part of, but rather something 

he looked upon. The practice of viewing the world through the frame of landscape 

9   See Ivakhiv. 
10   Mitchell 8. 
11   Mitchell 7. 
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reinforced the separation of self and other in the viewer's experience. 

Coupling the subjectivity of art and sight with the objectifying gaze of “landscape 

perception” produces a legitimization of our projections. This objectifying gaze not only 

enables a summary possession of what lies before the viewer, it also offers a field upon 

which he can project his aesthetic ideals. When landscape painters set out to make a 

painting, they would edit and modify what was present in the world to satisfy 

compositional rules they observed in constructing their paintings. Aesthetic 

preconceptions therefore defined the representations of the world and a “complex 

reciprocal relationship was set up between the landscape itself and visual representations 

of it.”12  These visual representations of landscapes based on compositional rules and 

abstraction thus informed peoples’ preconceptions and expectations of what was to be 

valued in the real world. 

The distanced experience of looking at the world through the mediation of a 

frame, and the incurred division of the self and other is apparent in Friedrich's Woman at 

the Window (1822). The painting depicts a woman in the darkened interior of a room. She 

is facing away from us, standing up against a windowsill, her body oriented in the same 

direction that we stand before the painting. Her upper torso and head are framed in the 

relatively small rectangle of light coming in through the window out of which she peers. 

Similar to previous paintings discussed, where the motif of a wall was said to divide the 

figures in the foreground from the greater world beyond its partitioning, here the use of 

the window frame defines the domain beyond as distinctly apart from the ordered interior 

space the woman occupies.

12 Pohl 136. 

13



 fig. 3 Caspar David Friedrich’s Woman at the Window (1822)

A glimpse of the landscape beyond the woman is hardly visible as her figure 

obstructs the majority of the view. Her posture suggests a longing due to her isolation 

from the world beyond the window. The window frame represents the divide between her 

interior self and the world externalized in the act of looking out through an intermediary 

frame. This experience is reinforced for the viewer of the painting by the dimensions of 

the window frame, which are echoed in the measurements of the picture plane. When it is 

noticed that the window she looks through mirrors the edges of the canvas we look into, a 

telescoping effect occurs, in which her frame becomes ours. A connection between the 
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situation of her experience and ours is established. This likening of the canvas to the 

window (and the interior space the woman occupies (as our common ground)) offers an 

interesting twist to Alberti's notion of a painting as a window.13 Rather than offering any 

real connection to the world, Friedrich's “picture-window sequesters us, like the woman, 

in a position of exile from, and longing for, what we can always only partially see.”14 

Thus, Friedrich calls us to a self-awareness of our own position as viewers, where we 

first become distinctly aware of our limited perspective as an individual peering out of 

our own eyes, and afterwards become aware that the painting portrays a limited artistic 

representation, a frame rather than a window into a real experience. This second 

realization, coupled with the first, may lead the discerning viewer to reexamine his first 

impression, and realize that he is cloistered in his skull, peering out the windows of his 

eyes at some independent reality he can only partially perceive. The painting reminds us 

that by grasping the world through any frame, we remain at a distance from a direct 

experience. This painting has a self-conscious awareness of the role of painting in the 

distancing of the viewer from the viewed, that art is a mediated reality.   

Similarly, my work is intended to remind the viewer of a painting's role in 

mediating reality. A distancing from the actual is visibly present in Two on a Wall Against  

the Sea. The rubbed flatness, exposed canvas, and painterly marks are implemented in an 

effort to make an honest painting; there is a strong presence of the artist's hand in the 

work, evidence of the artistic process. This is intended to remind the viewer that he is 

looking at paint on canvas. The absence of strong tonal gradation is intended to liberate 

the painting from possessing an assertive illusion of depth. The predominantly bluish 

13 Koerner 112. 
14 Koerner 43. 
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tinge through which the scene is viewed suggests a filter, reiterating the multiple layers of 

filtration through which access to the landscape is understood, be it through the camera 

lens, a painting, or one's own preconceptions. The desire is to achieve a dissociation of 

perspective, where painterly marks (particularly apparent in the dark marks in the water) 

represent depth in the scene, while also having a tendency to slip out of their implied 

distance and float independently from their representative roles. There is no intent to 

deceive the viewer that this is a real scene into which he or she peers. I do not intend to 

create the illusion of reality. Instead, the work presents itself honestly as paint on a 

canvas, where parts of the painting are free to move in and out of existing as a cohesive 

image. This fluctuation of the image, shifting back and forth from brushstrokes floating 

on canvas to an organized whole, offers an opportunity to reflect on the nature of art as 

being dependent on expectations and preconceptions that the viewer brings to what he is 

looking at. It also invites the viewer to examine his role in the creation of his perception, 

to consider how much of what is seen may be influenced by imagination and 

preconception. 

My painting Wader/Prodder (2010), measuring forty-six by sixty-one inches, 

utilizes a telescoping effect similar to the one employed in Friedrich's Woman at the 

Window. My painting depicts a centrally situated figure, with his back to the viewer, knee 

deep in water. The figure is hunched, prodding the water in front of him with a stick. His 

posture is suggestive of a survivalist in nature tempered by a tentativeness, a hesitation or 

caution suggestive of a meeting with the unfamiliar. He does not bound forward into his 

scene without abandon, nor does he stand comfortably at ease in this foreign 

environment. The viewer's entry into the painting is from what appears to be a concealed 
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location in dense foliage from which he peers out.   

The viewer's position is reminiscent of a repoussoir. He views the scene from a 

concealed and safe distance. Combined with a downward angle of view, this recalls the 

idea of a distanced, protected vantage point, that of a mediated perspective. Although he 

is distanced by the effect of the repoussoir and his limited ability to see the landscape that 

the figure looks out upon due to the high angle of his perspective, the viewer is drawn in, 

implicated in the painting by the likeness between his position and that of the figure. Like 

             fig. 4. Wader Prodder (2010) oil on canvas 46 x 61”

the figure, the viewer is in position of timidness, peering out of the dense foliage as if he 

too is crouching in a hesitant and curious, but guarded posture. The figure's curiosity and 

restraint mirrors our own. His desire to enter the scene is marked by hesitation and 

apprehension depicting a psychological space, rather than any real place. This is the same 

longing that we experience when we look out upon the world as though through a 
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window frame, or through any limited perspective. An awareness of the painter's 

projection onto his world, an awareness of the influence of his aesthetic ideals on his 

representation of landscape is emphasized by the use of a turned figure in so many of my 

paintings. Joseph Leo Koerner has observed that the use of the turned figure, or 

Rückenfigur, draws attention to the presence of a “perceiving subject,” “of an eye 

arranging nature.”15  Placed in the foreground, it functions to emphasize the painted 

landscape “as something seen, rather than simply as something there.” The use of a figure 

standing before us, in between the viewer and the rest of the scene is a reminder that what 

is before us is mediated by another individual. 

Pointing to the mediated nature of art is taken to an extreme in Peter Doig's 

Figure in a Mountain Landscape (1997-8). As the viewer, we look at the back of a 

hooded artist,16 and over his shoulder we can see part of his plein-air painting. He is cast 

against an acrid and unnaturally colored backdrop that is just barely recognizable as a 

landscape by a few hints of topography and trees. The figure's position in the landscape is 

undefined because the immediate foreground, consisting of thick grasses, does more to 

situate the viewer on the hillside than it does to ground the figure in the landscape. The 

figure appears to be seated out beyond the grasses, hovering, as the whites of the valley 

floor continue below and around him making his presence appear somewhat dreamlike 

within the landscape. It is a painting of a painter painting the landscape before him, but 

not grounded in it. This sense of his disconnection from the landscape before him is only 

heightened by the strange psychedelia of brushwork with which the scene is constructed. 

The autonomous existence of the marks of paint (the pink globs on his back for example) 

15 Koerner 181. 
16 Nesbitt 15. This image is actually derived from a photograph snapped of a photograph of one of the 

group of seven. 
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carry a near equal weight to the representation of an image, thereby emphasizing the 

image as a painted space rather than a real one.17  This emphasis on the (self-aware) 

distance of art from direct experience is brought home by the striking difference in 

appearance between Rückenfigur's painting and the landscape that lies before him. 

fig. 5. Peter Doig’s Figure in a Mountain Landscape (1997-8)

What we see is a painting that reminds us that it was in fact painted. Like the 

17 Peter Doig: “I never try to create real spaces – only painted spaces” Kleijn 33. 
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painted surface of the painting, which in its abstract handling reminds the viewer that he 

is looking at paint on canvas, the Rückenfigur's painting within the painting (like the 

frame within a frame) is distinctly different from the world he is representing. This calls 

attention to the fact that the painting we look upon is divorced from that which it was 

derived. Not only the representation itself, but the artist's experience that led to the 

representation, was mediated. The very experience that inspired the art, say the artist's 

experience of the landscape, was mediated by preconceptions as well. The painting exists 

as an abstraction not only of the artist's experience; but also, the artist's experience was an 

abstraction of what lay before of him. Thus, we are called to reflect upon our own eye, 

how our preconceptions and expectations mediate not only our apprehension of the 

painting, but the world at large. 

In Doig's own words, he has described his paintings as “trying to depict an image 

that is not about reality, but one that is somehow in between the actuality of a scene and 

something that is in your head.”18 His paintings hence, are more about our “idea of the 

landscape,”19 than some independent reality external to ourselves. And so, the painting's 

subject becomes not only limited to the mediation of the artist's eye arranging the world 

for us, but also the effect of our own eye arranging the world before us. “The use of the 

Rückenfigur therefore “functions to infuse...[the]...art with a heightened subjectivity, and 

to characterize what we see as already the consequence of a prior experience.”20 Like 

Friedrich and Doig, my work attempts to represent a psychological space – the 

subjectivity of our own experience, rather than attempting to depict some objective, 

outside world. 

18 Kleijn 28.
19 Artist and Curator 24:50. 
20 Koerner 28. 
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TECHNOLOGICAL REPOUSSOIR

fig. 6. Elevated View of Niagara Falls from the Sheraton (2010) Installation view 

The mediation of experience discussed in the idea of “landscape perception,”  use 

of the Claude Glass, and the resulting reciprocal relationship between the actual 

landscape and its visual representations are explored to a greater extent in the series 

Elevated View of Niagara Falls from the Sheraton (2010). The work is a suite of (thirty-

two) postcard-sized (three and half by five and a quarter inch) paintings framed by a 

larger (twelve and a half by eighteen inch) expanse of white paper. Their scale and wide 

border once again recall the issue of framing. The series is meant to parody the 

technological sublime by repetitively depicting the view supplied from a live webcam 

feed on top of the Niagara Falls Sheraton Hotel. Critically engaging the landscape 

painting tradition of plein-air, the paintings are drawn from the active and moving world 
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(as opposed to a photograph), making the artist's distanced and idealized gaze cogently 

obvious. Employing a streaming webcam is intended to draw attention to the layers of 

mediation through which the modern individual accesses his world, and in doing so, the 

work critiques the Technological Sublime. 

The perspective is the ultimate employment of Boime's “mastering and panoramic 

view from on high.” The view is not only down upon the falls, but offers the panorama of 

the cold, smooth sweep of a security camera, as it pans left and right. By broadcasting in 

fig. 7. Gerhard Richter’s Matrosen (Sailors) 1966

real-time a downward gaze of Niagara Falls onto the Internet, the Falls are exposed and 

trivialized. It is a steady and ever-present gaze upon the conquered and belittled 

landscape. For anyone with a computer, the Falls are made ever available to the 

scopophilia of the entire worldwide web. The repetitive depiction of the image, laid out in 
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a gridded arrangement further emphasizes the mediated distance and recalls a security 

camera observation room. A one time pilgrimage site is now relegated to the landscape of 

passing curiosity, distanced and idealized, glimpsed as a temporary distraction from the 

rest of what billions of clicking fingers might “stumble upon” while surfing the net. The 

series is reminiscent of Gerhardt Richter's paintings derived from film stills, where 

horizontal brushstrokes unify and blend the paint in such a way that it resembles the 

images from which they were derived. 

Niagara Falls is of historical importance in the discourse on the sublime. During the mid-

eighteenth century Edmund Burke laid out his fundamental ideas on the nature of the 

sublime in his seminal work Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the  

Sublime and Beautiful.  Niagara Falls is of historical importance in the discourse on the 

sublime. During the mid-eighteenth century Edmund Burke laid out his fundamental 

fig. 8. Detail of Elevated View of Niagara Falls from the Sheraton

ideas on the nature of the sublime in his seminal work Philosophical Enquiry into the  

Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful. Burke described an encounter with the 
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sublime as growing “out of an ecstasy of terror that filled the mind completely:”21

The passion caused by the great and sublime in nature, when those causes 

operate most powerfully, is Astonishment; and astonishment is that state of 

the soul in which all its motions are suspended, with some degree of 

horror. In this case the mind is so entirely filled with its object, that it 

cannot entertain any other, nor by consequence reason on that object 

which employs it.22

For Burke, there is an important moment in which all the motions of the soul are 

suspended such that “the mind is so entirely filled [by the] object, that it cannot entertain 

any other, nor...reason on that object which employs it.”23 He suggests a confrontation so 

overwhelming and powerful that the mind is made still. So completely filled by what it 

apprehends, the mind cannot dwell on any thought, not even the object of confrontation. 

That is to say, there is a moment in which the individual loses the capacity for rational 

thought and with it, the concept of the subject and object dissolve in a moment of 

complete and total involvement.24 There is a moment of dissolution of the individual; the 

ego is momentarily lost.

This experience offers not only a moment of unmediated confrontation with some 

sense of greater power, but also, upon reflection, the possibility for “moral elevation of 

the individual.” “ The encounter with a sublime object was a healthy shock, a temporary 

dislocation of sensibilities that forced the observer into mental action.”25 The sublime 

21   Nye 6. 
22  Nye 9. 
23  Nye 9. 
24  Reminiscent of candle meditation, or mandala mediation in Tibetan Buddhism, where the practitioner 

practices meditating on an object with such one pointed focus that the separation of subject and object is 
said to dissolve – the practitioner is the candle flame. Whereby holding something outside of yourself 
you merge with.   

25  Nye 6.
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elicited an awareness of divinity. The intense experiences led to contemplation afterwards 

elevating the mind beyond the mundane. But when a source for the sublime is made 

mundane, as in the case of Niagara Falls via webcam, the idea that the technological 

might heighten an experience of the sublime is thrown into question. 

The title Elevated View of Niagara Falls from the Sheraton parodies Thomas 

Cole's Distant View of Niagara Falls of 1830.  Drawing from the tradition of the sublime, 

he simultaneously employed Boime's “magisterial gaze,” implying some mastery over the 

spectacle. Conflating the Burkiean notion of the sublime as overwhelming with the 

Kantian version of the sublime.

 fig. 9 Thomas Cole’s Distant View of Niagara Falls (1830)

Immanuel Kant argued for a rationalist, humanist idea of the sublime. He 

contended that the sublime was in “the mere capacity for thinking which evidences a 

faculty of mind transcending every standard sense.” In doing so, he argued that the 

sublime was man's capacity for thinking beyond that with which he was confronted in 
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nature. The sublime was that ability to transcend what initially overwhelmed the viewer.  

Kant divided the sublime into two categories: the Mathematical Sublime and the 

Dynamic Sublime. In both he emphasized man's ability to think or innovate beyond 

“nature.” The Mathematical Sublime referred to objects that were overwhelming in scale 

or number. He argued that while they may at first appear vast and overwhelming, they 

were only so in comparison to other things, and that we could imagine something greater 

in concepts such as infinity. Therefore, that which initially humbled us in scale, could be 

transcended by the faculties of our minds, and therefore our minds could be elevated 

beyond that which we encountered in nature. The Dynamic Sublime referred to all that 

excited fear for our lives, such as a storm, a volcano, etc... “[E]ncounters with death...

[were] particularly alluring borderline experiences because death was inevitable and 

unimaginable at the same time.”26  Threatening natural forces like lightning and thunder, 

given the proper viewing conditions, were ideal situations to experience the sublime. 

These events excited pleasure when viewed from the proper distance, by inspiring 

thoughts of man’s ability to exist in spite of such natural forces. The digital repoussoir of 

a webcam as a porthole to view the sublime parodies man’s mastery over natural forces 

as a distanced and inaccurate representation of reality. 

Where Burke described the sublime as “renewal through a transcendent 

experience of natural power,”27 an experience of “weakness and insignificance” that 

“taught the individual his place in the world, lifting him out of himself,”28 elevating the 

individual to thoughts of awe and reverence in relationship to the divine, Kant 

emphasized awe at the power of man's mind to innovate and thereby elevate himself 

26  Martschukat 901. 
27  Nye 25. 
28   Nye 36. 
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above nature. The Kantian perspective encouraged an indirect confrontation with 

overwhelming phenomena: 

The confrontation had to cause real horror for at least a fraction of a 

second, but the observer had to perceive the incident from a position of 

safety that guaranteed his survival. Under these circumstances, a 

horrifying confrontation led to an extremely intense existential awareness 

for the observer. ... Being under a shelter during a storm could make a 

sublime experience possible. The lightning rod, a technological 

development, functioned as a virtual shelter. It not only enabled people to 

observe thunderstorms in closer proximity and thus more intensively, but 

it also made the observers feel a superiority over the initial 

incomprehensibility and menace of the storm.29  

Elevated View of Niagara Falls from the Sheraton (2010) parodies this idea of the 

“virtual shelter” – that technology can heighten direct experience and increase our access 

to the sublime. The work plays with “sublime conceptions of extended space, of 

prolonged duration, of rapid motion, of multiplied numbers, and of earthly grandeur and 

beauty and power.”30 The “virtual shelter” of the lighting rod and its purpose to provide 

safety by diverting electrical charge is twisted as pun by comparing it to the webcam’s 

diversion of light and electrical signals away from the site of terrific force; through the 

refraction of the camera lens, computer processors, fiber optic cables, and LCD screens 

deliver a view of the 'sublime' into the safety and security of one's home. But what arrives 

is a small fuzzy YouTube-like video lacking all of the tremendousness the Falls possess 

29   Martschukat 901-2. 
30   Martschukat 5. 
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on location.   

The idea of the liberating effects of technology are thus critiqued in Elevated View 

of Niagara Falls from the Sheraton by emphasizing the sequestering effects of the 

mediated and limited view offered by our 'mastery' of the world. Rather than bringing us 

closer to the sublime, the seemingly increased access afforded by technological progress 

serves only to distances us. From our perspective of the “mastering view on the high,” 

and through the digital 'annihilation of space and time' the viewer experiences the natural 

wonder of the world as diluted and mundane, as if a blurry postcard. Thus emphasizing 

the layers of mediation, the work emphasizes the removal from the world afforded by the 

repoussoir of the technological.  

The same year that Thomas Cole painted his Distant View of Niagara Falls, B&O 

opened regular service on the first thirteen miles of railroad, ushering a new era of speed 

and mobility in America. Drawing from the Kantian emphasis of man's ability to think  

beyond nature and progress beyond the smallness initially experienced in relation to the 

natural world, the railroad, by “annihilating space and time,”31 was seen as a new source 

of the sublime. Like other innovations such as the telegraph, the railway was heralded as 

a brilliant innovation, a “liberating machine,”32 and part of the larger “moral machine” of 

technological innovation “which, in proportion as it facilitates a constant and rapid 

communication between all parts of our land, tends most effectively to perfect the 

civilization, and elevate the moral character of the people...”33 By surpassing limitations 

imposed by nature, namely, the vast distances across land, the railways promised to 

“unify, dignify, expand, and enrich the nation.”34 Leo Marx observed that the railroad was 

31 Nye 58. 
32 Nye 46. 
33 Quoted in Nye 39. 
34 Nye 45. 
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greeted as “a token of that liberation of the human spirit to be realized by the young 

American Republic.”35 This conflation of moral elevation with the expansion of the 

nation has been encapsulated in the term the 'Technological Sublime.'

The experience of this early technology of the railway was not unlike our 

relationship with modern technology: riders observed, “that the railway changed the 

appearance of the local landscape. The slow unwinding view seen from a wagon or a 

horse was transformed into a sliding world that seemed to move by while the passenger  

sat immobile.”36 Their unaccustomed eyes “had to learn to focus on the distant 

panorama.”37 Like the perspective we ascertain sitting in front of a computer monitor, the 

early riders were forced to view the world at a distance. Sitting, and watching through the 

window of their coach they viewed the world outside unfold before their eyes as a kind of 

theater. 

Niagara Falls offers the further example of how the mediation of experience is not 

only limited to our active viewing through a technological window, but how the ideas we 

derive from these mediated sources impact ideas and expectations, which in turn define 

our direct experience of the world. When Thomas Cole painted Distant View of Niagara  

Falls in 1830, he omitted the existing tourist facilities and tourists and instead depicted 

the site of “wildness... [in] its still pristine state.”38  The ideal of wilderness landscape as 

the source of the Sublime envisioned a place full of untamed natural power and devoid of 

civilized man. The best conditions for experiencing the sublime were solitude and the 

“pristine wilderness.” Yet, the site surrounding Niagara Falls was developed to 

accommodate and profit from the steady stream of tourists. Increasingly developed and 

35 Quoted in Nye 46. 
36 Italics mine. Nye 53. 
37 Nye 53. 
38 Pohl 138. 
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crowded with people, the locale became more civilized and developed than the 

neighboring pastoral lands. With the advent of guided tours and marked lookout points, 

Americans' encounter with the Sublime became one that was packaged, guided, and 

filtered.

Furthermore, people came with expectations derived from secondary images – 

paintings and written descriptions of the landscape which were increasingly at odds with 

the reality of the place. The locations took on more and more aspects opposed to 

traditional ideas of the sublime: crowds of people and development. So while the idea the 

sublime in the form of pristine “nature” persisted, increasingly there was a disconnect 

between these ideals and the sites themselves. The concept and expectation of the viewer 

has become increasingly removed from the actuality of the physical location. The sublime 

increasingly has become something sought, but rarely found.39 Expectations, 

reproductions, and framing of the experience all stand as impediments to its occurrence. 

If surprise is central to the experience of the sublime, then being so well informed or 

having strong expectations of a place effectively blocks direct experience. Having a 

preconceived notion of the place diminishes the possibility of having an unmediated 

experience upon a physical encounter of the place. Once again, the mediation of 

experience becomes not only a physical actuality, but a process of the mind. The ideas 

and preconceptions derived through technological filters become an additional layer of 

mental filters through which an encounter with the actual place is informed. 

39 Nye 13-14. 
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Walter DeMaria's Lightning Field (1977) directly addresses these issues. 

Consisting of a mile by a kilometer grid of lightning rods set in a desolate and isolated 

fig. 10 Walter DeMaria's Lightning Field (1977) 

terrain of New Mexico, the work is accessible only by appointment and overnight stay in 

a small cabin on the grounds. Since the work is effectively a lightning attractor, and no 

more than a few people are allowed on the site at a time, the work clearly is intended to 

evoke the sublime. 

Perhaps in response to the disappointment experienced by many tourists to 

Niagara Falls, access to information and documentation on the Lightning Field is strictly 

controlled. The artist and the Dia Foundation, which manages the work, are unwilling to 

allow the lighting field or “photographs of it seen in any circumstances other than those 

absolutely dictated and controlled by them.”40  While John Beardsley criticized the 

controlled experience of Lightning Field for inhibiting “an effective dissociation between 

40 Beardsley 35. 
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what one sees and what one is expected to see,”41 the position of DeMaria and the Dia 

Foundation is obviously an effort to inhibit dissociation between what one sees and what 

one expects to see. While the steps taken to control the reproduction of the direct 

experience may have their own predetermining effects on the experience of the place, it  

nonetheless demonstrates the artist's awareness of the role and effects preconceptions, 

intermediary visual representations and 'first hand accounts' play in mediating a direct 

experience. The artist and the Dia Foundation have been criticized for controlling access 

to the work, because the choice to control the work also unavoidably impacts its 

perception, but I believe the choice to limit access within specific parameters to 

approximate as close as possible the experience intended is justifiable, and in the larger 

scope, draws attention to an aspect of viewer interaction often overlooked – that 

preconceptions formulated from reproductions and critical accounts can in fact alter our 

own first-hand encounter with a work. Marcel Duchamp often wondered why artists 

didn't more often control the view from which one could access their work. Lightning 

Field emphasizes the experience of being there, rather than a reproduced external 

representation of what it is like to be there. DeMaria thus offers the landscape itself as the 

art to be apprehended first hand (the poles often disappear in the brightness of the day42). 

41 Beardsley 35. 
42 Beardsley 40.   
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 The technological has led to an entirely different experience. Rather than 

heightening or enabling a sublime (liberating) experience, or an emancipation of 

mankind, the technological increases our mediated, distanced experience (See fig. 11) of 

the world. As if peering out at the world through a window, technology serves only to 

heighten our persistent sense of estrangement.

fig. 11 Advertisement for Sheraton dinning room

ESTRANGEMENT

Estrangement is expressed throughout my work, both in the situations implied in 

the work and by the appearance of the figures that populate the canvases.

People who have given the matter no thought are apt to assume that the 

appreciation of natural beauty and the painting of landscape is a normal 

and enduring part of our spiritual activity. But the truth is that in times 

when the human spirit seems to have burned most brightly the painting of 
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landscape for its own sake did not exist and was unthinkable.43

To appreciate landscape precludes a separation from it. This sense of alienation from the 

land is explored in several of my larger narrative paintings. A number of my works 

further explore the individual's sense of isolation and estrangement. People are not only 

isolated from landscape but from each other, and ultimately themselves. This is expressed 

in two ways. First, through figures that appear self-absorbed and oblivious to their 

surroundings. Second, through figures in apparent alienation from their surroundings, 

appearing as strangers, who are visibly apprehensive and hesitant in relationship to their 

surroundings. 

43 Kenneth Clark quoted in Mitchell 7. See also Nye 20-21: “In the 1840s Margaret Fuller still encountered 
people who lived unconsciously in the landscape, and to her they were a part of it. Once as she stood on a 
hill with a friend, looking at “one of the finest sunsets that ever enriched this world... a little cow-boy, 
trudging along, wondered what we could be gazing at. After spying about some time, he found it could only 
be the sunset, and looking too, a moment, he said approvingly, “that sun look well enough.” His uneducated 
eye pleased her, suggesting a native simplicity and good sense. But if her naïveté is also a foil to her own 
superior sensibility and taste, his presence also underscores her separation from the land, which to her has 
become landscape.”
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fig. 13 Island (2010)

Island (2010) another forty-six by sixty-one inch painting achieves this sense of 

distance and sterility through the use of washed-out tones and the almost sickly greens 

used in the foliage to imply an artificiality to the scene. Two of the three figures are 

standing, while the third, central and forward of the others is squatting with a pensive or 

mildly concerned expression on his face. The three individuals appear disconnected from 

one another – their gazes do not meet. Their body language heightens this sense as two of 

the figures face away from each other. It is unclear whether the female on the left is 

looking at the back of the central figure or if her gaze is towards the rocks or the implied 

water's edge. Through their averted gazes, the figures remain disconnected from one 

another despite their proximity. There is also a sense of alienation from the environment, 

an appearance of puzzled concern on the central figure in the foreground. As the dual 

meaning of the title implies, these figures are both located on a physical island, upon the 

rocks, at the water's edge, gazing out, and that they exist isolated within themselves. A 

manmade structure is visible behind the foliage. Their relation to it is ambiguous. They 

are faced away from it, towards the water beyond the picture plane. The expression of the 

figures is reminiscent of David Park's Bathers (1954), where three men stand at the 

beach, each gazing in a different direction, apparently absorbed in their own thoughts. 

Each man is in his own world. The landscape is rendered abstractly, and as such, the 

painting becomes more about the interior states of the figures than any direct interaction 

with their landscape or one another.

In Island, the central figure's expression may be mirrored by the viewer trying to 

discern what it is the figure is fixed upon. The figure's and the viewer's gazes thus 
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converge on the picture plane. Noticing this draws the viewer's awareness to the presence 

of the frame, taking him out of the scene, to an awareness of the canvas itself. This 

suggestion of the frame as the object of concern is a subtle reminder of the common 

thread through my work – the distancing and mediating effects of framing the world with 

an objectifying gaze.

 

fig. 14 David Park’s Bathers 1954

My aquatint Seawall depicts two figures seated on a sea wall. Both figures' heads 

are down-turned. At the edge of the print, only the back of one figure is visible. The other 

is more centrally located in the print, visible in profile apparently engaged with his hands. 

The figures do not engage one another or the landscape. Like Park's Bathers and my 

painting Island, a kind of psychological isolation is present in this scene. Obscurity and 

distance is also emphasized by the process of the print – the whole image has a visual 

static – a mist of hazy dots seem to obscure the scene while also defining it.
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fig. 14 Seawall

The alienation of the figures in my paintings is further emphasized by the 

recurrent use of the Rückenfigur. Be it the aquatints, Two on a Wall Against the Sea, 

Wader/Prodder, or the Entrance Studies the use of the Rückenfigur draws the viewer into 

the canvas, as if it is a disembodied view of ourselves we are seeing. It implicates us in 

the action of the scene. The figures we can identify with, possess a hesitance and appear 

as foreigners to their surroundings. The use of the Rückenfigur, along with other 

compositional strategies in my work with figures evolved out of the process that 

generated the source material. The use of the figure from behind arose from the desire to 

elicit participation of the viewer as if he were present at the event. If the composition was 

not from behind, the increased omniscience of another angle would have reduced the 

element of the unknown during the act. It was a great discovery after the fact to learn that 

a term existed for the motif I was using – the Rückenfigur and that the motif was 
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employed to convey precisely the same idea I was trying to get across: 

Friedrich peoples his landscapes with wanderers.... his Rückenfiguren do 

not appear as inhabitants of the landscape, bust as strangers to the country, 

dressed in the garb of a bourgeois city dweller.... [H]is otherness to the 

landscape makes nature something experienced only from afar, from the 

standpoint of the Bürger who has lost a natural bond to the land and seeks 

it now with his gaze. His gaze, which defines his surroundings not as his 

home, but as something 'beautiful', distances him from the landscape.44 

This dilemma of a man pursuing a landscape of beauty which he cannot inhabit because 

of his own feelings of estrangement from it is well conveyed in the use of Rückenfiguren.  

His own feelings, the projection of his own gaze defines - “distances him from the 

landscape.” Thus it it his own eye that separates him. The turned figure stepping forward 

strangely into the unfamiliar in search of something heightens a sense of longing. 

44  Koerner 220. 
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fig. 15. Threshold 

LONGING PURSUIT

The estrangement experienced by the modern man is thematized in my paintings 

as a sense of longing either in the form of pursuit or absence. My paintings are populated 

by outward advancers – figures with an apparent desire for something from the 

landscape. Pushing into the landscapes, the figures either try to capture something, as 

with (Two on a Wall Against the Sea), or enter into it (Threshold, Hull, Entrance Studies,  

Wader Prodder). 

Threshold (2010) depicts two figures facing away from the viewer. The figure on 

the left stands above the water upon a log or a stone, looking out across the abstracted 

waterscape, while the other figure is ankle deep in the water with an expression of 

hesitance in his body. Like Island, the figures in Threshold appear to be unacquainted 
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with their surroundings and approach it without confidence, and yet posses curiosity. The 

color scheme is predominantly greenish tones with yellow and purple accents. While the 

figures are rendered with a certain degree of definition, as is the foreground, where the 

surface of the water is developed with many small light brush strokes, the upper two 

thirds of the painting is increasingly abstract.  Whereas the figures in Threshold are just 

on the verge of entering into the water before them, and hesitantly, the figure in Hull is 

almost fully submerged, and nearly unnoticeable as apart from the landscape he is 

surrounded by. That he is not completely submerged is an important distinction, because 

it is a lack of completion that ties all the figures together, unfulfilled yearning is the 

subject of the work. Complete absorption into the landscape, complete dissolution of the 

figure is what the figures desire but cannot achieve.

My largest painting measures forty-six by seventy inches. Hull (2010) is rendered 

in yellows, orange-ish pinks, purples and blues, the sky and water are divided by a central 

horizon line. The foreground has a greenish color. The blue horizon sweeps across from 

the left of the canvas, reaching, at about the midpoint of the composition, the bow of a 

small dinghy that is floating motionless in the blue reflection of its hull. Continuing the 

horizon line on the right of the boat and terminating at the edge of the canvas is a faint 

apparition of a bridge in the distance, perhaps obscured by what appears to be rain as is 

suggested by the dark bluish and violet sky above it. Along the water line of the boat 

there is a smudge of blue hinting the presence of a person in the water. His gaze is 

directed toward the left of the canvas where, in opposition to the dark sky to the left and 

the dark ripples of green in the foreground, the sky opens up in a brightness of yellow. 

Despite the apparent lightness in that direction, there is a resounding bleakness to the 
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scene. The canvas is predominately empty space – the figure and boat are lonely and 

small, and the only mark of civilization is distant and shrouded in obscurity.

fig. 16. Hull 2010

There is an eerie stillness to the scene, a restraint in what information is available to the 

viewer. There is an intimation that something has happened, that we are looking onto a 

post-event scene of some sort. The paint handling contributes to the bleakness of the 

scene. There is a rubbed flatness, a thinness and emptiness that is emphasized by the 

complete absence of paint in some places. In fact, there is very little paint on the entirety 

of the canvas. The blue strokes leading from the lower edge of the canvas draw the 

viewer's eye into the painting, across the reflection, to the stern of the boat. More than 

any other painting in the series, Hull complicates the message of the work. Has this small 

vessel delivered the figure the edge of a desired conclusion? What is the significance of 

the figure's exit from the boat? What has happened? There is a moving uncertainty, an 

unknowable mystery to the scene.  Hull is a final offering in this body of work. While the 
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vehicle has carried this man to this isolated place in the ocean, it is only by exiting the 

vessel that he may enter his surroundings.  

CONCLUSION

Like Hull, the over arching message of Alterity Atelier is a call to the viewer 

inquire into his or her relationship to the world, to examine this sense of distance and 

isolation that arises so often in the heart and mind of the contemporary individual, and 

examine from where it arises. The conclusion drawn in this body of work is that this 

sensation arises out of ourselves; it is our own conclusions, our own ideas and 

expectations of the world that define our experience. By recognizing the layers of 

mediation and distortion that are present in our vision, we arrive at the possibility to 

question our founding assumptions about our relation to the world. Instead of looking 

outward for completion, we must be willing to meet ourselves directly. The freedom from 

lack, the fulfillment we desire will not come about by outward pursuit, action, innovation, 

only through a release from a limited perspective of ourselves. 
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