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Abstract 

This research project is concerned with the way in which nature is idealised through images, and 

questions how painting might be able to address this using visual strategies borrowed from the 18th 

Century aesthetic traditions of the Picturesque. Contemporary popular landscape images, often 

photographs, present an ideal of nature that is vast, nurturing and self-sustaining. To submit to this 

ideal, though enjoyable, is to overlook the lived reality of nature in all its extremes as well as the 

cultural and environmental problems linked to idealised views of nature. By drawing on historical 

and contemporary literature surrounding the Picturesque, this project explores the ways in which 

the closely related concepts of ‘variety’, ‘roughness’, ‘irregularity’ and ‘intricacy’ can inform 

contemporary landscape paintings that reflect the complex experience of nature in the real. The 

outcomes of this studio-based research project demonstrate how an expanded notion of these 

methods—including choices in composition, colour, the application of paint, and the interaction of 

works in a space—disrupt idealised representation by fracturing or interrupting the image, 

preventing a cohesive and therefore reductive reading of the landscape. This interrupted form of 

representation operates similarly to real nature, which refuses to be taken in at one glance. The 

paintings thus offer seductive representations of nature that nevertheless resist the ideal views of 

popular landscape imagery. 
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Introduction 

I am concerned with the way the natural world is idealised through pictures. Many popular 

images of landscape, often featuring panoramic views, tall mountains and dramatic skies, 

reinforce a notion of a nature that is stable, overarching, beautiful and good. This version of 

nature is made to be enjoyed through nature photography or wilderness adventures, for 

example, and images which engage with this ideal allow the viewer to daydream. However, if 

these kinds of images underpin the way in which the landscape is imagined, it is easy to 

overlook the material reality of nature, as well as environmental, cultural and political issues to 

do with human engagements with nature. My paintings are an attempt to picture the 

landscape in a way that reduces the distance between nature as it is pictured and as it is often 

actually experienced. 

I make paintings of subject matter that is typical of idealised landscape imagery, including 

mountains and dense vegetation, occasionally including a figure turned toward the landscape. 

By using visual devices to disrupt ideal readings of the landscape, I attempt to more closely 

reflect an embodied, and arguably more accurate, experience of landscape—one that might be 

beautiful but also fractious and uncomfortable. The Picturesque, as I will explain, has been a 

useful mechanism for both understanding and developing my work and the way in which these 

painterly disruptions function. 

The Picturesque is an aesthetic theory, developed in the 18th century by the theorists William 

Gilpin, Uvedale Price and Richard Payne Knight, in response to a perceived gap in Edmund 

Burke’s aesthetics of the Sublime and the Beautiful.1 These categories, Gilpin, Price and Payne 

Knight argued, did not account for a third type of aesthetic experience, that of picturesque 

beauty. While the Sublime manifests in boundlessness and terror (as in the paintings of JMW 

Turner, for example) and the Beautiful in order and smoothness (many of John Constable’s 

paintings fit this description) the Picturesque landscape is built on a fascination with the 

haphazard forms of nature, and the pleasing juxtapositions in colour, light and form that these 

offer. Unlike the Sublime and the Beautiful, this version of landscape accounts for the diversity 

of visual information often found in the landscape and which is conducive to richly filled and 

restless compositions.2  

1 Christopher Hussey, The Picturesque: studies in a point of view, 3rd ed. (London: Frank Cass and 
Company Limited, 1983), 58. 
2 Malcolm Andrews, The Search for the Picturesque: landscape aesthetics and tourism in Britain, 1760–
1800, (Stanford: Stanford University Press 1989), 54. 
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In Picturesque representations, this effect is achieved through the related concepts of ‘variety’, 

‘roughness’, ‘irregularity’ and ‘intricacy.’3 These ideas and compositional strategies encourage 

an abundance of objects in compositions, favouring rugged subject matter–such as rocky cliff 

faces or ruined buildings–along with deliberate asymmetry in form and line and an emphasis 

on immersion in nature.4 The use of these related methods affects the way in which an 

artwork is read by introducing visual disruptions into the representation, resulting in an 

‘irritation’ of the eye as it quickly travels between strong juxtapositions in colour, tone and 

subject matter.5 The Picturesque in this case, causes a fracturing of what might otherwise read 

as a seamless view of space. This fragmenting of the scene is similar to the way that landscape 

is actually experienced, that is, as disparate visual information requiring movement of the eye 

and body to absorb as a cohesive view. Thanks to variety, roughness, irregularity and intricacy, 

I—borrowing from Gilpin, Price and Payne Knight—argue that the Picturesque can thus 

subvert idealised or sentimental representations of landscape and bring attention to the 

physical nature of landscape and our relationship with it.  

Another aspect of the Picturesque that is also important for this discussion is our 

contemporary tendency to interpret the world through pictures; we can regard nature as an 

image, what we could call picturesque (or “like a picture”). This exchange between images and 

real life is a relic of the historic Picturesque. It is the Picturesque that introduced the idea of 

appraising and interpreting real landscape according to the principles of popular landscape 

painting (pictures); specifically that of the artists Salvator Rosa and Claude Lorrain.6 This 

image-based relationship with nature can create an idealised, perhaps Romantic, engagement 

with nature that does not take into account the biological, environmental imperatives of 

nature. This relationship between nature and images continues today, at a time when 

everyday experience is so frequently mediated by technology. Contemporary audiences 

continue to go into the landscape and understand it through the frame of thoughtfully 

designed lookout platforms, the camera lens, and the memory of countless landscape images 

previously seen. When left unchecked, this image-dependent relationship with landscape can 

take on sentimental tones, and in some applications, the term ‘picturesque’ is synonymous 

with ‘tacky’ or ‘twee’, conjuring images of cottages in the snow or paths meandering toward 

distant sunsets7. 

3 Hussey, The Picturesque: studies in a point of view, 66-67.  
4 Andrews, The Search for the Picturesque: landscape aesthetics and tourism in Britain, 1700–1800, 61. 
5 Hussey, The Picturesque: studies in a point of view, 67. 
6 Hussey, The Picturesque: studies in a point of view, 66. 
7 John Macarthur, The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities, (Abingdon, UK; New 
York: Routledge, 2007), 57. 
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For the purposes of my research, I refer to the Picturesque as a combination of these two key 

notions of the picturesque. That is, I use the Picturesque as a conceptual framework for both 

recognising our heavily pictorialized and therefore Romanticised relationship with nature and 

my capacity as a painter to confront those habits through the interdependent visual methods 

of variety, roughness, irregularity and intricacy.  The Picturesque for me therefore is both 

descriptive of a set of cultural symptoms and a theoretical and artistic means by which to 

interrupt those symptoms.  

This exegesis is divided into four chapters. In the first chapter, I introduce the environmental, 

political and cultural problems that can arise from understanding the natural world through 

idealised images. The popular imagining of landscape presented by such images—an 

unchanging, transcendent and aestheticized nature—risks the viewer overlooking the often 

uncomfortable physical reality of the landscape as well as the fraught politics of land 

ownership and belonging. This discussion argues for the value of my studio research as a 

means to work against such interpretations of the landscape. 

In the second chapter, I explain how the use of variety, roughness, irregularity and intricacy 

can be used to make pictures that resist such idealism. These notions are based around 

nature’s unsystematic quality, encouraging non-uniformity—and therefore visual disruption—

rather than smooth and regular forms and visual cohesion8. My argument primarily relies on 

the contemporary interpretations of the Picturesque by the aesthetic theorists Yve-Alain Bois, 

John Macarthur and Raimonda Modiano. Each of these theorists have examined how the 

visual values of the Picturesque work to interrupt the landscape. Leaning on their ideas, I argue 

that the tension introduced into images of beautiful landscapes by these methods offers a way 

of representing nature that can better reflect the lived reality of the landscape.  

In the third chapter of this paper, I examine the work of two significant artists and exemplars 

for this research, whose paintings of natural subject matter resist idealism through types of 

visual interruption. The North American painter Maureen Gallace makes small paintings of 

beach scenes and barnyards, typical of holiday spots in Connecticut and New England, 

undercut by painterly distortions. Andreas Eriksson, on the other hand, makes immersive 

abstracted paintings which recall the flat wildernesses around where he lives in Sweden. 

Though seductive, their paintings resist offering a cohesive (and therefore Romantic) 

representation of landscape through a varied and sometimes jarring application of paint. The 

visual strategies in both of these artists’ works, that unsettle an idealised reading of nature, 

can also be understood through the lens of the Picturesque.  

8 Macarthur, The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities, 125. 
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Finally, in the fourth chapter I explain how an expanded notion of the Picturesque functions in 

my paintings and drawings of nature. My compositions usually feature a low point of view with 

a raised or absent horizon line, as though the viewer of the image were positioned within the 

landscape rather than surveying it. The colour I use is often distinct from natural hues, 

including purples, pinks and too-vibrant greens. Most importantly, the paint is applied quickly 

in interlocking planes that shift direction and emphasis throughout the painting. This gives an 

impression of restless motion, encouraging the viewer’s eye to travel through the picture 

without coming to a stop. These methods in my work can be understood in relation to 

Picturesque variety, roughness, irregularity and intricacy, producing mobile compositions that 

resist an entirely ideal or Romantic reading of the landscape. 
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1. The Problem

a. Idealised nature

Popular photographic depictions of nature today borrow from the conventions of landscape 

painting to present ideal, cohesive views of what are in fact unpredictable and fragmented 

spaces. Such idealised images are usually composed around a foreground, a middle ground 

and a background, and within this structure portray the landscape as vast and inviting. A 

boundless environment is hinted at beyond the picture plane. This type of image can be full of 

emotive potential, presenting a landscape metaphor for goodness, wholesomeness, and 

human achievement. A mountain summit, for example, becomes a visual metaphor for 

personal obstacles to be overcome. This type of landscape therefore transcends daily life, and 

implies the potential for the self to become improved or emancipated from everyday reality. 

The attraction of such images is understandable given our experience of the world is ever-

increasingly urbanised and mediated by technology. However, while these images satisfy 

escapist impulses they also skew expectations of how the landscape might be experienced.  I 

question such idealised versions of nature through painting, and I believe it is important to do 

so for two main reasons; the first is physiological and environmental, and the second is 

cultural. 

b. Material and environmental concerns

The physical reality of many landscapes, though often beautiful, is also uncomfortable, 

dangerous, and often marked in some way by human activity (paths, safety rails, public toilets, 

car parks and other people).  The landscape is also changeable, sometimes catastrophically, in 

the case of natural disasters, but usually incrementally, eroding with the movement of water 

or rising and falling according to shifts in the Earth’s crust. It is exploitable, routinely gutted to 

enable the use of its resources. Idealised images of landscape are distanced from this more 

complicated material reality. Advertisements for tourism in New Zealand or Tasmania come to 

mind, inviting visitors to step out of the urban every-day. These landscapes, experienced as 

pictures at a comfortable remove, are disconnected from the materiality of the land they 

portray. New Zealand can be freezing cold and wet, while the Australian landscape can be 

prickly and confusing; in bushland, a hiker can easily become lost after wandering off a trail as 

the physical experience of nature is so unpredictable as to be disorienting. When in the 

landscape I see one thing and then another, never a view in unison. I experience it through my 
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eyes, but also in my feet, or ears and in my mind; with my body. The experience is not 

coherent and is splintered by physical and mental factors. 

The material or environmental reality of the land, then, is far more nuanced and 

uncomfortable than suggested by many images of nature. This can mean that particular value 

is placed on areas of unusual beauty or interest aligning with the landscape of the Western 

imagination. At its extreme, the belief in a mythical nature that is balanced and self-

restorative, independent of culture, may also be seen to absolve the human responsibility 

toward nature. 

A considerable body of literature explores the way in which ‘landscape’ and ‘nature’ are 

conceived in Western culture. Notably, William Cronon’s Uncommon Ground (1996) discusses 

how the articulation of these concepts assumes an essential difference between things that 

are ‘natural’ and things that are ‘cultural’. Cronon challenges this distinction, arguing for a 

reconsideration of the place of people in the natural world and the human responsibility for 

nature. In this book, he describes the Western habit of viewing ‘landscape’—a cultural 

construction organising nature—as natural, and the influence of this view on the human 

relationship with nature. 9 When ‘landscape’ is understood as reflective of nature, the viewer 

inevitably becomes distanced from nature’s embodied reality. Simon Schama’s Landscape and 

Memory (1995) explores how particular landscapes have been shaped by varying human uses 

and attitudes through history, further demonstrating that ‘landscape’ is a concept originating 

in culture. Petra Halkes’ Aspiring to the Landscape (2006), examines how contemporary 

painting can critically respond to ideal constructions of nature, arguing that such constructions 

should be scrutinised in contemporary art practice as these influence attitudes toward real 

nature. 

c. Cultural concerns

Historical landscape painting has also been tied to political ideology. W.J.T Mitchell’s book 

Landscape and Power (1994), a collection of essays exploring the politics at play in landscape 

painting, is arguably the most significant work on this topic. Mitchell’s essay “Imperial 

Landscape”, included in the book, argues that colonial landscape representations naturalise 

imperial views, normalising the progression of ‘civilisation’ into areas deemed to be untouched 

by culture.10 This is evident in Australian painting; John Glover, for example, offers a 

sweetened vision of Tasmania as he imagines it might have looked prior to the arrival of the 

9 William Cronon, ed., Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature (New York: W.W. 
Norton & Co, 1996), 35–37. 
10 W.J.T Mitchell, “Imperial Landscape,” in Landscape and Power edited by W.J.T Mitchell (New York: 
W.W. Norton & Co, 1996), 18. 
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British, complete with groups of Indigenous figures. Glover’s paintings can be understood as 

regretting an earlier time, but in doing so, they also overlook the genocide that occurred in the 

landscapes depicted, as well as Tasmania’s new agricultural reality in the painter’s lifetime.11 

Historic Picturesque representations also had adverse cultural impacts.12 Ann Bermingham’s 

Landscape and Ideology (1987) examines the socio-political context of landscape painting 

movements in British art, and her chapter on Eighteenth century Picturesque landscape 

explores how the aestheticized portrayal of country life in these representations disregards the 

subjugation of agricultural workers occurring during industrialization. It is widely accepted that 

historic landscape painting, by presenting ideologically motivated representations of nature, 

naturalises the political and cultural tensions at play in landscape. 

I should note that not all theorists agree on this altogether sinister view of landscape. John 

Macarthur’s book The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities (2007) 

demonstrates how the Picturesque continues to influence Western culture today, particularly 

with regard to architectural practice. In this text, Macarthur argues that while historic 

Picturesque landscape painting naturalises ideology, its influence has often been overstated, 

writing that picturesqueness is a ‘relation within culture, not an instrument of domination.’13 

In other words, historic Picturesque images do not play an active political role, but they do 

reflect the views of the culture from which they are drawn. In doing so, they perpetuate the 

beliefs and understandings of that culture. 

d. What can painting do?

I accept that much has already been said on the problematic nature of idealised landscape. 

There has not however been a significant amount of recent work —particularly studio-based 

research— with regards to the value of the picturesque and Picturesque variety, roughness, 

irregularity and intricacy as a methodological framework for raising those questions. 

Additionally, such arguments have often been made about historic landscape painting, with 

little attention given to how images influence sentimental visions of nature today and how 

contemporary painting might address this. Nature is still romanticised despite significant 

tensions in the human relationship with nature, therefore landscape images warrant continued 

scrutiny in contemporary practice. Popular representations of nature contrast with the lived 

11 Macarthur, The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities, 196; Elizabeth Johns, 
Andrew Sayers, Elizabeth Mankin Kornhauser, eds., New Worlds From Old, (Canberra: National Gallery 
of Australia, 1998), 127. 
12 Ann Bermingham, “The Picturesque Decade” in Landscape and Ideology, (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1987i), 81-83. 
13 Macarthur, The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities, 195-196. 
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reality of the land for many people today, at a time of mass global displacement due to 

environmental and political strife, while over every landscape hovers the threat of ecological 

catastrophe brought on by climate change. In order to fully grasp the reality of these issues we 

must regard the environment as a real, physical, biological and material thing, to which we 

have a significant responsibility. We must recognise the intense physical bond we have with 

nature and question ideas or images of landscape that put human beings at a remove from the 

environment they live in. 

Painting cannot be expected to resolve the political and environmental difficulties of the 

human relationship with nature. The aim of my studio work is smaller in scale and relates to 

the way in which nature is pictured; I hope to offer an alternative to representations of nature 

which make it easy to ignore the complexity of landscape. I believe that landscape painting 

which responds in some way to Picturesque aesthetics is well placed to incite a more physical 

experience of the pictured landscape; one that cuts through our heavily idealised experience 

of landscape imagery.  
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2. A Solution

a. Variety, roughness, irregularity and intricacy: defining Picturesque methods

The key theorists on whose work I draw for this project, Malcolm Andrews, Yve-Alain Bois, 

Christopher Hussey, John Macarthur and Raimonda Modiano, agree that the Picturesque is 

positioned in opposition to regularity in the landscape. 14 In Picturesque images, this is 

achieved through an insistence on variety, roughness, irregularity and intricacy. As I have 

mentioned, I propose that painting engaging with these methods can offer a representation of 

landscape that more closely reflects the embodied experience of the landscape–one that is 

often beautiful but also changeable, uncomfortable and difficult to read as a unified whole. 

Interdependent and closely related, these four terms appear repeatedly throughout the 

literature on the Picturesque but are rarely defined.  I will attempt to briefly do so here. In The 

Picturesque, Macarthur explains ‘variety’ to be ‘the visual value or pleasure of which 

irregularity is the cause,’ based on the accidental character of natural form rather than the 

symmetrical ideal of human beauty.15 Irregularity, then, is the uneven quality produced by the 

haphazardness of nature. Through irregularity, asymmetrical and fragmented views are 

favoured over smooth forms and regular lines. These irregular, Picturesque scenes should 

contain a variety of different objects on which to focus the viewer’s attention, moving from 

tree, to rocky outcrop, to distant figure. Within these scenes, the subject matter should adhere 

to roughness, rather than smoothness; in historical images, for example, a craggy mountain 

landscape is considered Picturesque, but an expanse of rolling hills is not. Architecture and the 

human figure often appear in Picturesque landscape imagery in a similar state of roughness. 

The ruin, for example, is a common feature of these representations, as is marginal staffage, 

such as groups of weary travellers or outlaws.16  Intricacy, an impression of detail or 

complexity in the image, is produced by sharp contrasts in visual information, including 

juxtapositions not only in subject matter, but also in tone and in colour.17 The adherence to 

14 Andrews, The Search for the Picturesque: landscape aesthetics and tourism in Britain, 1760–1800 , 54-
56; Alain-Bois, “A Picturesque Stroll around “Clara-Clara””, October vol. 29 (1984), 42-43; Hussey, The 
Picturesque: studies in a point of view, 66; Macarthur, The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other 
irregularities, 36; Ibid., 124-125; Modiano, “The Legacy of the Picturesque: landscape, property and the 
ruin”, in Copley, Garside, The Politics of the Picturesque: literature, landscape and aesthetics since 1770, 
199 
15 Macarthur, The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities, 125. 
16 “Staffage” is the name given to figures scattered throughout the scene, often present in 18th Century 
Picturesque representations; Andrews, The Search for the Picturesque: landscape aesthetics and 
tourism in Britain, 1760–1800, 25. 
17 Hussey, The Picturesque: studies in a point of view, 67. 
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variety, roughness, irregularity and intricacy thus results in lively compositions through which 

the eye moves with relative freedom.18   

This flexible reading of space comes about despite the Picturesque adherence to landscape 

hierarchy, comprising a foreground, a middle ground and a background. Nature is contained by 

this structure, and the gaze is funnelled from one section of the image to the next toward a 

focal point (usually the horizon). The insistence on diversity of visual information in 

Picturesque art, however, means that the eye is free to move back and forth between parts of 

the landscape structure. Unlike representations in other landscape categories— including 

those defined by Burke as Beautiful or Sublime images— no one element in the landscape 

operates too strong a pull on the viewer’s attention. The Picturesque is neither unbounded nor 

entirely contained.19 

Picturesque approaches to the landscape not only create a more dynamic field, they also 

change the vantage point. Picturesque images strive to emulate a sense of immersion in 

nature, as though the viewer were moving through it, rather than surveying it.20 The horizon 

line, as a result, is lifted to allow for a greater feeling of enclosure in the environment.21 Thus, 

the Picturesque introduces notable innovations in landscape painting, including a shift away 

from a surveyor’s view of landscape and the demand for a multiplicity of objects and views, 

which together encourage the production of dynamic compositions to represent nature. 

b. Picturesque solutions to desire and sentimentality 

Raimonda Modiano’s essay “The Legacy of the Picturesque: landscape, property and the ruin” 

(1994) explores the role of the destitute in Picturesque imagery, but it is her discussion on 

Picturesque aesthetic methods that is pertinent to this project. Modiano’s understanding of 

the Picturesque as a disruptive force is based on the idea that landscape images elicit feelings 

of desire in the viewer, and that Picturesque aesthetics can disperse these.22 She describes the 

sting of desire that representations of nature often produce by referring to a note written by 

the poet Coleridge, in which he describes the frustration of looking at ‘a beautiful Object or 

                                                           
18 Modiano, “The Legacy of the Picturesque: landscape, property and the ruin”, The Politics of the 
Picturesque: literature, landscape and aesthetics, 199. 
19 David Punter, “The Picturesque and the Sublime: two worldscapes,” The Politics of the Picturesque: 
literature, landscape and aesthetics, ed. Stephen Copley and Peter Garside (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), 223. 
20 Hussey, The Picturesque: studies in a point of view, 109. 
21 Andrews, The Search for the Picturesque: landscape aesthetics and tourism in Britain, 1760–1800, 61. 
22 Raimonda Modiano, “The Legacy of the Picturesque: landscape, property and the ruin” in The Politics 
of the Picturesque: literature, landscape and aesthetics, ed. by Stephen Copley and Peter Garside (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 198. 
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Landscape’ as if being ‘on the brink of a Fruition still denied.’23 This feeling, he says, is almost 

physical, as though exerting energy in an attempt to move toward the object or landscape but 

remaining unable to budge. In Modiano’s words, ‘the speaker [Coleridge] experiences an 

imaginary leap forward carried on with utmost physical exertion, but in fact remains fixed in 

the same spot, ‘held back’ by the very intensity of a desire which creates its own irrevocable 

inhibition.’24 Thus when observing a picture of an inviting landscape, the viewer may 

experience an almost physical drive toward it, but desire is frustrated by the inability to act on 

this impulse. It is important to understand the role of desire in landscape images as it is desire 

that sustains an idealised vision of nature according to Western culture, encouraging viewers 

to seek out images and views that satisfy this yearning for nature. Today, this desire is often 

reinforced through the language of photography. I have felt comparable bittersweet emotions 

when observing a painting or photograph of a beautiful scene, or when arriving at the 

panorama of a lookout. Unable to take the physical landscape home with me, I capture the 

view through photographs, acquiring it by capturing its picture.  

As opposed to other forms of landscape imagery, the Picturesque softens the effect of desire 

through its compositional structure. The ‘painful immobility’ referred to by Coleridge, and 

expanded on by Modiano, ‘arises from the reversal of an expectation which the Beautiful 

amply promises, namely the possibility of reaching the object of desire, usually located in close 

proximity to the observer.’25 In other words, landscapes of the Beautiful tradition are 

structured so that their subject matter appears to be within reach, suggesting that it is 

attainable. In the Picturesque, however, the frustration of desire is cancelled out by the 

placement of a variety of objects at a certain distance. This prevents attachment to any single 

element in a composition, and encourages the eye to travel from one object to another 

without coming to rest. 26 As stated by Modiano, ‘in the Picturesque desire remains eminently 

free. Its most distinguishing feature is not its immobility but its infinite mobility.’27 Thus the 

immersive vantage point, the diversity of objects and the irregular structure of Picturesque 

images prevents the fixation of desire. This protects the viewer from disappointment and 

instead allows for a ‘playful’ and detached engagement with landscape.28  

If we understand unchecked desire as being the cause of idealism for nature, then the removal 

of that desire’s potency through Picturesque aesthetics also dampens the idealism of the 

                                                           
23 Coleridge, as quoted in Modiano, 197. 
24 Modiano, “The Legacy of the Picturesque: landscape, property and the ruin,” 198. 
25 Ibid., 197. 
26 Ibid., 198-199. 
27 Modiano, “The Legacy of the Picturesque: landscape property and the ruin,” 198. 
28 Macarthur, The Picturesque: Architecture, disgust and other irregularities, 125; Modiano, “The Legacy 
of the Picturesque: landscape, property and the ruin,” 198. 
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landscape image. Nature, thanks to the use of Picturesque attributes in painting, is not 

reduced to a singular object toward which the viewer aspires. As a result, these types of 

images allow for a different sort of reception by the viewer, one which approaches the physical 

experience of being in nature that is often fragmented and uncomfortable, rather than 

emulating an imagined ideal. As well as interrupting idealism in the landscape image, then, I 

propose that paintings utilising Picturesque methods can reflect the visual qualities of nature 

as it is experienced in the real. 

Rather than refer to idealism or desire, Macarthur speaks of the sentimentality that can be 

produced by the Picturesque, sentimentality being a reaction to seductive compositions or 

beautiful views.29 In historic landscape imagery, for example, a Picturesque representation of 

working-class dwellings can be accused of idealising the squalid living conditions of the 18th 

Century agricultural class.30 Sentimental emotions arise within the viewer when observing this 

representation of something that in fact deserves critical attention. I suggest that a 

contemporary example might be an idealised photograph of a snow-capped mountain. The 

image will offer an aestheticized view of the landscape, offering an inviting representation that 

gives rise to sentimentality, and in doing so, ignores the dangerous physical reality of the 

space. The emergence of sentimental emotions when faced with a beautiful view is similar to 

that stirring of desire described by Modiano by way of Coleridge. It is the drifting into 

bittersweet reverie that can occur when presented with an image of beautiful landscape. 

What Macarthur considers provoking about the Picturesque is its ability to stir up 

sentimentality while also subverting it.31 In Picturesque landscape images, as I have explained, 

this is achieved through the concepts of variety, roughness, irregularity and intricacy. An image 

of beautiful nature allows the viewer to engage in moments of introspection, while the 

simultaneous use of these abrasive visual attributes disrupts the viewer’s reverie.32 This 

argument is a reminder that the Picturesque is complicit in presenting romanticised versions of 

nature, yet its insistence on multiplicity and ruggedness disrupts the representation and 

therefore prevents an entirely Romantic reading of the image. The Picturesque, through its 

aesthetic values, thus encourages some reflexivity of the way we engage with the natural 

world at the same time as it offers seductive representations of it. 

29 Macarthur, The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities, 1. 
30 Bermingham, Landscape and Ideology, 81-83. 
31 Macarthur, The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities, 1. 
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c. Picturesque methods in the present day

Yve-Alain Bois’ essay “A Picturesque Walk around “Clara-Clara”” (1984) applies historic 

Picturesque theory to the sculptural work of Robert Smithson and Richard Serra, stressing the 

way in which Picturesque methods avoid a uniform or cohesive view of space. In doing so, he 

demonstrates how the aesthetic theory continues to be of influence in modern and 

contemporary culture, and offers a useful example of how the Picturesque operates in 

practice.  

Bois agrees that the imperative of a Picturesque work is ‘not to force nature, but to reveal the 

“capacities” of the site, while magnifying their variety and singularity.’33 It is with this idea in 

mind that he discusses Smithson’s comments about the artist’s earthwork, Spiral Jetty. 

Smithson has expressed aversion to the way in which this artwork is often experienced by 

audiences; that is, through aerial photography. In these photographs, the jetty is seen from 

above, so it can be viewed in its entirety with a single glance. The shape of the earthwork 

forms a clearly delineated spiral against the water surrounding it. But the artist says that this 

image of Spiral Jetty denies ‘the temporal experience of the work’34 as well as the variety of 

views, as seen in the real, of both the artwork and the surrounding landscape. 

33 Yve-Alain Bois, “A Picturesque Walk around “Clara-Clara”,” trans. John Shepley, October, vol. 29 
(1984): 34. 
34 Robert Smithson, cited in ibid., 33. 
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Figure 1. An aerial view of Robert Smithson's “Spiral Jetty” in Utah, taken by a camera attached 

to a latex weather balloon from about 800 feet in the air 

Bois argues that the artist is averse to the aerial photograph because it produces a ‘Gestalt’ 

reading of the work.35 That is, a reading of the artwork as a unified whole. The notion of 

‘Gestalt’ in this instance can be likened to Burke’s concept of the beautiful in landscape art, 

which is defined by smoothness and ‘uniformity’.36 Macarthur comments on this notion, 

stating that ‘a Gestalt is exactly what irregularity is intended to avoid and could be taken as the 

opposite principle to Price’s ‘variety’’.37 Smithson’s aims for his work are Picturesque, as the 

physical experience of Spiral Jetty should be fragmented, informed by the work’s changing 

relationship to its environment both in time and in space. Bois goes on to apply the same idea 

to Serra’s Arc [figure 2], a monumental outdoor sculpture. He argues that a unified view of the 

work is not possible in the real: ‘its form remains ambiguous, indeterminable, unknowable as 

an entity.’38 Both Jetty and Arc avoid uniformity, striving to work with the landscape while 

drawing attention to its irregularities, and the physical experience of these works is 

Picturesque, offering multiple and varied views. 

35 Bois, “A Picturesque Walk around “Clara-Clara”,” 34. 
36 Macarthur, The Picturesque: architecture, disgust and other irregularities, 125. 
37 Ibid., 169. 
38 Bois, “A Picturesque Walk around “Clara-Clara””, 34. 

Image removed
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Figure 2. Richard Serra, Arc, 1980, steel, 200 in 

As I am dealing with painting, it may seem counterintuitive to reach for a sculptural 

interpretation of the Picturesque to explain its function in my practice. However, Bois’ reading 

of “land art” and Minimalist works through the lens of the Picturesque demonstrates how the 

use of the aesthetic can be productive in modern and contemporary art. Historical Picturesque 

methods are confined by the limits imposed by the art practices of its time; in historic 

landscape painting for example, the interpretation of variety, roughness, irregularity and 

intricacy is restricted to subject matter, composition, and juxtapositions in colour and tone. A 

preference for rocks, trees, ruins, and an abundance of pictured elements are hallmarks of 

historic Picturesque representations. Phillip James de Loutherbourg’s Lake Scene, Evening 

[figure 3] demonstrates this. Here the viewpoint is relatively low, positioned from the banks of 

a lake surrounded by rocky hills, and in front of which sit two small figures—the staffage of the 

painting. A tree reaches out from the top left corner of the painting, and vegetation sprouts at 

irregular intervals between boulders. In the distance, a ruin is perched on the rock, while a 

large cloud descends on the far reaches of the landscape. The rough subject matter, along with 

stark juxtapositions in tone, colour, and the wealth of information in the painting lend 

themselves to picturesqueness. By contrast, the artworks by Smithson and Serra discussed by 

Bois demonstrate how Picturesque methods can be translated to three-dimensional space in 

Image removed
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visual art. Contemporary painting, I believe, can also offer an expanded notion of variety, 

roughness, irregularity and intricacy that considers a broader range of painting’s material 

properties, including but not limited to texture, gestural application, scale, and the interaction 

of works in a space.  

Figure 3. Phillip James de Loutherbourg, Lake Scene, Evening, oil on canvas, 42.5 x 60 cm 

The function of the Picturesque in my work is a combination of the three contemporary 

understandings offered by Modiano, Macarthur and Bois, borrowing from the historic views of 

Gilpin, Price and Payne Knight. Importantly, Bois stresses the way in which Picturesque 

methods avoid a cohesive reading of an artwork or a space; that is, a representation of 

landscape that can be taken in at one glance. As concerns this project, what this means is that 

Picturesque landscape images avoid cohesive views of nature thanks to the use of variety, 

roughness, irregularity and intricacy. Modiano’s and Macarthur’s arguments demonstrate how 

such cohesive representations of landscape give rise to unrestrained desire or sentimentality 

which reinforce ideals of nature, and the way in which Picturesque methods–disrupting the 

uniformity of the space–are able to interrupt or to disperse these emotions. In my landscape 

paintings, I argue that these interruptions create a visual discomfort that disrupts an idealised 

reading of the subject matter.  

Image removed
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3. Contemporary Practice

Many artists working with landscape painting today can be said to include disruptions in their 

work akin to Picturesque methods. The paintings of both Maureen Gallace and Andreas 

Eriksson interrupt a sentimental reading of nature through subject matter, composition, colour 

and brush mark to arrive at singular works. 

a. Maureen Gallace

Gallace is a North American artist whose landscape paintings of New England and Connecticut 

were the subject of the recent survey exhibition, Clear Day (2017), at MOMA PS1 in New York. 

What makes Gallace’s paintings important for my research is the representation of sweet 

subject matter in tandem with a subversion of sentimentality through painterly means. The 

subtle disruptions that enable this lend themselves to interpretation though Picturesque 

methods, and exemplify how the aesthetic theory can be useful in contemporary painting to 

create surprising representations of landscape.  

Her landscapes picture red barns, winding roads, calm oceans and houses by the sea. The 

sentimentality of the subject matter, soft hues and modest scale are cut through with 

interruptions that complicate the work.  These include irregular compositional choices, a 

reduction of form and a fractious application of paint. Through these methods, Gallace 

circumvents a romanticised representation of these landscapes, making works that bristle with 

the clash of sweetness and tough mindedness. September 1st [figure 4], July Beach House 

[figure 5], and Beach/wave/late day [figure 6] exemplify the opposing pulls of sentimentality 

and visual disruption at play in Gallace’s work.  

September 1st is a simple painting of houses and vegetation under a clear sky. Its colours are a 

mix of greys, greens, blues and yellows, suggesting the bright light of day. Despite its simplicity, 

to look at this image is not an entirely comfortable experience due to its visual irregularities, 

which also create a psychological tension in the work. The first of these irregularities is 

compositional. This painting is primarily made up of middle-ground; the horizon line is absent, 

presumably tucked behind the structures, while the foreground is cut off, hidden out of view 

beyond the bottom edge of the painting. No object has been placed in front of the scene to 

suggest the foreground. Because of this, the structures and the vegetation feel at once near 

and far, sitting within the illusionary space of the image yet springing forward to meet the eye. 

This effect is heightened by the placement of the structures at the centre of the composition, 

positioned too close together for comfort. These compositional choices conflict with the 
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lightness of the colour and the subject matter, resulting in an enjoyably tense, weird image 

that draws me in at the same time as it pushes me out.  

Figure 4. Maureen Gallace, September 1st, oil on panel, 24.5 x 33 cm, 2018 

This visual effect is enhanced by the reduction of form and the varied, fragmented application 

of paint. Gallace has simplified the subject matter into rudimentary shapes. The structures are 

described by a group of grey planes, while the bushes are broken down into rough patches of 

dark, light and mid-tone. The sky is a heavy, opaque shape that feels as though it descends 

onto the scene at the same time as the lightness of the hue suggests the brightness of a 

summer day. Out of context, these individual shapes would not make sense, but come 

together to form a coherent image. The brushstrokes appear to have been applied quickly, in a 

collection of directional marks; they are placed diagonally across the surface, describing the 

movement of vegetation, or vertically, as if up the path leading to one of the houses. The 

interaction of hurried marks and simplified forms is another visual contradiction in the image, 

as the weight of individual forms give the depicted objects a solidity that is undermined or 

threatened by the energy of the brush marks.  

Image removed
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This tension between sentimentality and the denial of sentimentality, or between an idealised 

representation of landscape and a critical one, is probably best felt when considering Gallace’s 

works as a group. No individual painting will equally display each of the irregularities that make 

this work unsettling. The composition in July Beach House, for example, is less claustrophobic 

that that of September 1st due to its engagement with a hierarchical landscape structure, 

including a foreground, a middle ground, and a background, and the striking placement of the 

horizon.  

Figure 5. Maureen Gallace, July Beach House, 2013, oil on panel, 27.9 x 35.6 cm 

Image removed
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Figure 6. Maureen Gallace, Beach/wave/late Day, oil on panel, 22.9 x 30.5 cm, 2017 

Beach/wave/late day, having lost the architectural element, is more conventional again, 

retaining little of the oddity of the first two paintings bar the simplification of the landscape to 

sparse strips of colour. This softer painting, however, gives context to the more irregular 

compositions, and vice versa. The straightforward representation of ocean in Beach allows for 

a gentler reading of the more distorted September 1st, while my reading of the former is 

complicated by the unsettling visual qualities of the later. 

Of course, the artist does not deliberately position her practice within the framework of the 

Picturesque. However, I believe it is useful to consider her paintings in this context, as they 

operate on the viewer in the way of Picturesque images. It has been said of Gallace’s paintings 

that they are ‘indifferent’ to the nostalgia that their subject matter might elicit.39 I feel that 

they teeter on the edge of sentimentality without allowing me to indulge in such emotions, 

and this dispersion of sentimentality occurs by virtue of the visual strategies that she uses. In 

September 1st, for example, her subject matter is rendered non-specific; the forms are 

rudimentary, the composition closed off, preventing me from looking deeper into the space, 

and the application of paint is varied, restless, pushing my gaze through the picture. By 

39 Barry Schwabsky, “Framing the View,” The Nation, 14 December 2015, 27-31, accessed 3 April 2018, 
http://www.303gallery.com/attachment/en/5576fee507a72c0678771e53/News/56ec5a265aa8376b3b
da472f. 

Image removed
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removing specificity in this way, the painting appears to shut the viewer off from creating fixed 

narrative connections–and thus sentiment–instead leaving the eye free to wander in and out 

of the illusionary image. Thus, visual interruptions akin to Picturesque methods of variety, 

roughness, irregularity and intricacy allow her paintings to avoid idealising what they 

represent, and perhaps even open the possibility of these works asking bigger questions about 

the landscape and human responsibility for its care and representation. 

b. Andreas Eriksson

Eriksson makes immersive-scale, abstracted paintings recalling traditional Romantic subject 

matter, including tree stumps, forest or lake-strewn landscapes. Eriksson’s work can be 

understood through the Picturesque in a number of interconnected ways, including in the 

emphasis on the surface of the work, the reduction of form, and the fragmentation of subject 

matter. 

The artist states that his paintings are not about landscape, but rather an exploration of colour 

and form.40 And yet, his compositions are undoubtedly influenced by the natural spaces 

surrounding his studio, a Swedish landscape of deciduous trees and variegated greens and 

browns. The artist’s rejection of the formal ‘landscape’ as a category for his work can be 

related to the aims of historic Picturesque representations. These are described in 

Bermingham’s essay “the Picturesque and Ready-to-Wear Femininity”. Though this text 

focuses on the influence of the Picturesque on women’s fashion, it succinctly describes the 

subversive quality of Picturesque aesthetics, which is useful to my discussion. Bermingham 

states that the Picturesque works in opposition to the formalism of academic landscape 

painting which encourages ‘unity of effect’ in images.41 Instead, the Picturesque elevates the 

play of ornament–surprising variation, juxtaposition and contrast–in pictures.42 She states that 

‘what is remarkable about the Picturesque is its demand that surfaces be taken seriously, that 

they be treated, not in depth, but as depth.’43 Eriksson’s paintings do what Bermingham 

suggests. Rather than focus on figuration, his works emphasise the flat picture plane and 

delight in the interaction of varied colours, forms, and textures, at the same time as they offer 

an impression of the natural landscape. The three works Trunk [figure 7], First Idea Statement 

40 Sara Arrhenius, Andreas Eriksson, Pontus Kyander and Camila Larsson, Andreas Eriksson: 
Roundabouts, ex 
cat (London: Koenig Books, 2014) 31. 
41 Ann Bermingham, ‘The Picturesque and Ready-to-Wear Femininity,’ The Politics of the Picturesque: 
literature, landscape and aesthetics since 1770, ed. Stephen Copley and Peter Garside (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1994) 85. 
42 See note 40 above. 
43 Ibid., 90. 
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[figure 8] and Malakit [figure 9] exemplify the methods used by the artist and which can be 

understood through Picturesque values. 

Trunk depicts a solitary tree trunk in a darkened landscape. While the subject matter 

encourages a Romantic reading of the painting–the image of Northern European nature and 

the restrained, cool palette used is reminiscent of Romantic landscape painting–the 

interruptions introduced in the picture prevent any uncritical abandon to sentimentality. The 

first of these is in the choice of composition, closely cropped and obstructing a wider view of 

landscape, much as Picturesque aesthetics encourage an immersive viewpoint. In this painting, 

the landscape is summarily described by the darker bottom section of the painting (ground) 

and a lighter top section (sky). Despite this rudimentary depiction, the forms in the painting 

are not simplified; rather, further mimetic cues are obstructed by a complication of the visual 

information in the painting. Rather than paint a faithfully observational representation of the 

tree trunk, the artist has broken up the image into a variety of interlocking flat shapes placed 

vertically and horizontally across the surface. As a result, the picture is fragmented, and 

boundaries between tree trunk, ground and sky are confused with each other, the horizon line 

indistinct amongst a cluster of irregular sections of paint. 

This fracturing of the image works in tandem with the use of colour in this painting. The colour 

used is relatively naturalistic, featuring a subtle variation of greys, browns and greens, 

reminiscent of an overcast dusk. It is the often irregular placement of these colours that 

disrupts the representation; for example, a slice of sky grey is repeated at the base of the tree 

trunk. Though this has no function toward representation, the echo of colour encourages a 

movement of the eye from the top of the picture down to its bottom half, much in the way 

that Picturesque juxtapositions propel the gaze through compositions.  

This effect is strengthened by the contrasts in tone and texture of each juxtaposed shape. In 

the same example, the pale grey segment in the trunk is a lighter tone than the earthy browns, 

green and grey-black surrounding it. The paint also appears more opaque, containing a greater 

concentration of white than the surrounding fragments of colour. The brown, by contrast, is a 

thin wash of colour through which the tone of the canvas appears. These juxtapositions are 

repeated throughout the painting, causing the intricacy and unrestrained mobility of the gaze 

through the image as prescribed by the Picturesque. 
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Figure 7. Andreas Eriksson, Trunk, 2011, oil on canvas, 395 x 380 cm 

The artist thus emphasises relationships between colours, tones and textures rather than 

perspectival space, and in doing so draws attention to the surface of the painting. This can be 

understood as taking the Picturesque interest in surfaces, described by Bermingham, to its 

extreme. This is evidenced in different ways in First Idea Statement and Malakit. First Idea 

Statement is a photograph of twin moss-covered tree stumps, but can also be understood as 

an abstracted green colour field disrupted by the intrusion of objects strewn across the 

picture-plane, including branches, rocks and leaves. The painting Malakit exaggerates the 

fragmentation of space, as observed in Trunk, by doing away with mimetic representation 

altogether. The painting is a patchwork of soft, thin colour interrupted by vibrant orange and 

blue, propelling the eye around the composition in a variety of colour and shape.  

Image removed
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Though the depiction of nature in these images is seductive, the artist’s use of methods now 

familiar from the Picturesque prevents the viewer from veering toward an ideal reading of 

nature. Abandon into sentimentality is frustrated by the artist’s insistence on surface, and the 

paintings achieve this through a fragmenting of the image. This results in an uncomfortable 

pull between the lure of representation and the materiality of the painting, much as embodied 

nature is often beautiful but also visually chaotic and physically uncomfortable. Through the 

use of such methods, Eriksson’s works can thus be said to emulate the experience of real 

nature. 

Figure 8. Andreas Eriksson, First Idea Statement, 2008, C-print on MDF, 59 x 74 cm 

Image removed
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Figure 9. Andreas Eriksson, Malakit, 2017, oil and acrylic on canvas, framed: 52 x 42cm 

Image removed
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4. The Studio Project

a. The Picturesque studio method

The paintings and drawings I have produced during this research project can be divided into 

four bodies of work. The first, Plant Paintings, is a group of oil paintings of dense vegetation 

structured without a horizon line. The second, Wollemi, is a collection of drawings, 

watercolour and oil paintings in response to the landscape of the Wollemi wilderness. The 

third, Mountain Paintings is a series of paintings representing mountains and bodies of water 

using a raised horizon line, and the fourth, Figure Paintings, paintings of the figure in the 

landscape.  

The works are linked by my experience of the landscape. Most of the places that I paint, and 

also some of the figures, I only know in passing, as a tourist or when having undertaken two 

remote residencies–one in Northern Iceland in 2014, and the other near the Wollemi National 

Park in New South Wales in 2016. The paintings do not attempt to explore a specific place, and 

the subject matter of the work is disparate, some representing gardens, others shoreline or 

running water. What is important in my work is thus not uniformity of subject matter, but 

rather the consistent effort to disrupt an idealised reading of the landscape.  

The Picturesque is a useful tool for understanding the choices that I make in my studio work in 

order to achieve these disruptions. My subject matter can easily fall into stereotype, but is 

unsettled by aesthetic choices that can be understood as Picturesque, without being 

illustrative of historic Picturesque aesthetics. Historic variety, roughness, irregularity and 

intricacy can refer to the choice of objects placed in the landscape, as well as the 

juxtapositions in colour and tone in landscape representations. I expand the means towards 

these visual values to include unnatural colour, texture, gesture, scale and the interaction of 

works in a space to disrupt the landscape and resist any implication of its coherence.  

Discordant or unexpected colour works toward creating atmosphere while preventing an 

entirely comfortable reading of the representational image. Being visually pleasing, colour 

engages the viewer yet at the same time interrupts this engagement through its incongruous 

placement or unusual interactions. The colour I use is diverse and often unnatural, sometimes 

too green, or violet, or pink. One dash of strong colour may draw the gaze, while another will 

compete for attention in a different part of the picture. These irregular and varied colour 

choices interrupt an otherwise naturalistic representation of landscape.  
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Figure 10. Succulent, 2018, oil on board, 30 x 20 cm 

Meanwhile, my paintings feature a low vantage point with the horizon line placed high in the 

picture. In some cases, the horizon is absent altogether, the paintings representing thick 

bushland or gardens from within the trees. This gives the impression that the viewer of the 

image is positioned within the landscape rather than surveying it. Rather than be led through 

the composition to a scenic outlook, the eye is encouraged to move restlessly between parts of 

the image. In this way, my compositions aim to recall the lived experience of nature. When 
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standing in a ‘closed’ landscape, such as a forest of gum trees, it is difficult to make out a clear 

visual structure of what surrounds you. In vaster environments, the eye needs to travel around 

the space to establish a sense of hierarchy in the landscape, that is, a foreground, a middle 

ground and a background. More often than not, such physical landscapes do not easily open 

up to the eye and a visitor in the space needs to work hard, scaling hills or mountains, to arrive 

at a culminating, cohesive view. The irregularity of my compositions thus avoid a more distant, 

ordered, ideal representation of landscape.  

Perhaps the most important consideration of the work is the application of the material, which 

lends itself to Picturesque methods. I apply paint to the surface in groups of interlocking planes 

that jostle for space and fragment the picture-plane. These clusters of brushstrokes vary in 

opacity, size and direction, and create movement in the paintings. The result is a figurative 

representation that combines gestural distortions with loose, scaffolded brushwork–gestural 

marks pressing against each other in upright and horizontal stacks. This irregular application of 

paint encourages the sense of mobility of the Picturesque. At times, it causes a near-slippage 

into abstraction, jarring with the figuration of the composition and jolting the viewer out of the 

pleasurable complacency of observing the image. At the same time, it recalls the experience of 

being in the landscape. The images of vegetation, for example, parallel the feeling of enclosure 

in bushland which obstructs the panoramic view of landscape, at once beautiful and 

uncomfortable. 

Finally, the varied scale of my works and their interactions in a space can also be read through 

Picturesque aesthetics. The paintings are made on plywood surfaces of varied small shapes 

and sizes, frequently using an upright ‘portrait’ format. This lends itself to portraying intimate 

slices of landscape, the larger environment hidden beyond the edges of the work. Thus 

through their physical shape and size, the paintings minimise the grandiosity typical of ideal 

landscape and engage in the “intricacy” of the Picturesque. The viewer needs to lean in to 

experience the work. Installed together, the variation in scale creates an impression of 

irregularity within a space. Where a viewer might be arrested in front of an arrangement of 

large scale paintings, the installation of small works encourages movement of the body around 

the room. The viewer needs to move from painting to painting, unable to take in an entire 

view of the exhibition at a glance. 

Each of these methods —colour, composition, painterly application and scale— contribute to 

the sense of the Picturesque that I have been keen to engage, resulting in a mobile reading of 

landscape that resists idealised representation. My paintings give an impression of restless 

motion, allowing the viewer’s eye to travel around the picture without coming to a stop.  
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b. Plant Paintings 

I began this studio project focusing on how painting dense vegetation could result in a 

landscape antithetical to the panoramic view, pervasive in the landscape genre and typical of 

idealised representations of nature. Framed from a certain distance, the vegetal subject 

matter is not quite abstract, yet remains closed off to a formal reading of landscape comprising 

a foreground, a middle ground and a background. The horizon line, usually central to 

landscape compositions, is removed, with only the suggestion of receding space remaining. As 

a result, whether depicting overgrown gardens or dense bushland, these paintings present a 

frontal picture of impenetrable landscape, much as Picturesque images favour immersive 

viewpoints [figures 10-14].  

Bilpin Sight Line [figure 13] is an example of this. Here, the picture is almost entirely made up 

of a tangle of gum trees at close range. The viewer looks into the beginnings of receding 

space–a sky beyond is suggested by purple-white brush marks–but is impeded by an unyielding 

foreground. Rather than be anchored by a horizon line, the image is structured around the 

lines of the trees. The leaning white gum tree and the orange-brown trunk above it throw the 

viewer’s gaze from the bottom left of the picture up to the top right. This motion is 

counterbalanced by leftward reaching, smaller brushstrokes up through the opposing half of 

the image. Finally, the image is sliced, and held in place, by upward-pointing tree trunks 

through the centre of the painting. The result is a landscape image that does not sit still and 

yet feels resolved to the eye. As opposed to the calm effect produced by ideal landscapes, here 

the gaze is taken around the picture without finding a space to settle, as in Picturesque 

compositions. The colour of the work adds to this effect. The painting comprises mostly pink, 

dusty whites, viridian and yellows, cut through with dabs of violet and bright green. The 

representation is interrupted by intrusions of the cadmium yellow ground where brush marks 

do not quite meet, disrupting a uniform reading of the image. It is a painting which recalls the 

Australian bush without striving toward meticulous replication, picturing a relatively harsh 

environment in pretty hues and interrupted by irregular, bright colour. 
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Figure 11. Green Wall, 2016, oil on board, 40 x 30 cm 
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Figure 12. Garden, 2016, oil on board, 40 x 30 cm 
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Figure 13. Bilpin Sight Line, 2016, oil on board, 40 x 30 cm 



33 

Figure 14. Seville (II), 2017, oil on board, 15 x 11 cm 

c. Wollemi

Early on in the degree, I spent a month at the BigCi residency in the Wollemi wilderness of 

New South Wales. I spent my time there experimenting with a variety of media and 

approaches to respond to the space around me, working with graphite, gouache, watercolour, 

ink and oil paint, making small-scale paintings and drawings reacting to the growth and colour 

in the landscape [figures 15-20]. Some of the methods I used in these experiments can be 

likened to those of the Picturesque.  

The graphite drawings, particularly, offer an immersive impression of landscape and 

encourages mobility of the gaze. I made these using a ‘blind contour’ technique; that is, I 

produced line drawings from observation of the trees while keeping my eyes on the subject 

matter rather than my pencil. Because of this, lines stray and overlap, resulting in a sense of 

motion in the image. Once complete, I added tone to the drawing using several different 

grades of pencil, applying the graphite in small, directional marks of varying intensity, 
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encouraging this sense of motion. Untitled (IV) [figure 15] exemplifies this. Although not a 

realistic representation of landscape, the combined effect is of a flattening out of the subject 

matter at the same time as it encourages movement of the gaze around the image – from the 

solitary branch in the front, to the central arc of trees in the centre, before moving to the 

smaller, dense tangle in the top right of the picture.  

 

 

Figure 15. Untitled (IV), 2016, graphite on paper, 76 x 56 cm  
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Figure 16. Untitled (V), gouache, watercolour and graphite on 9 sheets of A3 paper, 2016 
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Figure 17. Untitled (I), 2016, watercolour and gouache on paper, 42 x 29.7 cm 
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Figure 18. Untitled (II), 2016, watercolour and gouache on paper, 42 x 29.7 cm 
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Figure 19. Untitled (III), 2016, watercolour, gouache and oil pastel on paper, 42 x 29.7 cm 
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Figure 20. Pink Wall, 2016, oil on board, 40 x 30 cm 
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d. Mountain Paintings

The paintings of mountains and bodies of water [figures 21-23] recall the immersive view and 

rough subject matter typical of Picturesque landscape, using composition, brush mark and 

colour to generate a sense of irregularity in these images. Torrent [figure 21] is an example of 

this. In this painting, the horizon line is present, but is placed at an unusual height. It follows 

the shape of a small mountain down through a patchwork of grass, rock and running water. 

Despite the open space being depicted, the space feels relatively enclosed by virtue of the 

narrow sky, and, rather than leading outward or down onto the landscape, the point of view is 

tilted upward. These compositional choices subtly unsettle a scenic view of landscape. The 

paint in this image is applied with hurried and varied strokes, ranging in opacity, so that at 

times the bright green ground is visible through the top layer of paint. A gentle relationship 

between the sky and mountain face in the top of the painting turns into a frenzy of activity in 

the picture’s middle section. Directional brushstrokes describe the bend in the land as it dips 

toward the stream running through the centre of the image, and the water is described in 

differently-coloured packets of brushstrokes placed down, across and diagonally with the 

movement of water. Horizontal strokes follow the shape of the land, while vertical marks in 

incongruous places (such as in the water) disrupt a calm illusionistic reading and draw 

attention to the surface of the painting. The heightened colour works to interrupt what might 

otherwise be a straightforward reading of beautiful but banal subject matter, and its irregular, 

patchwork placement disturbs the cohesiveness of the image. For example, a cluster of 

conflicting colours describes a section toward the middle of the torrent, so that the landscape 

and the water appear to fold into each other. Although the painting works as a picture, this 

treatment of the material prevents an entirely comfortable, cohesive reading of the landscape. 
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Figure 21. Torrent, oil on board, 30 x 20 cm, 2017 
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Figure 22. Snowmelt, 2016, oil on board, 40 x 30 cm 
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Figure 23. Nevada, 2017, oil on board, 15 x 11 cm 

e. Figure Paintings

Similar to the other works, there is a sense of restlessness in the paintings of the figure [figures 

24-26], as can be observed in Mountain Over my Shoulder [figure 24]. This work references the

staffage scattered throughout Picturesque compositions–the distant figures often populating

18th Century landscape paintings, and a trope often repeated in contemporary popular

landscape images. However, I have chosen to crop the composition narrowly on the head of

the subject. The figure observes a landscape that is only suggested to the viewer of the

painting, resulting in a similar feeling of enclosure in the environment as that of the paintings

of mountains and vegetation. Likewise, a sense of folding and unfurling of the picture occurs

due to the distribution of colour. In this painting, the dominant colours of the landscape find
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their way into the figure. Marks of pale blue of the same shade as the surrounding background 

are scattered through the hair. These highlight the shape of the head yet also, defying logic, 

could be the landscape appearing through the figure and coming into the foreground. 

Additionally, the application of the paint in a variety of gestural and delicate strokes contribute 

to the painting’s irregularity and intricacy. In Mountain Over my Shoulder, the figure is painted 

in interlocking sections of varying hues. The head of the figure, for example, is made up of 

sections of paint applied in the direction of the planes of the face and hair. This structural 

application of paint is contrasted by flatter, larger fields of colour forming the landscape 

behind, and by more delicate marks in the figure. The face and hair comprise small, wobbly 

marks, interrupting what is otherwise a descriptive application of paint. 

Figure 24. Mountain Over my Shoulder, 2017, oil on board, 21 x 21 cm 
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Figure 25. Seville, 2017, oil on board, 15 x 11 cm 
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Figure 26. Queenstown (II), 2018, oil on board, 20 x 20 cm 
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Conclusion 

The Picturesque, as I have explained, has been a useful framework for my work. It has been a 

mechanism for experimentation that helped generate solutions to the problems of landscape 

representation without determining its pictorial outcomes. My paintings operate in response 

to the ‘picturesqueness’ of everyday life; that is, an experience of the world that is mediated 

through images. In terms of the natural world, this means that the imagining of nature is 

shaped by what we are used to seeing through popular images; often, areas of great scenic 

beauty, or pleasant, rambling countryside. As I have explained, this ideal view can lead to 

disappointing experiences of real nature, which can be uncomfortable in both physiological 

and visual ways, marred by violent history, while the dependability of land as a provider of 

shelter and resources can no longer be taken for granted in light of growing ecological threats. 

I should reiterate that I do not consider landscape images to be responsible for these tensions 

in the human relationship with nature, nor that painting can resolve them. I also do not think 

that idealised landscape images can be simply dismissed as lacking in value. Such pictures 

encourage reverie detached from everyday experience, which surely is worthwhile to personal 

wellbeing. However, when such sentimental images form the basis of the imagining of nature, 

it becomes easier to forget the environmental and cultural problems associated with 

landscape. As I have argued, paintings which engage with Picturesque methods of variety, 

roughness, irregularity and intricacy can add a level of criticality to beautiful landscape 

representations and arguably come closer to reflecting the experience of real nature. At the 

same time, such paintings reinterpret and reinvigorate the Picturesque and its capacities for 

understanding image making as mediating relations with the natural world.  

I accept that my paintings, which picture beautiful areas in nature and figures in the landscape, 

can be understood to engage with the same sentimentality as idealised landscape pictures. 

However, their use of Picturesque methods introduce visual disruptions which prevent an 

entirely comfortable or Romantic reading of the landscape through colour, composition, 

painterly application and scale, demanding more work from the viewer to take in the image. 

The exhibition concluding this project, comprising a selection of the works made throughout 

my research, will feature diverse small paintings demonstrating my exploration of Picturesque 

methods. As I write this paper, I am beginning work on a group of new paintings suggesting 

more evidence of a human presence in the landscape, including structures, roads and garden 

features, further distancing my work from the ideal notion of a wild, ‘unspoilt’ nature so 

prevalent in popular culture. My hope is that the exhibition will offer an opportunity for 
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reverie through the representation of beautiful landscape, interrupted by the irregular nature 

of these representations and a gentle disquiet about what it is we know or do not know about 

nature through landscape painting. 
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