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Illustration is a medium that can enhance  
and interpret storytelling. When part of 
sequential art, like comics or graphic novels, 
it can effectively communicate ideas using 
specific visual conventions. This masters 
by research project investigates how visual 
conventions can convey the experience of 
travelling and cultural displacement. By using 
the form of a graphic novel I have converted 
my personal journey of moving from Germany 
to New Zealand into a visual narrative.

Previous research has helped me to identify 
the format of the graphic novel as a suitable 
medium for stories about journeying. It has 
also shown me the lack of academic research 
in that specific context; thereby my project can 
make a significant contribution to this field of 
creative inquiry.

A heuristic method has led me to generate 
a body of work that spans a variety of visual 
conventions that convey notions of travelling, 
displacement and cultural shift. Further visual 
experiments have led me to explore a range 
of illustrative conventions and new graphic 
approaches. I have identified six overarching 
themes that have informed my journey, namely 
memory, discovery, transition, freedom, 
knowledge and the quest for belonging. On 
this basis I have created a graphic novel which 
not only encompasses my personal story of 
living in New Zealand, but which also reflects 
these universal themes of travelling and 
cultural displacement in its content, structure 
and design. Nevertheless, the outcome of my 
research is subjective: it does not claim to be 
complete. There are many more ways to convey 
a travel experience visually.

a b s t r ac t
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I. Graphic novel travelogues: 
an overview 

Graphic novels are a very suitable medium 
for stories about journeys, as their sequenced 
nature aptly mirrors a travel experience 
and their rich images can trigger a sense of 
immersion in the worlds depicted. Narratives 
about journeying are not purely confined to 
just the physical movement of a body through 
space – there is also significant psychological 
journeying, together with increased self-
awareness. In the field of mythology, biblical 
lore, and literature, there are many stories 
featuring journeys, often structured in a way 
that depicts the hero/heroine’s trials and 
tribulations, increased self-knowledge and 
victorious return. For instance, the biblical 
story of Jonah, Homer’s Odyssey with Ulysses, 
Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales – in 
all of these examples there are both external 
challenges encountered while travelling, 
together with inner journeying. One could say 
that the graphic novel medium, with its union 
of text/image, is ideally equipped to portray 
both inner and outer states.

In Europe, the French-Belgian art of the 
Bande dessinée (“comic book”) traditionally 
showed a tendency towards semi-realistic 
depictions of foreign countries drawn in the 
style of the ligne claire (“the clear line”). 

The popular Tintin series by Belgian artist 
Hergé accompanies reporter Tintin and his  
dog Milou (English “Snowy”) on adventures 
around the world (Figure 1). In those carefully 
laid out comics the colourful and detailed 
backgrounds are a work of art on their own. 
The Asterix series, illustrated by Albert Uderzo 
takes mythic, Odyssey-like sagas and integrates 
them within its structure: there’s a repeated 
circular narrative within each book, starting 
with the peaceful village, the introduction to 
our heroes, adventure and conflict, then a 
triumphant return home (Figure 2).

The comics industry in the U.S. followed 
a different direction, as it was more focused 
on superheros and action stories. While any 
sort of fictional trip into space, fantasy or the 
future did indeed take the reader on a journey, 
depictions of actual real-life travels were hard 
to find. Illustrator Peter Kuper was one of the 
first artists in 1992 to publish a sketchbook-
like comic about his journey around the world 
called Comics Trips (Figure 3). Since then, the 
graphic novel movement has seen a rapid 
growth, with outstanding autobiographical 
landmarks such as Maus (Art Spiegelman 
1986) and Persepolis (Marjane Satrapi 2004). 
My Perfect Life (1992) by Lynda Barry is an 
example of considerable interior voyaging  
and reflection (Figure 4).

in t r o d u c t i o n
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By the mid 2000's a wave of travel-related 
graphic novels hit the international market, 
amongst them Craig Thompson’s Carnet 
de Voyage (Figure 5), a quirky excerpt from a 
sketchbook he filled during a trip to Europe, 
and Guy Delisle’s ironical series about long 
term stays in Asian metropolises ruled by 
dictatorships, such as Shenzhen (Figure 6), 
Pyongyang and Burma Chronicles. Another 
important example is Palestine (Figure 7), in 
which Joe Sacco merges journeying with the 
documentary genre, and his graphic novels 
about the Bosnian conflict, Safe Area Gorazde. 

A real backpacker’s adventure is being told in 
A Few Perfect Hours by Josh Neufeld (Figure 8), 
who dared a 18-month backpacking trip from 
Hong Kong to Prague in order to find those 
few hours of felicity that make travelling worth 
it. Last but not least there is the outstanding 
wordless graphic novel The Arrival by Shaun 
Tan, which was one of the main inspirations 
for my research project (Figure 9). In this 
surreal, yet photorealistic narrative the reader 
accompanies an immigrant on his silent 
journey to a utopian city, where he struggles  
to build a new life.

 
II. Graphic novel travelogues 

in New Zealand

The New Zealand comic and graphic novel 
scene has witnessed a strong development 
in the past decades, with the first graphic 
novel, Hicksville by Dylan Horrocks being 
published internationally in 1998 (Figure 10). 
The story about a Canadian writer visiting the 
fictional comics-lovers town of Hicksville in 
New Zealand mirrors the internal journey of its 
protagonist to find a cultural identity. 

Further research revealed a rich pool 
of recently published graphic novels by 
New Zealand artists, nevertheless the only 
travel-related work I could find was Toby 
Morris’ expatriate story Alledaags: A Year in 
Amsterdam, which is a funny collection of 
sketches depicting his everyday life in the 
European capital (Figure 11).

5	 Thompson, Craig.
	 Carnet de Voyage. 
	 Portland:  
	 Top Shelf Productions, 	
	 2004. 1. Print.

6	 Delisle, Guy.
	 Shenzen.  
	 Outremont:  
	 Drawn & Quarterly, 
	 2012. 1. Print.

8	 Neufeld, Josh.
	 A Few Perfect Hours. 
	 Cupertino:  
	 Alternative Comics, 
	 2004. 1. Print.

7	 Sacco, Joe.
	 Palestine. 
	 Seattle:  
	 Fantagraphics,  
	 2001. 1. Print.
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III. Research Focus

To my knowledge there is no published  
graphic novel, comic or illustrated story yet  
about a person of German or any other 
nationality, travelling to New Zealand. I was  
not able to locate any specific academic 
research about how such a travel experience 
can be translated into and through illustration. 
My research question reads as follows:

Can illustration communicate the experience  
of journeying based on personal storytelling  
and how do visual conventions support this 
notion?

12	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 In the Land of the long Raincloud.
	 Graphic novel cover design. 
	 2013. 1. Photograph by author.

13 –17	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 In the Land of the long Raincloud.
	 Graphic novel p. 7, 21, 30–31, 40–41, 52–53. 
	 2013. Photograph by author.

This research project aims to represent  
my personal account of moving from  
Germany to New Zealand by translating that 
travel experience into a graphic novel narrative  
called In the Land of the long Raincloud 
(Figures 12–17). It reflects different modes 
of journeying, from the actual physical trips 
I undertook in New Zealand, to the quest for 
freedom and the emotional inner search for a 
place to belong. To achieve this I have explored 
visual conventions that communicate notions 
of travelling, displacement and cultural shift. 
I have focused on the process of assessing 
and subsequently applying these illustrative 
conventions to visual storytelling.

16 17
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IV. Function of a story

In Graphic Storytelling & Visual Narrative 
cartoonist Will Eisner points out that the main 
purpose of a story is to coherently convey 
abstract ideas or knowledge by dramatizing 
human relations or acting out fantasies. 
Storytellers can choose from a wealth of 
narrative methods, amongst them instructive, 
how-to, symbolic or plotless stories (Eisner 
7–36). I have chosen to explore the graphic 
novel in the manner of a slice-of-life story: 
this approach has allowed me to focus on a 
range of events that have happened to me in 
New Zealand and to examine these events 
from different viewpoints. The story’s impact 
depends on the reader’s previous experience 
and imagination. 

Slice-of-life stories often lack a coherent 
plot, dramatic conflict or neat ending and 
focus more on internal conflicts and emotions 
than on action. They generally have an over-
arching idea that holds the story together. 
In the preface to Three Plays by Brieux, Irish 
playwright Bernard Shaw describes the slice-
of-life story as follows: “The moment the 
dramatist takes ‘slices of life’ as his material, he 
finds himself committed to plays that have no 
endings. The curtain no longer comes down on 
a hero slain or married: it comes down when the 
audience has seen enough of the life presented 
to it to draw the moral” (Shaw xv).

V. Evolving narrative of the self
 
Reflecting on the reasons why I want to tell 
my story of coming to New Zealand I have 
considered illustrator and storyteller Shaun 
Tan who describes the journey of making his 
much acclaimed graphic novel The Arrival in 
his book Sketches from a Nameless Land. He 
observes that: “Above all there is a governing 
desire to draw some kind of coherent memory 
from the messy, fragmented experience of life, 
a meaningful story that can be passed on to 
others” (Tan 6).

In The Redemptive Self, psychologist Dan P. 
McAdams demonstrates that each individual 
accumulates a wealth of personal stories in the 
course of his or her life, which, according to his 
life story model, can be viewed as “internalized 
and evolving narratives of the self ” (McAdams 
86). Stories encompass how an individual 
sees him or herself both in the past and in 
the present, and how he or she envisions the 
future. In this way stories help us create a 
sense of purpose and unity in life. By means 
of personal myth, each person develops a 
“narrative identity” (Singer 437), which includes 
characters, settings, plot and scenes just like a 
traditional story (Figure 19), providing personal 
meaning rather than facts (McAdams 95–115).

This graphic novel not only allows me to 
share a part of my narrative identity but it has 
given me the means to find universal meaning 
in my individual experience of going abroad. 
Like Shaun Tan I wish to engage with the 
reader in the “common currency of emotion”. 
According to Tan, every character in a story 
can become familiar to us if we “are allowed to 
know their feelings, and so be invited to walk  
for a moment in their shoes” (Tan 10).
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VI. Methodology

During the course of my research project  
I have been following a heuristic approach 
basing my problem solving on experience 
and discovery. The major learning process 
happened through visual experiments and 
trial-and-error. Since the story of In the Land 
of the long Raincloud was derived from my 
personal experience of living in New Zealand 
I had to develop it simultaneously with my 
visual investigations. For a long time it was 
not entirely clear to me what the story was 
about, because I hadn’t yet lived through the 
experience. Consequently I tackled the research 
project by following a fragmentary strategy, 
which consisted of mini-projects and phases. 
However, this fragmentary approach mirrors 
the nature of travelling itself.

I started my practical research by keeping 
an extensive collection of visual diaries, which 
I used for recording my journeys around the 
country (Figure 25; see section 4.1 “Visual 
diary – a passport to the terra incognita”).  
This was followed by drawing a large panorama 
of K’Road as a means to chart discovery and 
the first impression of a foreign place (see 
section 2.3 “Aspect-to-aspect transition – 
the street as environment”). I continued by 
setting up a character design brief based on 
new friends I had found in my student hostel 
(see section 3.1 "Colour association with 
characters"). 

This was followed by an experimental  
phase of copying, distorting and overlaying  
my illustrations, which has led me to innovative 
compositions (see section 2.2 “Mental 
snapshots – the illustrator as supertourist” 
and section 2.4 “The Uncanny – a strange 
familiarity”).

I then utilized the visual language of 
architectural drawings as a means to map 
the transient experience of living in a student 
hostel (see section 3 “Transition”), which was 
followed by an investigation into visualizing 
sound based on a phone call with my father 
(see section 6.2 “Onomatopoeia – translating 
sound into images”).

It was only after this phase that I gained 
more clarity about the structure of my story. 
During an intense phase of project evaluation  
I wrote down possible story lines and charac-
terisations for the protagonists; I designed flat 
plans for the graphic novel, and I mapped the 
entire visual research on large posters (see 
section 2.1 Mapping travel – time and space). 
From this wealth of material I derived the story, 
after that I finalized the layout of my graphic 
novel and edited and synthesized elements 
from my preceding research.

21 22
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23	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Work in progress bulletin °2.
	 Publication for Master's Workshop II. 
	 2012. Photograph by author.

20–22	 TePuni, Vicky. 
       24	 Theresa at Unitec's Master studio.
	 Work with supervisor / note taking.
	 20 March 2013. Photograph.

25	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 NZ Visual diary 1–6.
	 28 December 2013.  
	 Photograph by author.
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VII. Masters Exhibition

After 18 months of working on my research 
project I had my final examination and 
exhibition opening on the 6th of August 2013  
at the Ironbank Building on Karangahape Road.  
The venue was really appropriate because 
Karangahape Road is not only the starting  
point of my graphic novel, but also the 
inspiration for my panoramic drawing (see 
section 2.3 “Aspect-to-aspect transition – the 
street as environment”).

26

27

 26	 TePuni, Vicky. 
      	 Theresa's show.
	 Chapter 4 0n the wall.
	 6 August 2013. Photograph.

 27	 TePuni, Vicky. 
      	 Theresa's show.
	 6 August 2013. Photograph.
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29

 28	 TePuni, Vicky. 
	 Theresa's show.
	 Portraits of my Kiwi friends.
	 6 August 2013. Photograph.

 29	 TePuni, Vicky. 
      	 Theresa's show.
	 The pop-up venue at the Ironbank.
	 6 August 2013. Photograph.

 30	 TePuni, Vicky. 
      	 Theresa's show.
	 Postcards & prints for sale.
	 6 August 2013. Photograph.
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VIII. Outlook 

The discussion in this exegesis will follow  
the chronological order of the story within  
my graphic novel, which is based on six  
major themes of travelling.

› The f irst section will discuss the role that 
Memory plays in my desire for travelling; this  
is complemented by an examination of drawing 
as a means to materialize memory, and the use 
of old photographs as witnesses of the past.

› In section 2 I will investigate Discovery by 
discussing maps as a medium to illustrate 
travel experience, the concept of the illustrator 
as supertourist, aspect-to-aspect transitions as 
a means to visualize environment and visual 
conventions in relation to the Uncanny.

› Section 3 is an all-encompassing discourse 
about spatio-temporal Transition; this is 
accomplished by examining visual convention 
such as colour associations ascribed to 
characters; framing and bleeds as a means 
to show the development of a friendship; 
the ability of image sequences to condense a 
complex event into a few images; animated 
props as a way to represent the passage of 
narrative time; the visual qualities of speech 
bubbles and their emotional impact on 

the reader; the architectural exterior and 
interior as a storytelling device; the notion of 
a building becoming a character in its own 
right; the everyday displayed in word-image 
constellations; and last but not least the 
concept of the reader as urban f lâneur.

› Freedom is the major theme that informs 
section 4: I will demonstrate how keeping a 
visual diary has helped me to map my trips in 
New Zealand and how an epistolary approach 
has contributed to my research.

› Section 5 talks about Knowledge by  
showing how indirect illustration can be 
used to communicate a sense of cultural 
displacement, as well as the concept of  
puppet theatre as a medium to convey 
narrative and teach knowledge.

› The last section examines Belonging by 
focusing on how onomatopoeic images can 
foster a sense of disconnection, followed 
by a personal discourse on the concept of 
belonging.
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Memories define who we are, inform our 
personalities and influence our actions. They 
are not kept in a solidified, archival form, but 
rather in a constant state of flux within our 
minds. The visual journey traced within my 
graphic novel begins with a memory book 
that tries to capture my earliest memories of 
a family vacation at the Baltic Sea (Figures 
32–33, p. 26–27; Figures 39–41, p. 32–35). 
This memory book also explores my personal 
associations of beaches with happiness, as  
this association was an important factor in  
my desire to move to New Zealand.  

By means of a map I locate my East German 
origins (Figure 34, p. 27). The date, September 
1989, indicates the political situation, only 
2 months short of the fall of the Berlin Wall 
in November 1989. In this time of political 
upheaval, my father – who was then an officer 
in the East-German army – was sent to the 
Baltic Sea for his annual leave. Due to the 
political circumstances hardly anyone from  
East Germany was taking a vacation that year, 
so we had the beach entirely to ourselves.

At four I perceived the beach to be a magical 
place of freedom. Or so my memory tells me: 
I recall being in awe at the seemingly endless 
horizon and was happy to dart around the 
deserted seaside. Paradoxically, the desire to 
be free from the Socialist system, that caused 
so many East Germans to flee their country in 
1989, allowed me to discover freedom in that 
very same country.

Even though our memory distorts reality 
and idealizes experiences, perhaps the feeling 
of amazement is retained and the sense of 
childhood awe from discovering and exploring 
the unknown lingers with us as we grow into 
adulthood? In order to explore my memories 
I had to ask myself: “How, can I translate this 
particular memory into illustration?” To try to  
answer this question I have devoted this 
section of my exegesis to an investigation 
of drawing as a means to materialize 
memory, and the use of old photo-
graphs in the drawing process as 
witnesses of the past.

d is c us si o n

 31	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 As long as I can remember  
	 I wanted to travel.
	 Preliminary drawing. 
	 2013. Pencil & Copier. 
	 180 mm x 140 mm.
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 32	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Memory book.
	 Graphic novel p. 8–9. 
	 2013. Photograph by  
	 author.
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34

 33	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Memory book.
	 Graphic novel p. 10–11. 
	 2013. Photograph by  
	 author.

 34	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Map of East Germany 1989.
	 Preliminary Drawing.
	 2013. Pencil.
	 180 mm x 140 mm.

26 · discussion    1. memory
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 35	 Theresa Grieben.
	 Souvenirs of the  
	 Baltic Sea.
	 Tea towel design. 
	 2013. Pencil.  
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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My visual investigation began by creating a 
series of sketches depicting scenes of me at 
the beach (Figure 31, p. 25), my father holding 
a kite (Figure 38), and the vastness of the 
horizon (Figure 39, p. 32–33). They are loosely 
based on family photographs and childhood 
drawings, which I revisited in order to evoke 
mental snapshots. In The Extended Mind, 
philosophers David J. Chalmers and Andy Clark 
discuss how we often resort to external objects 
or people in order to keep the past sorted 
(Chalmers 27–42).

In The Book of Memory Mary Carruthers 
highlights the dominance of the visual over  
all other senses: 

“To help recall something we have heard 
rather than seen, we should attach to their 
words the appearance...of the person speaking 
as well as the appearance of the room...this 
underscores the insistence of Aristotle on the 
primacy and security for memory of the visual 
over all other sensory modes, auditory, tactile, 
and the rest” (Carruthers 122).

By means of these sketches I attempted to 
bring back the visual space of the beach.  
Comics convey past, present and future 
temporalities in relation to space by positioning 
narrative on the page, or as Hillary L. Chute 
puts it in her discussion of Lynda Barry’s One 
Hundred Demons: 

“Placement within memory is also placement 
within space” (Chute 133).  

Barry’s work – an account of lived childhood – 
uses space as an important device to express 
memory through the combination of text and 
image (Figure 36), a strategy I have adapted  
for my memory book, too. 

I was also interested in examining how 
the quality of the drawn line could represent 
notions of the past. In observing Joe Kubert’s 
swift sketches for his graphic novel Yossel 
(Figure 37), Brad Prager notes: 

“Kubert’s evident, unerased pencil markings 
also serve as a metaphor for the persistence 
of the past: it cannot be erased, nor can it be 
presented cleanly” (Prager 118). 
He adds: 
“unrefined and uninked images...images that 
seem to have emerged from the artist’s hand 
only moments before their publication, offer 
the perception of unmediated materiality” 
(Prager 120).
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36 37

My initial drawings had an unrefined appeal; 
nevertheless they remained too real and 
detailed to adequately depict memories of an 
event that happened more than twenty years 
ago. Consequently I ran the drawings several 
times through the copy machine so that they 
lost most of their detail but kept the essential 
lines. The resulting overexposed look literally 
mirrors the distance to the real event and thus 
contributes to the sense of distance I have tried 
to evoke in this chapter.

 38	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Kite on the beach.
	 Preliminary drawing. 
	 2013. Pencil & Copier. 
	 180 mm x 140 mm.

37	 Kubert, Joe.
	 Yossel: April 19, 1943:  
	 A Story of the Warsaw  
	 Ghetto Uprising. 
	 New York: ibooks, 2003.  
	 46. Print.

36	 Barry, Lynda.
	 One Hundred Demons. 
	 Seattle: Sasquatch 		
	 Books, 2005.  
	 1. Print.
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 39	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Memory book.
	 Graphic novel p. 16–17, 18–19. 
	 2013. Pencil & Copier.
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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In The Grain of the Voice philosopher Roland 
Barthes defines the transient nature of 
photography by asserting that a photograph is 

“a witness, but a witness of something that is 
no more” (Barthes 356).  

It is thus impossible to freeze reality; there is 
no way to thwart the passage of time. Based 
on this concept of transience I introduce the 
viewer to my family through the device of 
portraits. By redrawing original photographs  
of that era of my parents and my sister I put 

 
myself into the context of my East German 
upbringing and the people who have shaped 
and influenced me (Figures 40–41; Figure 
42, p. 36). Those portraits are set apart from 
the rest of the chapter not only by their style 
but also by their vertical format within the 
horizontally designed memory book. This 
strategy requires reader interaction – thus 
inviting the reader to pause for a moment, 
look closely and introduce themselves to the 
protagonists.



35

41

40	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Memory book/Papa 1979.
	 Graphic novel p. 12–13. 
	 2013. Photograph by  
	 author.

 41	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Memory book/Mama 1983.
	 Graphic novel p. 14–15. 
	 2013. Photograph by  
	 author.

By drawing from family portrait photographs, 
I created an image of an image of an event 
that had ceased to exist the moment the 
photograph was taken two decades ago. Was 
I trying to stop the flux of time or was I simply 
retracing the way memory works, that by 
recalling a memory one re-inscribes it into the 
mind again, slightly altering it every time, just 
like redrawing an image over and over? In her 
book On Photography Susan Sontag suggests: 

“Precisely by slicing out this moment and 
freezing it, all photographs testify to time’s 
relentless melt” (Sontag 15). 

Not only is a photograph an image, but also 
a trace of the real, similar to a footprint. By re-
drawing old photographs of my parents I was 
not only trying to retrace the imprint of the real, 
but I was also attempting to connect to that 
image of the past, the beach of my memory. 
Cartoonist Lynda Barry puts it like this: 

“an image is a place. Not a picture of a place, 
but a place in and of itself ” (Chute 133).

34 · discussion    1. memory



42	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Konni & Theresa 1989.
	 Preliminary drawing. 
	 2013. Pencil & Copier.
	 140 mm x 180 mm.
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Discovery is the underlying theme I wish to 
address here, not only the sense of temporal 
displacement created during a long-distance 
flight, but also the confusion and awe that 
arises when visiting an unfamiliar place for the 
first time. I have explored the terrain of how 
maps can serve to illustrate experiences of 
journeying and the concept of the illustrator 
as supertourist who draws mental snapshots 
of unfamiliar people. As a means to visualize 
the street as a setting for the characters to 
exist within, I have delved into aspect-to-aspect 
transitions and investigated visual conventions 
that seek to communicate uncanny notions 
of the street as a place that both strange and 
familiar at once.

 43	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Finding my way  
	 around Auckland.
	 Graphic novel p. 33. 
	 2013. Pencil. 
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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 44	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 30 hours on an airplane.
	 Graphic novel p. 22–23. 
	 2013. Pencil & digital collage. 
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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I have explored the map as a visual metaphor 
for the passage of time as well as for its 
ability to offer the reader a way to navigate my 
subjective perceptions. Literary scholar Franco 
Moretti argues that stories themselves are 
connected to topography in such a way that 
they can be visualized through maps. Just like 
maps they are constructed around specific 
places, times and characters (Moretti 5).

Maps may represent any real or imagined 
space; they can be used as a symbolic 
depiction highlighting relationships between 
people, objects, and themes. They can tell 
stories, generate moods, and characterize 
local scenes (Figure 45). In Atlas of Emotion 
professor of visual studies Giuliana Bruno 
suggests: 

“The map creates an itinerary for the one 
who travels with it, or who navigates its land-
scape in the travail of (interpretive) life“
(Bruno 225).  

In this way my graphic novel works as a 
cumulative map too: It aims to record and 
subjectively interpret my experience of living  
in New Zealand in all its visual wealth. 

A specific example is the map I created in 
order to chronicle my flight to New Zealand 
(Figure 44, p. 38–39). During this flight I not 
only moved through space, but also through 
12 different time zones, following the daylight 
from East to West. When the plane crossed the 
international dateline the clocks went forward 
24 hours, catapulting the passengers into the 
next day. What’s more, I left on a Sunday noon 
in winter and arrived on a Tuesday morning 
in summer. Mapping both the data and my 
personal perceptions (the temporal and the 
emotional) enabled me to contemplate visually 
the paradoxical nature of long distance travel.

I have furthermore referred to maps as an 
intentional strategy throughout my entire 
research project by using them as a visual 
device to chart, record and reflect on my 
experience (Figure 46, p. 42–43). Maps have 
helped me to win clarity about ideas that  
were too abstract to articulate in any other 
way. During the research phase I have resorted 
to maps as a way to gain an overview of my 
collected material; to lay out a flat plan of my 
story; and to understand relationships between 
characters and places (Figure 47, p. 44–45; 
Figures 48–50, p. 46–47).
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 45	 Lee, Vic.
	 London Map (Detail). 
	 In Robert Klanten, Sven Ehmann, 		
	 Hendrik Hellige, Antonis Antoniou.
	 A Map of the World. Berlin: Gestalten  
	 Verlag, 2012. 52–53. Print.
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 46	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 From Karangahape Rd to Pt Chevalier.
	 Graphic novel p. 40–41. 
	 2013. Pencil & digital colouring. 
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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 47	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Studio friends.
	 Graphic novel p. 78–79. 
	 2013. Pencil & digital collage. 
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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doodles: words i’ve learnt
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gibberish = Kauderwelsch, Gequassel
in tandem with = einhergehend mit
uncanny = frappierend, unheimlich
stag night = Junggesellenabschied
rant = leeres Gerede, Wortschwall
cutsy = süßlich, niedlich
RSVP = répondez, s’il vous plaît
op-shop = Zweite-Hand-Laden (opportunity shop)
you call the shots = Du hast das Sagen
sneaky = heimlich, gerissen
naughty = unartig
the naki = Taranaki
pug dog = Mops
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to cringe = erschaudern, zusammenzucken

bugger off = verpissen
arvo = afternoon
busted = am Arsch, von d. Bullen erwischt
obliging is pronounced ohbleihdjing
hillbilly is not spelled hillybilly
kumara is pronounced like k’mara
pohutukawa = NZ Christmas tree
to be stoked = aus dem Häuschen, aufgeregt sein
that an oak is called an acorn tree
weta = Ekelinsekt
yacht is pronounced like yot
glen = kleines Tal, Schlucht
telltale = Petze
zine = street art publication
cuzzy = Schlampe, Cousine
pukeko = NZ swamphen
chur =hi, sweet as, cheers, everything
winner = total loser
panadol = cold & flu stuff
singelish = not quite single, not engaged either
baching = using a bach
rad = geil
ace = saugut
granny flat = Häuschen im Garten

bicycle is called pushbike, not bike
pee = crystal methedrine
fantail = NZ bird, likes humans
choice = toll
footpath = Gehweg
kiwiana = Kiwi style
bogan = Proll
mullet = Vokuhila
kai moana = seafood
Mr. 4-Square = mascot of 4-sq. supermarkets
tipple = einen Schluck trinken
bits and bobs = Kleinkram
push-ups are press-ups
hardcase = witty person
crack up = sich kaputtlachen
tacky = billo
whitebait = tiny yummy fish
waitemata = glittering water
to feel peckish = hungrig sein
fingerboarding = playing with a tiny skateboard
buzzy = sth is interesting because its strange
optometrist = Optiker
coleslaw = Krautsalat
awning = Markise

ENGLISH WORDS THAT ARE USED IN THE GER-
MAN LANGUAGE BUT WON’T WORK IN NZ:
 
Bike = pushbike
Cutter = knife
Beamer = projector
Handy = mobile phone
W-Lan = WIFI
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› I miss my easy life in NZ, the beaches, the 
people. In Paris it’s all about taking the metro in 
the morning. As soon as I finish my Master I will 
go to Melbourne. Who’d want to live in Europe?

clara  
france

g ranny flat  

= Zimmer im Garten Mr. 4- Square with 

mullet = V
okuhila

    stag night = 
   Junggesellenabschied

18/02/2012 – 14/08/2013

FAMILY IN BERLIN
- my grandmother died, aged 87
- my parents celebrated 29 years of marriage
- Konni and André broke up after 3 years (my 28 year old sister)
- Anton learnt how to walk and speak (my 2 year old nephew)
- Arthur grew from 1.63 cm to 1.75 cm (my 12 year old brother)
- Leo graduated from High School (my 19 year old brother)

FRIENDS FROM SCHOOL IN BERLIN
- Nadin and Phil broke up after 5 years
- Nadin moved from Berlin to Auckland
- Franz got married and moved to Hamburg
- Sewan moved from Dresden to Madrid

FRIENDS FROM WORK IN BERLIN
- Christian obtained permanent residency in Australia
- Hakim left Switzerland for München after 6 years

FRIENDS FROM UNIVERSITY IN HALLE
- Cathleen is pregnant
- Lena finished her Master, moved from Berlin to Thailand

FRIENDS FROM UNIVERSITY IN BUDAPEST
- Carolina moved from Porto to Berlin
- Anja had a car accident in Russia and interrupted her  
world-trip, went back to Zürich, now in Vietnam or Laos (?)

   BERLIN
- celebrated its 775th anniversary
- the international airport BBI won’t be opened this year, but 2017
- parts of the East Side Gallery got pulled down for condos
- the average rent increased by 14 %
- the population increased to 3,538,652 /highest rate since WW II
- S-Bahn station Ostkreuz opened after 2 years of construction
- 2 Muslim women got murdered by their husbands
- the art centre Tacheles has been evicted after 22 years

CALLING HOME

my sister Konni (about our 12 year old brother Arthur)
– Arthur hat seine gesamte Zimmerwand mit Fotos von Dir zutapeziert. Ne wahre Theresa-
Neuseeland-Galerie. Kein einziges Bild von mir oder Mama, aber seine Lieblingsschwester ist 
überall. Theresa am Strand, Theresa auf der Wiese, Theresa beim Wandern, Theresa auf dem 
Mountainbike. Da musst Du schnell wieder herkommen, wir vermissen Dich so!

= Arthur has covered the entire wall of his room with photographs of you. It’s a real The-
resa-New Zealand-gallery. Not a single image of me or Mama, but his sister is everywhere. 
Theresa on the beach, Theresa hiking, Theresa on her mountain bike. You need to come 
back soon!

(about my 2-year old nephew & Skype):
– Anton watschelt immer zum Fernseher hin und patscht aufm Bildschirm rum und sagt, 
nobi, nobi, oder atze! Er glaubt, Du würdest da drinne leben.

= Anton stumbles up to the computer screen, slaps it with his little hands and calls out 
your name. He thinks you’re living inside!

Anton:
– ...resa ...resa!

example: Panorama of Versailles, Paris

week 1

Me and h im, it ’s very specia l .  
We got that natura l connect ion , 
we can ta lk about anyth ing ...

Still, be  
careful .

week 2

I went w ith h im to the  
South Is land, we had the 

best t ime ever! ! !  
I ’m so happy...

week 4

week 3

Since we’re back he’s 
changed. I wanna cont inue 

being h is friend just as 
before...

...but he’s cold 
as ice! 

H is g irlfr iend is gonna 
come to l ive in Auckland! 

I ’m devastated...

baStard!

1. MAiN BOOK 

comic panel sequence
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1b. The Beach

1d. Reputation

As long as I can remember I wanted to travel. When I was 3 my par-
ents took me and my sister to the Baltic Sea: surrounded by white sand 
dunes and limestone cliffs we let our kites fly and collected hagstones 
(there were no shellfish). The Baltic Sea was the only coast line in East 
Germany, so pretty much everyone flocked there in summer. Travel-
ling abroad was very restricted, the only possible destinations being 
Poland, Czechslovakia or Hungary (+Romania and Bulgaria if I’m not 
mistaken). Western Europe or any other country beyond the Iron Cur-
tain was out of reach. However at that time I didn’t feel constrained by 
the situation. I was way too young to realize what was going on and 
happy about whatever place my parents took me. Looking back though 
I am certainly grateful about being able to go wherever I wish today – 
a freedom my parents didn’t have for the majority of their lives.

Anyway, the political change came, and people got hysterical about be-
ing able to travel freely after 40 years of restriction. The world lay open, 
so just about everyone who could afford it booked flights to Mallorca, 
Turkey or Egypt. Before I started school in 1992 my family went on 
their first vacation outside of Germany, to a place called Cavalaire in 
the South of France. The journey took almost 2 days and I still recall 
the nausea as the coach crawled its way along the steep coastal roads. 
Our destination was a summer camp on the Côte d’Azur, we slept in 
tents surrounded by pine forests, the Mediterranean Sea was close. We 
went swimming daily, it was incredibly hot and the beach looked like 
a horseshoe surrounded by rocks. I had never seen such crystal clear 
blue water before. My mom paddled me out on an air mattress on a 
mission to discover hidden caves. 

Before coming to NZ I deliberately chose not to know too much about country. I 
wanted to be quite a ‘blank paper’ without much preconception. I didn’t have a lot of 
factual knowledge about my destination besides the Lord of the Rings trilogy, tourist 
brochures and accounts of friends who’d travelled on a working holiday visa. I held a 
blurry picture of an island in the sun where people live in some eternal state of va-
cation, embracing nature, daring adventures and so on and so forth. Without being 
much aware of it I was already quite influenced by that image, keywords being ‘para-
dise’, ‘dream’, ‘longing’, and ‘freedom’.
 
The current media supports that concept. A quick look at the book shelves reveals 
either tourist handbooks or immigration guides. Along with Canada and Australia, 
NZ is one of the most popular destinations for German migration. This may be due 
to its ‘green’ image, the intact nature, the alleged proximity of Maori and ‘White’ cul-
ture, the Western standard of living, the mild climate, the good health, the open space 
and the general lifestyle (which is supposedly closer to nature and less work-driven). 
Put several TV shows on top of that, add klischees about sheep and kiwis and you 
get a smoothly polished image which will indeed make you think that you’re heading 
straight to paradise.

Book titles I found on Amazon: 
– “Die große Freiheit” (= ‘The great freedom’)
– “Paradies im Pazifik” (= ‘Pacific Paradise’)
– “Leben am schönsten Ende der Welt” (= ‘Living at the most beautiful end of the 
world’)
– ‘Was scheren mich die Schafe?’ (= ‘What do I care about sheep?’)
– ‘Herr der Ringe, Reiseführer zu den Originalschauplätzen (= ‘ Lord of the Rings. 
Guide to the original filming locations’)

There’s a publisher called ‘Mana-Verlag’, which specializes in literature about NZ:
– “Wo geht’s hier zum Paradies?” (= ’Where’s the way to paradise?’)
– “Neuseeland macht Spaß” (= ’New Zealand is fun’)
– “Halbes Herz in Neuseeland” (= ‘Half my heart in New Zealand’)
– “Ein Traum, der niemals einer war” (= ’The dream that has never been’)
– “Grüner wird’s nicht” (= ‘It can’t get any greener’)
– “Neuseelandsüchtig!” (= ‘Addicted to New Zealand’)
– “Unter Schafen, Kühen und coolen Kiwis” (= ‘Among sheeps, cows and cool Kiwis’)
– “I did it my way: Deutsche Auswanderer in Neuseeland” (= ‘I did it my way – Ger-
man immigrants in NZ)
– “Für immer Neuseeland - Erfolgreich auswandern” (= ‘New Zealand forever – suc-
cessful migration)

I remember a giant grasshopper that sat several days in the middle of the 
road which led to the beach, so we walked past it every day. On the last day 
the poor grasshopper was flat – squashed by a car.
We also went on a glass bottom boat, spotting coral reefs and colourful 
fish. I drank the first Coca Cola of my life. My dad was the only one who 
knew French so he had to handle most of the communication. I remember 
being really impressed by his ability to speak a foreign language and try-
ing to make sense of what I heard. I swore to myself that I needed to learn 
French, too – I was only 6!

I was definitely amazed by that vacation, and I guess around that time I 
figured that being at a beach is my equivalent for happiness.
On returning to Germany I started to create my private holiday world us-
ing Legos, even painting sheets of paper yellow and blue – imitating sand 
and water, and building rocky shores with stones from the backyard. There 
was something quite fascinating about the idea of land meeting water, an 
open space where the elements clash, where 
the sky is close, a spot which isn’t concealed 
by man made buildings or streets full of 
traffic. A space which allows the mind to 
wander, a place which holds the promise of 
a journey just by watching a boat go by. It 
intrigued me as a child and it still does.

You’d be hard pressed to find any books by Keri Hulme, John Mulgan, 
Maurice Gee or Patricia Grace. However, there are some rather cheesy nov-
els in the mainstream lists, amongst them:
– “Sterne über Tauranga” (= “Stars over Tauranga”)
– “Die Maori-Prinzessin” (= “The Maori Princess”)
– “Die roten Blüten von Whakatu” (= “Red Blossoms of Whakatu”)
– “Der rote Mond von Kaikoura” (= “Red Moon over Kaikoura”)
– “Das Lied der Sonnenfänger” (= “The Suncatcher’s Song”)
– “Im Tal des Windes “(= “The Windy Valley”)
– “Der Ruf des Kiwis” (= “The Call of the Kiwi”)
– “Die Tränen der Maori-Göttin” (= “Tears of the Maori Goddess”)
– “Im Schatten des Kauribaums” (= “In the Shadow of the Kauri Tree”)
– “Der Schwur des Maori-Mädchens” (= “The Oath of the Maori Girl”)

Baltic Sea, 1989

Cavalaire Sur Mer, France, 1992

Baltic Sea, 1989

LEGO Paradiso, 1994
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I am from the North-Eastern suburbs of Berlin. My father is a lawyer, 
my mother a teacher. They own a house with a large garden, which 
borders on the Bucher Zentralfriedhof, one of Berlin’s central cemeter-
ies. There’s a lot of graves from the two World Wars.

My father has always been living in that part of Berlin. He never un-
derstood why I wanted to leave Germany, he says I got everything I 
need. My mom supports me very much though, she says she would’ve 
done the same if she could’ve travelled when she was young.

I’ve got one older sister and two younger brothers. My sister has a baby 
boy, who was just one year old when I left. I guess when I come back 
after 18 months he won’t recognize me. It’s a pity that I don’t see him 
growing up. I miss them a lot.

1c. Travelling
As I got older I did pretty much any trip I could lay my hands on. 
When I was 14 I participated in a student exchange to La Réunion, a 
French department in the Indian Ocean. With 16 I spent a couple of  
months in the US attending a local High School. I studied one semes-
ter in Budapest as part of my degree. Once I earned more money I 
took off to further destinations like South East Asia and Russia...my 
travel history of the past 10 years reads like a to-do-list from a Lonely 
Planet guidebook.

Consequently it was natural for me to go abroad for my Masters when 
the opportunity arose. NZ has always been in the back of my mind 
(ever since my High School English class visited the embassy in Ber-
lin), so when I got the scholarship I came straight away. My project 
deals with my exchange experience and the idea of journeying, but I’ve 
also been curious whether NZ lives up to the utopian image it pro-
motes in Germany, what life is really like. 

Flights, 2000–2011

Mongolia, 2011
‘No one comes to this country to see what man has done. They come to 
see what he has not yet undone.’ (A land of two halves/ Joe Bennet)

There’s certainly a lot of annoying stuff, too, but I get to be more tolerant 
and just accept things the way they are. For instance, the traffic lights make 
me cry when I have to wait 5 minutes just for my turn to walk. Or I loiter 
30 minutes at a bus stop for a bus which will never come...How cars have 
the highest priority on streets and you constantly risk getting killed just 
by riding your bike. A lot of things aren’t well crafted, windows don’t close 
properly, insulation doesn’t exist, lights are turned on all night without any-
body needing them, logic thinking and efficiency just isn’t the same... Well, 
you get used to it.

I heard once that people who travelled to NZ in the 80ies would compare it 
to East Germany, claiming that everything was a bit ramshackle, the fash-
ion outdated and the store supplies limited. The situation has changed, but 
perhaps a certain spirit lingers on and that might be why I feel at home in 
this place at the other end of the world.

2c. No

2b. Yes
In the end, is NZ the paradise it promises? – I guess it’s somewhere in 
between yes and no.
I live in Pt Chev, which has some dodgy parts but it gets nicer the 
closer you get to the beach. Having a beach right at my doorsteps IS 
exceptional. To me it’s like a dream come true.
I love the open space, the proximity of the oceans, the Hauraki Gulf, 
the quality of the air and light. I appreciate the nature, the sound of the 
cicadas, the tropical plants and the salty scent of the air. How summer 
just never ends, the sheer amount of sunshine you get in a month. Not 
being landlocked but instead being able to choose from a dozen amaz-
ingly beautiful beaches which I can reach in a matter of minutes, while 
at the same time living in a modern city with all comforts of Western 
civilization – that’s stunning.
(And yes, Auckland holds 3rd place in the ranking of the highest qual-
ity of life among world cities, Berlin is ranked # 16)
The way of life feels less restrictive than in Germany. How it’s seeming-
ly more relaxed...At home people would frown at you for taking a day 
off, whereas in NZ you’d probably even get approval. People just aren’t 
as grumpy, you can easily get into contact without much reservation, 
regardless of age or origin.
(Thanking the bus driver when getting off is something that would 
never happen in Berlin – you’d be lucky if he didn’t throw an insult at 
you.)

2a. Perspective
After having worked through that list most Germans would prob-
ably agree that the Garden Eden – if it exists at all – must be in 
NZ. On the other hand, lots of Kiwis seem to be rather oblivious 
to the overwhelming beauty of their nature. Instead, I sense a 
slightly self conscious attitude about the limited cultural resources 
and short past. Opinions I heard from mostly young folks seem to 
claim that a) NZ is dull and b) Europe or America is THE place 
to be, in any case overseas. On leaving Germany, whenever I told 
people that I was going to NZ they were simply amazed and/or 
jealous, while on the contrary in Auckland I almost have to justify 
my choice.
I had no idea that a lot of young Kiwis are infatuated with Ber-
lin and have at least one relative or friend living in the German 
capital (ironically, I’ve NEVER met any Kiwi at home – where are 
they all hiding?). If anybody is going there it’s like WOW. I even 
caught myself being a bit jealous, but hold on, that’s where I’m 
from and right, I AM already overseas.
Every time I tell a Kiwi that I’m from Berlin they can’t understand 
AT ALL why I’d deliberately leave the hippest place on the planet 
to come to live in ‘boring old New Zealand’.
Guys, it’s all a matter of perspective! Step back and look around 
you – who’d ever want to leave this place for some overcrowded, 
grumpy, cold and dark European metropolis? (That’s what my 
sister asked when she visited)

I also realized that most of my friends that have grown up in Berlin have actually left 
the city in their twenties – They’re spread all over the world and curiously, most don’t 
consider coming back. It’s like some sort of reversed movement to the ‘magic’ pull that 
sees tenthousands of young hipsters from around the globe flooding the city every 
year. Why’s that?

Reactions from Kiwis when telling them “I’m from Berlin”:
– My son lives there.
– My sister used to live there.
– The parents of my brother-in-law are German Jews from Berlin.
– You’re such a hipster.
– I been there last year on a trip through Europe. I loved Kreuzberg!
– Oh, cool! I’ll be going there next summer.
– When I was there I partied all the time. You guys have the best clubs in the world!
– My father’s artist friends live in Wedding.
– In Berlin you don’t even need to speak German. Everybody knows English.
– Don’t remember a thing. I was so wasted, just hanging around my mate’s flat in Neukölln.’
– Are you from East or West Berlin?
– Did you see the Wall coming down?
– So you speak German?
– It’s such an artsy city!
– Then WHY do you come to Auckland?
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3a. K’Road 3b. Suburbia

Once you leave the CBD you start getting into suburbia. There 
are massive frontier farm houses with solid wood floors and 
long hallways, covered in Victorian style awnings, windows, 
porches and roofs. Apparently art deco architecture was all the 
rage, because now you’ll find faux adobe-style homes all over 
the place. You can tell which houses were built in the 80ies. 
They look like the cars from back then: faded pastel colors, box 
shaped and boring windows. Then the modernist trend took 
off: minimalist shipping container houses with hipster angles 
and frosted glass. There aren’t a lot of apartment complexes in 
Auckland for some reason. Which is probably why housing is 
expensive.  
 

Auckland’s random architectural style is made more spastic 
by the area’s geography. Imagine if 12 volcanoes just popped 
up in the middle of Los Angeles and warped all ground 
between them so that now there are hills everywhere. That’s 
Auckland. There’s not a straight road in the whole damn town. 
Everything curves around something. This means half the 
houses have amazing views, but the other half lost their view 
of the sky.   
 
Speaking of the sky, it rains most of the year, which nourishes 
the already nutrient rich volcanic rock so that every seed that 
hits the ground bursts forth vibrantly to life. So now giant 
elephant ear plants, palm trees and every oversized tropical 
flower is exploding out of the fences of every yard in suburbia. 
Now squeeze in over 800 parks, and that’s what Auckland 
looks like. 
 
And it gets weirder. Somewhat randomly throughout the surrounding sprawl 
you’ll find mini-main streets of varying sizes. These are smaller, poorer, 
more local versions of Ponsonby, Queen Street and New Market with token 
establishments: a dairy (aka cramped, dusty convenience store run by Indians, 
Arabs and Asians), a Turkish Kebab restaurant with one table, an awesome 
fish and chips, 4 places to get coffee, a tiny liquor store, an Asian vegetable 
shop, a pharmacy and one out-of-place business like a vacuum cleaner store 
or real estate office. These main street areas always have awnings over the foot 
paths (aka sidewalks) plastered with faded ice cream ads. 
 
No matter where you live in the greater Auckland area you’ll probably live 
within walking distance of at least one of these mini main streets, and that’s 
part of the charm.3:
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Right after my arrival I bought a bicycle and explored Auckland, starting from the CBD. Queen Street is the 
main street, but running across the south end is Karangahape Road. I can’t pronounce that, but most locals 
can’t either. So everyone calls it “K. Road.” That’s the red light district, and everything about it is dilapidated. 
That’s also where the airport bus dropped me off after my arrival. I was still wearing my winter clothes, carrying 
a massive backpack and suitcase and desperately on a mission of trying to find the right bus to Pt Chev...
Anyway, head down K Road and you’ll run into Ponsonby. It used to be the bohemian place off the beaten 
track, but now it’s an over commercialized den of upper middle class young people pretending to be hip. There 
are some nice clubs and shops but you have to dress nice to avoid condescending looks.

4e. Carlie

I got really good friends with an American girl, Carlie. 
Even she struggled with the Kiwi slang from time to time. 
We pretty much had the same taste in music. Luckily not in 
men, cause she developed a crush on a new flatmate from 
Australia. He had a girlfriend...

– ‘I study interior architecture at University of Greensboro, 
North Carolina. My dad is an architect, my mom’s supplying the 
family. I have worked the entire past year in a supermarket to af-
ford my exchange semester in NZ. I love it here, although I miss 
my dogs. The guys in studio are quirky and I have a new kind 
of freedom. I even bought a bicycle and cruise around Pt Chev, 
which gives me all sorts of new ideas. After I arrived I went to a 
local bar for the first time in my life, I couldn’t believe that I’m 
allowed to drink alcohol, even though I am not yet 21. I met a 
guy from Australia, he’ll be studying at Media Design School 
downtown. He’s looking for a place to live so I’m trying to get 
him a room.’

4h. The Pervert
- pervert 

f latmate -

He is such a  
condescending prick.

It’s when somebody  
puts you down..

maybe, if you’re  
desperate enough . . .

the other day he 
texted me whether

what is  
condescending?.

he’s had a v is itor  
again last n ight

What girl would ever hook 
up with him?

- pervert 

f latmate -

i ’m fed up! have you 
seen the s illy post- its 
on h is door? “leave me 

a message”. . .

. . .the beauty girls drew 
hearts and wrote:  

“u’re cooool.”

That’s so  
poor.

Such a  
pervert!Yuck!

texted me whether 
i enjoyed the sound 

coming from h is 
room last n ight. . .

You should’ve told him 
that his rhythm suchs.

and now i only ever 
run into h im in the 
bathroom when he 

comes straight out 
of the shower. . .. . .wrapped in h is 

tiny towel.

good 
point!

There was a Swedish guy right next door to mine who seemed to be on a 
mission to try the worst pick-up-lines on me. The only thing he achieved 
was that Carlie and me gave him the nickname ‘pervert’, which he holds to 
that day.

4f. The Crush

week 1

Me and him, it ’s very specia l .  
We got that natura l connect ion, 
we can ta lk about anyth ing ...

Still, be  
careful .

week 2

I went w ith h im to the  
South Island, we had the 

best t ime ever!! !  
I ’m so happy...

week 4

week 3

Since we’re back he’s 
changed. I wanna cont inue 

being his friend just as 
before...

...but he’s cold 
as ice! 

H is g irlfriend is gonna 
come to l ive in Auckland! 

I ’m devastated...

baStard!

4g. Beauty Girls

Last Sunday, they had a beauty day. Doing their fingernails and hair. 

No wonder they’re like that...

one of the girls studies ‘beauty’. can you actually study that?

when i cook they say it will make me fat. but it just won’t.

what a nightmare.
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 48	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Overview of all material 
	 generated (obsolete).
	 2013. Digital collage. 
	 420 mm x 594 mm.

 49	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Overview of all the
	 characters in my story.
	 2013. Digital collage. 
	 420 mm x 594 mm.

 50	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Preliminary f latplan 
	 for my graphic novel.
	 2013. Digital collage. 
	 420 mm x 594 mm.
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 51	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Portrait of myself arriving in  
	 Auckland (February 21, 2012).
	 Graphic novel p. 29. 
	 2013. Pencil. 
	 240 mm x 165 mm.
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In her book On Photography literary critic 
Susan Sontag observes: 

“The whole point of photographing people is 
that you are not intervening in their lives, only 
visiting them. The photographer is a super-
tourist, an extension of the anthropologist, 	
visiting natives and bringing back news of their 
exotic doings and strange gear” (Sontag 42).

Accordingly, the third chapter of my graphic 
novel starts with a layout of interesting 
characters I remember seeing when I first 
arrived on Auckland’s Karangahape Road 
(abbreviated K'Road; Figure 53, p. 50–51). Like 
every stranger I walked along the unfamiliar 
street with my eyes wide open, overwhelmed 
by the wealth of new impressions, taking 
mental snapshots of the people around me 
as if I were a photographer. These mental 
snapshots were later turned into drawings. 

By using clear lines and laying the figures 
out as if on a table I am displaying them 
for examination. The viewer may recognize 
features of the depicted characters and 
compare them to his own experience, but 
mainly he is invited to look at them like a visitor 
in a museum would gaze at curious specimens. 
My intention was that the reader is seeing what 
I see, which opens up all sorts of individual 
perspectives, just as photographs are proof of 
what someone sees but at the same time an 
evaluation of the world (Sontag 88). 

The underlying message is a notion of 
multicultural diversity: Auckland is a melting 
pot of people from all sorts of nationalities.  
I am just another foreigner in a city that is, to 
a large degree made up of immigrants. Each 
person has his or her own story to tell about 
New Zealand, just like me.

In a series of extra drawings (Figures 54–57, 
p. 52–59) I pushed the concept of mapping  
the unknown world of New Zealand further.  
I collected different specimen of New Zealand 
fish, birds and butterflies as well as architecture 
(West Auckland shops). I labelled and displayed 
each figure next to the other, creating an 
overview that works like a souvenir. 

I originally came up with the idea when  
I browsed through a range of tea towels in a 
New Zealand souvenir shop – up until then it 
hadn't occurred to me how diverse and popular 
they are. Accordingly, my drawings could 
also function as real printed tea towels – this 
reflects yet again the idea of the supertourist. 
Even though the tea towel drawings haven't 
made their way into the graphic novel, they 
were still a valuable tool for my investigation.

 52	 Good Food from New Zealand
	 Vintage tea towel. NZ Design reg.
	 no 8891. 28 January 2013. 		
	 Photograph by author.
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 53	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 People on K'Rd.
	 Graphic novel p. 30–31. 
	 2012. Pencil. 
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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 54	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 West Auckland shops. 
	 Tea towel design.
	 2013. Pencil. 
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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 55	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 New Zealand sealife. 
	 Tea towel design.
	 2013. Pencil & digital colouring. 
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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 56	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 New Zealand birds. 
	 Tea towel design.
	 2013. Pencil & digital colouring. 
	 330 mm x 240 mm.
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 57	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 New Zealand butterf lies. 
	 Tea towel design.
	 2013. Pencil & digital colouring. 
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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 58	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Arriving on K'Rd 
	 (February 21, 2012).
	 Graphic novel p. 24. 
	 2012. Pencil. 
	 240 mm x 165 mm.
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Referring back to Chris Ware’s notion that 
buildings can have a character just like a person 
(see section 3.7 “Building as character”), I 
have brought the street to the fore. This evokes 
the impression of wandering through the scene 
and recreates the mood of the place; in order to 
achieve this I have made use of what cartoonist 
Scott McCloud classifies as aspect-to-aspect 
transition in his book Understanding Comics 
(McCloud 166). In this approach the reader has 
to assemble a single moment from fragmented 
views of an environment (Figure 58). 

By dividing the streetscape into separate 
panels I invite the reader to ponder on the 
images and thus form a personal relationship 
with the environment before the action sets 
in (McCloud 166–167). What is more, the 
silence of these panels produces a certain 
immediacy and timelessness, which allows the 
reader to linger and appreciate the drawings as 
environments the characters exist within rather 
than as mere backgrounds (McCloud 164).
In Introduction to Picturebook Codes William 
Moebius states that: 

“Framed, the illustration provides a limited 
glimpse into a world. Unframed, the 
illustration constitutes a total experience, 
the view from within” (Moebius 150).  

I made use of this phenomenon by placing  
a fully detailed panorama of K'Road (Figure 59, 
p. 62–65) after the opening sequence of silent 
panels. It is devoid of any people because here 
again, the street is the main protagonist. In 
this panoptic drawing approach I am showing 
everything at once, which creates an all-
embracing experience. Referring to the point 
I made in section 2.1, the K’Road panorama 
is a map: It is my personal attempt to collate 
the sheer amount of visual information that 
the streetscape offers, such as the contrast 
between different styles of architecture; the 
simultaneity of a motorway overpass and 
trees growing out of windows; the abundance 
of shop signs, billboards, murals, cafés, art 
galleries, op-shops, strip clubs and Asian 
supermarkets all crammed into one space.
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 59	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 K'Road Panorama.
	 Graphic novel p. 36–37. 
	 2012. Pencil. 
	 3000 mm x 900 mm.





Since my artistic aim for the panorama was to 
depict the visual richness of the streetscape 
in its entirety, I attempted to look at the street 
with what Shaun Tan labels the innocent eye 
(Tan 5). By drawing this abstracted reality I am 
searching for strangeness in the familiar. This 
uncanny notion of knowing a place while seeing 
it for the first time aptly mirrors my state of 
consciousness on finding myself a stranger:  
I do not yet belong to the new place but accept 
it in the absence of a full understanding, the 
viewer does this with me. In The Uncanny 
psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud supports that 
influence of the author: 

“The story-teller has this license among 
many others, that he can select his world of 
representation so that it either coincides with 
the realities we are familiar with or departs 
from them...He has a peculiarly directive 
influence over us; by means of the states of 
mind into which he can put us and the expec-
tations he can rouse in us, he is able to guide 
the current of our emotions” (Freud 155, 158).

Due to the paradoxical nature of being 
simultaneously attracted to, yet repulsed by an 
object, an uncanny feeling can create cognitive 
dissonance. We find ourselves in a situation 
where we do not know how to differentiate 
between bad and good; this is a signifier of 
fear. Alfred Hitchcock employed this sinister 

association of anxiety in his films by using 
simple, everyday objects who may suddenly 
lose their familiar side. While my panorama 
of K’Road does not actually convey a sense of 
anxiety, it is nevertheless a bizarre constellation 
of fragmented depictions of real life buildings 
that are so familiar to most Aucklanders, it can 
cause a cognitive dissonance to see them in 
this new context.

While working on the K’Rd panorama and 
developing the characters I have also gone 
through a rich phase of explorative testing 
related to The Uncanny (Figures 61–65, p. 
67–69). Even though these experiments in 
their entirety are not used for the graphic 
novel, they have played an important role in 
locating new visual language for my research 
project. By trying to capture the strangeness 
in the familiar, I have discovered new graphic 
approaches such as distortion, overlay, and 
repetition. Amongst others, these devices have 
informed the image sequence Carlie’s Dilemma 
(see section 3.3 “Time and Sequence – 
condensing a complex event”), which contains 
the distorted silhouettes of inhabitants moving 
through a house during a day. 

Despite uncanny qualities, the K’Road 
panorama also shows a notion of diversity  
and liberty. It is dense and organic, whilst  
being inviting and full of opportunity. 
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In Sketches from a Nameless Land Shaun 
Tan describes the process of developing the 
utopian city of The Arrival, calling it an 

“arbitrary world.” This city “might appear 
to be a confusing assemblage of bizarre 
architecture, mystifying symbols, strange 
vehicles and other less distinct forms, but 
that’s true of any city to a foreign eye. And 
like a real city – beyond all its chaotic detail – 
there is an underpinning logic” (Tan 20). 

The reader is invited to seek out the 
underpinning logic that lies behind K’Road  
and follows me on my journey of discovery.  
At the end of the chapter the main character 
– me – is hopping on a bus towards West 
Auckland, on the way to a hostel, my new  
home away from home (Figure 66, p. 70).

60

 61	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 K'Road bustle.
	 Experiment.
	 2012. Pencil & digital collage. 
	 420 mm x 270 mm.

60	 Tan, Shaun.
	 The Arrival. 
	 New York:  
	 Arhur A. Levine,  
	 2007. 36–37. Print.

61
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 62	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Too many new people.
	 Experiment.
	 2012. Pencil & digital collage. 
	 900 mm x 800 mm.

 65	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Familiarity sets in.
	 Experiment.
	 2012. Pencil & digital collage. 
	 600 mm x 240 mm.

 64	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 People passing by.
	 Experiment.
	 2012. Pencil & digital collage. 
	 297 mm x 210 mm.
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64



69

 63	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 It takes time to adjust.
	 Experiment.
	 2012. Pencil & digital collage. 
	 900 mm x 800 mm.

63

65
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 66	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 On the way to the hostel.
	 Graphic novel p. 34–35. 
	 2012. Pencil. 
	 240 mm x 165 mm.
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During my first 12 months in New Zealand 
I lived in a student hostel close to campus. 
Most of the international flatmates had come 
to New Zealand on a short-term exchange 
and were much more interested in fun than 
seriously immersing themselves within the host 
country. The international group stuck together 
for studying and trips; this meant that they 
were insulated from culture shock. The hostel 
seemed to work like a decompression chamber, 
separating us from the real world outside. We 
were in a state of transition.

This sense of spatiotemporal transition is 
the overarching topic in this section. While the 
preceding section examined an entire foreign 
street as part of the discovery experience, I will  
now investigate in greater detail the possibilities 
of conveying this sense of transition by using a 
single house, that is to say my student hostel, 
as the major visual medium. 

Amongst the visual conventions that are 
examined are colour associations ascribed  
to characters; framing and bleeds as a means 
to show the development of a friendship; 
the ability of image sequences to condense a 
complex event into a few images; animated 
props as a way to represent the passage of 
narrative time; the visual qualities of speech 
bubbles and their emotional impact on the 
reader; the architectural exterior and interior  
as a storytelling device; the notion of a building 
becoming a character itself; the everyday 
displayed in word-image constellations; and 
last but not least the concept of the reader 
as urban flâneur, who becomes the casual 
spectator of hostel life.
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 67	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Friends to keep (colour palette).
	 Graphic novel p. 43–45. 
	 2012. Pencil & digital colouring. 
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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Referring to the method I have used to depict 
people on K’Road in chapter 2 (see section 
2.2 “Mental snapshots: the illustrator as 
supertourist”), I have decided to illustrate my 
international flatmates in a similar manner. 
Their characters, too, are displayed for 
individual perusal, giving the viewer time to 
build up a personal connection before the  
story sets in (Figure 67).

During this phase of character development 
I decided to explore the idea of associating 
a colour with every figure drawn. In Words 
about Pictures Perry Nodelman classifies the 
conventional meaning of colours into two 
kinds: Firstly the culture-specific meaning 
which is generally an arbitrary agreement 
between those who utilize it, such as the 
green–yellow–red of a stoplight. Secondly the 
emotional meaning, which can strongly affect 
the mood of images. Reflecting on this the 
most common associations among the basic 
colours are red with warmth and intensity; 
yellow with cheerfulness; green with hope 
or envy; blue with harmony, confidence or 
melancholy; brown with earth and nature; grey 
with detachment or bleakness; and orange  
with excitement and defiance. Some of these 
associations might stem from our basic notions  
of sunlight, water and fire. Nodelman concludes: 

“Since those associations do exist, 
artists can evoke particular moods by 
using the appropriate colours” 
(Nodelman 60–61).

Exploring this idea I illustrated my inter-
national flatmates by displaying their individual 
statements in characteristic colours. Each 
colour is thus a subjective representation of 
the feelings I have towards that person or the 
typical character traits I associate with them. 
The aggressive neon orange of the hostel 
manager clearly speaks of my disapproval of 
her, while the jagged, distorted letters of her 
cry have onomatopoeic qualities (for further 
discussion see section 6.2 “Onomatopoeia: 
translating sound into images”). Opposed to 
this, the blue of my friend Philipp represents 
his loyalty towards me. Clara’s light magenta 
reflects her individuality and ambivalence, 
while Alejandro’s yellowish green stands for  
his humour and optimism.
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While I am showing a rather scant overview of 
my other friends, I have chosen to illustrate in 
greater detail my close friendship with Carlie, 
an international student from North Carolina.

Her importance can be seen in a number  
of illustrative devices. A full page drawing of  
her room denotes the depth of our friendship, 
her room being a private space inside the 
hostel, which is ostensibly a very public space, 
with others regularly moving through it.  
I deliberately removed the panel borders from 
the room allowing it to bleed to the edges of 
the page. In Making Comics, cartoonist and 
comics theorist Scott McCloud observes: 

“Bleeds tend to open up a scene, not just 
because of the increased panel sizes, but also 
because they’re no longer fully contained by 
the panel border and can ‘bleed’ into your 

world, or perhaps because we’re conditioned 
by the panel-as-window experience – and if a 	
window frame has passed beyond our periphe-
ral vision, it usually means we’re through it” 
(McCloud 163).  

The reader is thus drawn into my private view 
of the friendship. 

An orange hue, which is generally associated 
with warmth and positivity has also been 
employed to reveal this emotional connection. 
The viewer is furthermore invited to discover 
a real life portrait of Carlie hidden behind her 
silhouette. It might be easily missed in the 
reading process, but thereby mirrors a lesson 
of friendship: It takes time to find it, but in the 
end it is worth it.

69

68–69	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Carlie's room.
	 Graphic novel p. 46–47
	 including hidden portrait. 
	 2013. Photograph by author.
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70	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Carlie's Dilemma: the four  
	 seasons (colour palette & excerpt).
	 Graphic novel p. 48–55. 
	 2012. Pencil & digital colouring.
	 100 mm x 114 mm.
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In the sequence Carlie’s Dilemma I examined 
how illustration can disregard laws of time and 
place by condensing her failed love story into 
four simple images on the page. The hostel, 
a centre of constant passage of people, a 
momentary home for travellers, seemed to me 
a very suitable backdrop to communicate that 
notion of temporality and loss. 

The layout of the sequence reflects this idea. 
It is separated into four full-page elevations 
and represents the four major stages of her 
relationship, as well as being divided into two 
layers of time (Figures 71–74, p. 78–79). These 
consist not only of the actual four months of 
her romance, but also the four times of a day 
(morning, noon, evening, night). The division 
into four months is the most obvious one, 
since I annotate it in the lower left corner of 
the pages, while also showing a tree gradually 
losing its leaves, which represents the passage 
of the seasons (Figure 70). The times of the 
day are being communicated by means of a 
changing colour scheme. 

This colour palette had been derived from a 
series of photographs I had taken during the 
course of a day in Auckland. The colour scheme 
is subjective – it does not aim to show an 
objective overview of daylight colours, it rather 
tries to capture fugitive moments of my visual 
impressions.

The four images also contain transparent 
clouds of distorted silhouettes that seem to 
move through the house like the people that 
inhabit it: They rise in the morning, roam the 
street at noon, return home in the evening. 
Opposed to this, the night sky merely shows 
some indefinable shapes that float like ghosts 
in the air. They seem to be the reverberation 
of a person passing by or a dream not quite 
seized. Here I am drawing inspiration from 
experiments with distortion and overlay; 
see section 2.4 “The Uncanny – a strange 
familiarity”.
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The passage of time is also indicated by 
additional props, which include a shopping 
cart, a rubbish bin, my bicycle, a cat and 
a pigeon. While the everyday objects are 
suggestive of bustle, the cat functions as the 
eyes of the manager. She watches with an 
attentive gaze the activity of the street and the 
whereabouts of the hostel tenants. There is 
also a potted plant positioned at the windowsill 
of the central upstairs window. It grows from 
humble beginnings to full blossom, later to a 
wilting bloom and finally to a sadly faded flower 
barely recognizable to its former appearance.  
In this way the natural decay aptly mirrors 
Carlie’s emotional state.

The hostel sign changes over the course of 
the months, too. There is a certain irony to the 
series of slogans, which cheerfully invite to 
stay while referring to a place that is, after all, a 
temporary address. This weird repetition of the 
same message might arouse an uncanny feeling 
of helplessness: Sigmund Freud compares this 
phenomenon of unintended recurrence with 
wandering in a dark room, 

“looking for the door or the electric switch, 
and collide time after time with the same 
piece of furniture” (Freud 140–141). 

(For further discussion see section 2.4  
“The Uncanny – a strange familiarity“.)

71	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Carlie's Dilemma: 1st month.
	 Graphic novel p. 48–49. 
	 2012. Pencil & digital colouring.
	 240 mm x 330 mm.

72	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Carlie's Dilemma: 2nd month.
	 Graphic novel p. 50–51. 
	 2012. Pencil & digital colouring.
	 240 mm x 330 mm.

73	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Carlie's Dilemma: 3rd month.
	 Graphic novel p. 52–53. 
	 2012. Pencil & digital colouring.
	 240 mm x 330 mm.

74	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Carlie's Dilemma: 4th month.
	 Graphic novel p. 54–55. 
	 2012. Pencil & digital colouring.
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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75	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Carlie's Dilemma:  
	 hostel cat (excerpt).
	 Graphic novel p. 48–53. 
	 2012. Pencil & Digital  
	 Colouring. 84 mm x 42 mm.

76	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Carlie's Dilemma:  
	 potted plant (excerpt).
	 Graphic novel p. 48–55. 
	 2012. Pencil & Digital  
	 Colouring. 84 mm x 84 mm.

77	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Carlie's Dilemma:  
	 hostel sign (excerpt).
	 Graphic novel p. 48–55. 
	 2012. Pencil & Digital  
	 Colouring. 84 mm x 48 mm.
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The use of dialogue in sequential art can 
have a strong impact. I investigated through 
illustration the technique of compression, 
which, as Scott McCloud describes it, 

“makes use of the written word’s ability to 
reduce big chunks of time and information 
down to a few tiny words” (McCloud 131).  

Carlie’s story is broken down to a mere 11 
phrases. These phrases nevertheless manage 
to communicate the essence of the events 
(Figure 78).

The shape of the speech bubbles is a strong 
visual device, too: While Carlie’s word balloons 
are gently curved and balanced during months 
1 and 2, they deteriorate gradually during 
month 3 and end up being torn and jagged in 

the last month. This reflects once again her 
emotional landscape. The viewer learns about 
her severed feelings not only by reading her 
dialogue but also by subconsciously absorbing 
the appearance of the balloons surrounding it. 
In The Aesthetics of Comics art writer David  
Carrier observes: 

“When we read the contents of balloons, our 
first concern may be with the meaning of the 
words they contain. But since comics are also 
a visual art, we are concerned as well with 
the strictly visual qualities of balloons. We 
contrast elegantly shaped and awkward-
looking balloons and are aware of the visual 
qualities of the chosen type, which we read 
in the ways we read handwriting for signs 
of someone’s character” (Carrier 30).

78	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Carlie's Dilemma:  
	 speech bubbles (excerpt).
	 Graphic novel p. 48–55. 
	 2012. Pencil & Digital  
	 Colouring.  
	 280 mm x 86 mm.
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David Carrier compares the speech bubble 
with Descartes’ concept of the pineal gland, 
which the latter claimed to be the “principal 
seat of the soul”, where intellect and body 
connect, just like a character in a comic is 
connected with his voice. The word balloon 
is an implement, which is used to depict 
invisible phenomena like speech or thought. 
It is separated from the comics figure just like 
the mind is separated from the body (Carrier 
28–40). By using only word balloons and 
omitting the figures I have demonstrated how 
much can be visually communicated about the 
characters without actually showing them.

The style of handwriting can hint at the 
character’s personality, too, which is subject 
to the study of graphology. Despite being 
commonly employed in Europe, graphology 
has generally been classified as a pseudo-
science (see Barry L. Beyerstein’s comprising 
analysis of the genre, The Write Stuff ). 
Nevertheless, it is legitimate to assume that 
there are regional differences in writing, which 
can mirror the attitudes of its people. 

discussion    3. transition

While I use my own handwriting without 
much modification, I chose a rounded, cheerful 
style for Carlie’s dialogue, which seems to 
allude to her American roots. According to 
journalist Jennie Cohen, children in the United 
States are taught to write in a style that is 
strong and individual, while cursive is on the 
decline in favour of printing or keyboard typing 
(Cohen, “A Brief History of Penmanship on 
National Handwriting Day”).

Additionally, I used Carlie’s subjectively 
assigned colour, a darkish orange-red, for her 
dialogue. This allows me to indicate the person 
that is speaking in the absence of any visible 
figure. My own dialogue stays black just like the 
usual narrator’s text – in this artwork I do not 
associate a particular colour with myself, since 
I intend to communicate the feelings I have 
towards others rather than towards myself.
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80	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Hostel interior by night II.
	 Graphic novel p. 58–59. 
	 2012. Pencil & Digital  
	 Colouring.
	 240 mm x 330 mm.

79	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Hostel interior by night I.
	 Graphic novel p. 56–57. 
	 2012. Pencil & Digital  
	 Colouring.
	 240 mm x 330 mm.

  81	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Hostel shadows I.
	 Experiment.
	 2012. Pencil, Copier & 
	 digital colouring. 
	 240 mm x 330 mm.

 82	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Hostel shadows II.
	 Experiment.
	 2012. Pencil, Copier & 
	 digital colouring. 
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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The sequence Carlie’s Dilemma furthermore 
plays with the notion of the exterior and the 
interior as a means to convey narrative. It uses 
the visual device of architectural elevations to 
show the outside of the building during the 
onset of the story, which eventually opens up  
to disclose its “guts”, that is to say the rooms 
and its inhabitants, for the narrative climax 
(Figures 79–80, p. 84–87). The architectural 
structure of the hostel makes the rooms seem 
like comic panels while the walls might function 
as the gutter. The viewer is free to wander from 
room to room (or panel to panel) and linger as 
long as he or she pleases. 

The colour mood of the hostel interior is 
not unlike In the Night Kitchen by illustrator 
Maurice Sendak (Figure 84), where the choice 
of the predominant blue does contribute to  
the surreal appeal of the setting. It feels like 
floating through a dream in a place, which is  
at once strange and familiar.

Here again the reference to Freud’s  
Uncanny becomes apparent: Who hasn’t  
had the impression when getting up in the 
middle of the night, that the house, so banal 
and reassuringly familiar during daytime, 
can seem to be quite the opposite at night? 
Shadows are lurking in the corners; a 
penetrating silence and a faint sense of the 
daily activity are oddly suspended in the air.  
In a series of accompanying experiments I have 
tried to capture this phenomenon by overlaying 
the shapes of the hostel inhabitants with 
colours and inverting them (Figures 81–83).
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84	 Sendak, Maurice. 
	 In the Night Kitchen.
	 New York: Harper Collins.
	 Page unknown. Print.

 83	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Hostel shadows III.
	 Experiment.
	 2012. Pencil & Copier. 
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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Inside the hostel rooms bits of transparent 
dialogue display the traces of every day 
conversations, their echoes linger in the air  
or are etched into the walls, faintly present  
but impossible to grasp. The building seems  
to breathe, the life within it transpires through  
its walls (Figures 79–80, p. 84–87). In an 
interview with Debbie Millman, comic book 
artist Chris Ware notes: 

“It sounds crazy but if you start thinking 
about a building it can almost seem like a 
living organism through time” (Ware, Design 
Matters).  

He concludes that if a building itself is like an 
organism, it becomes a character just like its 
inhabitants; in fact it is the major character 
of his latest publication Building Stories. 
One exemplary panel shows a full elevation 
of a Chicago brownstone house, which is 
meditating on the 98 years of its existence by 
counting up the number of events that have 
occurred during its life span (Figure 87).  
The brownstone house concludes that it is 
lucky to still be alive because it hasn’t yet  
given way to the inevitable uniformity of 
gentrification (Ware, Design Matters).

In the case of my student hostel, 
gentrification is not a problem anymore. In 
fact, it had already been renovated when I 
moved in. The polished look of its new design 
is comfortable but I assume that the building 
has lost most of its character. 

Traces of its former interior are modestly 
retained by the old-fashioned mantelpiece in 
the kitchen and the uncertain darkness of the 
attic. The fixtures and patterned wallpaper in 
the bathroom, and the old fashioned lamp 
above the staircase do not actually depict the 
real interior but rather show what I imagined 
them to be before the house was redesigned 
(Figures 85–86). Here I am drawing inspiration 
from photographs I found in The New Zealand 
Villa: Past and Present by architectural historian 
Di Stewart. I wanted the reader to relate to the 
hostel as a building that has an interesting past 
rather than just being a backdrop to my story.

 85–86	 Stewart, Di. 
	 The New Zealand Villa:  
	 Past and Present.
	 Auckland, London: 
	 Penguin Books, 2002. 
	 70, 72. Print.
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87	 Ware, Chris. 
	 September 23rd, 2000.
	 In Building Stories.  
	 New York: Pantheon  
	 Books, 2012. 7. Print.
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Last Sunday, they had a beauty day. Doing their fingernails and hair. 

No wonder they’re like that...

one of the girls studies ‘beauty’. can you actually study that?

when i cook they say it will make me fat. but it just won’t.

what a nightmare.
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88	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Hostel interior.
	 Preliminary drawing.
	 2012. Pencil.
	 547 mm x 440 mm.

89	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Hostel interior & sounds.
	 Preliminary drawing. 
	 2012. Pencil.
	 547 mm x 440 mm.

90	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Beauty girls.
	 Layout experiment. 
	 2012. Pencil & Digital  
	 Colouring.
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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In The Book of Hours and Constellations poet 
Eugen Gomringer uses the term constellation 
to describe a reading process, which requires 
the reader to actively engage in order to bring 
the various elements of a text together. 

In an attempt to capture the mark I left  
on the hostel I follow Chris Ware’s example  
by annotating the various daily occupations  
I observed in the 10 months of my stay (Figure 
91). I thereby add an additional layer to the 
narrative: the reader must assemble the overall 
meaning from the juxtaposition and layering  
of words and images. 

In a series of layout experiments I  
push this concept further (Figures 88–90). 
I create an immersive reading experience  
that is similar to the fragmented, layered 
nature of real life. The composition of the 
image is thus not so much a linear series of 
panels but rather a constellation, where the text 
can be read in any order. Moreover, the daily 
occupations speak of reality in an immediate 
way: life is a constant succession of repetitive 
habits, no matter where you go in the world.
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91	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 My hostel room by night (excerpt).
	 Graphic novel p. 58. 
	 2012. Pencil & Digital  
	 Colouring.
	 150 mm x 70 mm.
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In The Arcades Project philosopher Walter 
Benjamin (by referring to Charles Baudelaire’s 
poetry) introduced the term of the f lâneur, a 
symbolic urban wanderer who observes the 
diversity of the cityscape by strolling the streets 
and arcades (Benjamin 416). The reader of my 
book is invited to become a f lâneur. Passing by 
the hostel one initially stops to catch the bits 
of dialogue emerging from the building (see 
the sequence Carlie's Dilemma; Figures 71–74, 
p. 78–79), only to be invited to examine the 
hidden wealth of human life after opening up 
the final interior elevations (Figures 79–80, p. 
84–87). 

The nightly atmosphere adds to this intimate 
contemplation: It is only at night that one might 
walk past a house and see a room dimly lit, and  
inevitably turn the head to get a glimpse of what  
might be going on behind the curtains.  
Chris Ware suggests:

“Who hasn’t tried when passing by a building, 
at night to peer past half-closed shades and 
blinds, hoping to catch a glimpse into the 
private lives of its inhabitants. Anything… 
the briefest blossom of a movement, maybe 
a head bobbing up…seems somehow more 
revealing than any generous greeting or 
calculated cordiality. Even the disappointing 
diffusion of a sheer curtain can suggest the 
most colourful bouquet of unspeakable 
secrets” (Ware 52).

Carlie returned to America at the end of  
the first semester. The chapter ends with a full 
page view of her room, which is empty except 
for her silhouette (Figure 92–93, p. 95–96). 
The image reflects the transient nature of living 
in a hostel by showing the imprint Carlie has 
left on the place, which might vanish with the 
passage of time, whereas the imprint in the 
memory lasts. Precedent experiments have led 
me to this concept (Figure 93): I investigated 
distortion as a means to communicate the 
stages of my friendship with Alejandro, 
from the first vague impression to a precise 
picture of his character. The clear imprint in 
my memory eventually fades again when he 
returned to his home country.

The overall colour mood has changed, 
too: My perception of Carlie's room has now 
deteriorated to a cold grey blue in the light of 
her absence. The room appears the same in 
its structure but doesn’t feel right anymore, 
because the source of its life has gone. It  
has lost the meaning I had attached to it.
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 92	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Carlie is gone.
	 Graphic novel p. 60–61. 
	 2013. Photograph by author.

 93	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Getting to know Alejandro.
	 Experiment.
	 2012. Pencil & digital collage. 
	 600 mm x 240 mm.
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 94	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Carlie is gone.
	 Graphic novel p. 60–61
	 including hidden drawing. 
	 2013. Photograph by author.
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Travelling is the major topic of this research 
project; whereas the preceding sections dealt 
with my sense of discovery and transition in 
New Zealand, the current section focuses 
mainly on methods to visualize the trips I took 
around the country and the feeling of freedom 
I gained from it. Firstly, I will illuminate how 
keeping a visual diary has helped me to 
map my travel experiences. Secondly, I will 
explain why epistolary novels are suited for 
travel narratives and how this approach has 
contributed to my research.
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 95	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 My life in Auckland.
	 Graphic novel p. 65. 
	 2013. Pencil & Collage.  
	 240 mm x 165 mm.
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 96	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 My f irst visitors I.
	 Graphic novel p. 84–85. 
	 2013. Pencil & digital colouring.  
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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 97	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 My f irst visitors II.
	 Graphic novel p. 86–87. 
	 2013. Pencil & digital colouring.  
	 240 mm x 330 mm.



Drawing is akin to telling a story: the Greek 
word grapho means to write as well as to draw. 
By drawing the unknown environments of 
my journeys I settle into them, a notion that 
anthropologist Michael Taussig calls a 

“dialogue with one’s surroundings” 
(Taussig, 30). 

In I Swear I Saw This he defends the field-
worker’s notebook as a tool to familiarize 
oneself with the strangeness of the world: 

“You are making your own passport to the 
terra incognita” (Taussig, 30). 

By keeping a visual diary I have endeavoured 
to create my own portrait of the terra incognita 
of New Zealand; I used it like a photographer 
would use a camera to take snapshots of  
everyday curiosities, travelling environments 
and people I met on the road.

Referring to her video-installation Bordering 
on Fiction (a documentary about the transition 
from summer to winter across Germany, 
Poland, and Russia), Belgian artist Chantal 
Akerman announces: 

“I would like to make a grand journey. I’d 
like to shoot everything. Everything that 
moves me. Faces, streets, cars going by and 
buses, train stations and plains, rivers and 
oceans, streams and brooks, trees and forests. 
Fields and factories and yet more faces. Food, 
interiors, doors, windows, meals being 
prepared“ (Halbreich and Jenkins, 17–18). 

Like Akerman I am designing a diaristic map 
that incorporates my travel surroundings. 

Some of the diary drawings have found their 
way into my graphic novel, too. The sequence 
My first visitors combines imagery, dialogue 
and narration into a brief visual account of the 
two weeks I spent with my mother and sister 
when they visited me in New Zealand (Figures 
96–97, p. 98–101). Another mini project was 
to collate my sketchbook drawings into visual 
categories based on recurring interior and 
exterior motifs. Amongst these categories 
are cafés & bars, kitchens, chairs, windows, 
beds, wallpapers, vehicles, exteriors & nature 
(Figures 98–130, p. 103–109). By accumulating 
these snapshots the visual diary guards the 
memory of a journey in an ever-changing life. It 
is also a way to remember what it was like to be 
me; a medium to keep in touch with my former 
self. In Slouching Towards Bethlehem, author 
Joan Didion concludes that 

“It’s a good idea, to keep in touch, and I 
suppose that keeping in touch is what 
notebooks are all about” (Didion 119–120).

The key word “touch” also relates to the 
tactile and multi-media nature of notebooks. 
Drawing from life is very different to drawing 
from one’s imagination – one almost touches 
the contours of the model while drawing. 
Notebooks might contain fleeting impressions 
in time, inner thoughts as well as observational 
drawings, annotations that display specific 
dates, the indexical image of thumbprints, 
food smears, and spilled tea. Notebooks lodge 
a range of experiences on the surface of the 
pages and thereby retrace the nature of life.
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 98–101	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Category 1: cafés & bars.
	 Visual Diary 2012–2013. 
	 Pencil. 180 mm x 140 mm.
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103–105

102–105	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Category 2: kitchens.
	 Visual Diary 2012–2013. 
	 Pencil. 180 mm x 140 mm.
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106–109	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Category 3: chairs.
	 Visual Diary 2012–2013. 
	 Pencil. 180 mm x 140 mm.



110–112

113–115

  113–115	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Category 5: beds.
	 Visual Diary 2012–2013. 
	 Pencil. 180 mm x 140 mm.

  110–112	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Category 4: windows.
	 Visual Diary 2012–2013. 
	 Pencil. 180 mm x 140 mm.
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117–119

 116–119	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Category 6: wallpapers & patterns.
	 Visual Diary 2012–2013. 
	 Pencil. 180 mm x 140 mm.
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 126–130	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Category 8: country & exterior.
	 Visual Diary 2012–2013. 
	 Pencil. 180 mm x 140 mm.

 120–125	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Category 7: vehicles.
	 Visual Diary 2012–2013. 
	 Pencil. 180 mm x 140 mm.
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An epistolary novel describes a novel written 
as a series of letters and other documents. 
By imitating real life and offering various 
viewpoints, the epistolary novel can attribute 
a higher degree of credibility to the narrative. 
It allows the reader to project him or herself 
into each character’s position, which builds 
intimacy. Literary theorist Ruth Perry claims 
that the writing in such epistolary novels  
often follows a stream of consciousness: 
instead of logically structuring their thoughts 
the characters 

"talk to themselves, reflect, think out loud – 
on paper" (Perry 128).  

In that way, the epistolary approach is closer 
to the fragmented, unsorted mechanisms of 
actual thinking. Philosopher György Lukács 
asserts that epistolary novels generally deal 
with the adventures of the self: a soul that 
seeks challenges in order to find self-approval 
and eventually itself (Lukács 89).

In a fusion of perspectives, which refers 
to philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer’s 
concept of Horizontverschmelzung (“fusion of 
horizons”, Gadamer 305), I have looked at a 
four-way conversation between my travelling 
companions and myself. The discussion takes 
place on Facebook and is concerned with 

finding a way out of our car infringement 
problem. The epistolary novel approach used in 
this instance fosters the reader’s participation 
in the story. In States of Sympathy philosopher 
Elizabeth Barnes suggests: 

“One’s apprehension of another’s experience 
is understood to be achieved through the 
mediating influence of one’s own emotions…
[the reader] must imagine how the other feels; 
this can only be accomplished by projecting 
onto the other person what would be one’s 
own feelings in that particular situation” 
(Barnes 5).  

Pulling the reader into the story through  
this approach I have incorporated a facsimile 
envelope from the New Zealand police. Like me 
the reader can pull out the official document 
and thus take part in my experience (Figures 
132–133).

Even though the epistolary approach is not 
evident in every chapter of my graphic novel,  
it has informed my decision making throughout 
the course of this research project. I have 
collated listings such as List of new words 
(Figure 133), List of things forgotten, Auckland 
vs. Berlin (Figures 134–135, p. 114). I have also 
collected postcards from my family and friends 
overseas. (Figures 136–141, p. 114).

133	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 List of new words. 
	 2013. Pencil.  
	 180 mm x 140 mm.

 131–132	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 3 months later.
	 Facsimile envelope & letter.
	 Graphic novel p. 74–75. 
	 2013. Photograph by author.
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135

134	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 List of things forgotten. 
	 2013. Pencil.  
	 90 mm x 40 mm.

135	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Berlin vs. Auckland. 
	 2013. Pencil.  
	 90 mm x 70 mm.

136–141	 Postcards from friends.
	 Indonesia, USA, Fiji,  
	 Ghana, Germany, Spain. 
	 2012–2013.  
	 Photograph by author.
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Travelling can foster a greater degree of 
insight, and can also help to find one’s place  
in the world. Drawing from a series of personal 
conversations with my colleague Dietlind, a 
German expatriate living in New Zealand for 20 
years, I have created a chapter that considers 
the reasons that led her to leave Germany. I 
am questioning whether she is content to stay 
in New Zealand, and indirectly, whether this 
would be an option for me too?

On coming to New Zealand Dietlind 
experienced a cultural shift, but this did not 
change her intrinsically. Even though she has 
travelled through time and space, in her heart 
she will always be German. This is manifested 
in a series of hand puppets she has created, 
which function as her alter egos (Figure 142–
146, p. 114–120). She uses them as a medium 
to express observations about the people 
around her, but also as a means to deal with 
her German identity. In a way I am very similar 
to Dietlind: just like her I have been raised with 
a German sensibility, like her I am travelling in 

order to find a place where I belong, and like 
her I am making artwork in order to deal with 
my dislocation. Nevertheless there is a subtlety 
at play here: we are both German, but not quite 
the same, since she was born in West Germany 
and I was born in East Germany. Whereas she 
has chosen to leave her country of birth for 
good, I can never return to mine, not because 
I left it, but because it does not exist anymore. 
In that way I will always be a traveller (for 
further discussion see section 6.3 “Leaving and 
belonging”). 

In the section "Indirect Illustration" I will 
demonstrate how indirect illustration can 
be used to communicate a sense of cultural 
displacement; following this I will focus on 
the concept of puppet theatre as a means to 
convey narrative and to teach knowledge.
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 142	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Dietlind & Smug Little Devil.
	 Graphic novel p. 92–93. 
	 2013. Pencil & digital colouring.  
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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Dietlind’s portrait (Figure 142, p. 114–115) lies 
horizontally on the page as an exploration of 
what Shaun Tan calls “indirect illustration”, 
the artist’s struggle to find a metaphorical 
representation for a specific idea rather than 
a literal depiction (Tan 5). I have decided to 
use this view of Dietlind as a visual metaphor 
for the cultural shift she has experienced in 
transplanting her life. Like any other immigrant, 
she is “not quite one thing or another” (Tan 35). 
Dietlind’s monologue also employs metaphor, 
as it is not Dietlind that speaks, but a series 
of hand puppets she has created (Figure 143). 
Even though the speech bubbles are attached 
to the puppets, the reader knows that it is 
Dietlind’s voice. 

I have again employed colour as a visual 
indicator in this chapter. Dietlind’s text is set 
in a brown hue, since I subjectively associate 
this colour with her personality (for further 
discussion see section 3.1 “Colour association 
with characters”). 

Her portrait, too, displays a reddish brown, 
which fills her clothing and the shadows in her 
face. Her latest puppet, Smug Little Devil has 
the same hue, while his shadow is as black as 
her hair. Her portrait and the puppet overlap 
as well, but instead of obscuring each other 
they are blending into one another. All these 
devices work together to convey the notion of 
the puppet as an extension of herself. 
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 143	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Foxy Lady, l'Artiste & Cash Cow.
	 Graphic novel p. 94–95. 
	 2013. Pencil & digital colouring.  
	 240 mm x 330 mm.
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145
 144	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Nosy Neighbour & German Girl.
	 Graphic novel p. 96–97. 
	 2013. Photograph by author.

  145	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Fairy Godmother, Pig,  
	 Professor & Devil.
	 Graphic novel p. 98–99. 
	 2013. Photograph by author.



I have used the page as a theatrical stage, in 
which Dietlind functions as subject, social 
commentator, narrator, and puppet creator 
at once. In Strip Teasers by Roger Sabin, 
cartoonist Chris Ware discusses the proximity 
of comics to theatre: 

“By synthesizing the visual mechanics of
 written language with the effects of seeing, 
a comic strip ‘fools’ you into the illusion of 
‘theatre’ by letting you think you’re ‘watching’ 
an event transpire, when you’re actually 
reading it” (Sabin 41).

Like traditional puppet theatre Dietlind uses 
stereotyped characters as narrative tools. These 
characters are based on real-life observations 
of the people around her. In that way her 
approach is similar to my own character 
development: like Dietlind I am studying the 
people in my environment. Whereas she is 
making puppets, I translate my observations 
into illustrations. My character design employs 
a certain stereotyping, too, which is manifested 
in the depiction of the hostel manager, the 
happy-go-lucky hostel friends (see section 3.1 
"Colour association with characters"), the 
German tourist, and the Maori performer from 
K’Road (see section 2.2 “Mental snapshots – 
the illustrator as supertourist”).  

In Graphic Storytelling & Visual Narrative 
cartoonist Will Eisner validates that method: 

“Comic book art deals with recognizable 
reproductions of human conduct. Its 
drawings are a mirror reflection, and depend 
on the reader’s stored memory of experience 
to visualize an idea or process quickly. This 
makes necessary the simplification of images 
into repeatable symbols. Ergo, stereotypes” 
(Eisner 17).

Like any figure rooted in mythology a 
puppet’s traditional function is to teach, 
establish behavioural models, or convey 
religious ideas. As we flip through this 
sequence in the graphic novel we get to know 
Smug Little Devil, an equivalent for the British 
Punch (Figure 142, p. 114). The name Punch 
is an anglicisation of the Italian Pulcinella, a 
puppet rooted in the Commedia dell’Arte of the 
17th century. Like a devil he is hook-nosed and 
has a cunning and boastful personality, which 
relates to the Lord of Misrule and Trickster. 
German Girl resembles the British Judy 
(Figure 144). She is the wife and counterpart 
of Punch, while Fairy Godmother is not unlike 
the common character of Grandmother (Figure 
145). All together they are humorous and astute 
in their observations about society and the 
course of life in Germany and New Zealand.



The art of puppetry also influenced artists 
and writers from other disciplines. In his 
famous essay The Puppet Theatre Heinrich 
von Kleist marvels at the apparent simple-
mindedness of puppets, praising it as a sign  
of grace and purity. Opposed to this, the 
human consciousness and the capacity for 
thought leads to paralysing self-doubt. Unlike 
puppets or animals, we cannot act out our 
feelings in an unimpeded way, because our 
ability to think literally gets in the way. The only 
resort lies in the sole pursuit of wisdom and 
knowledge: if we ceaselessly strive for more 
self-awareness, we might end up being able 
to act as harmoniously and confidently as a 
puppet in a play (von Kleist 411–416).

Dietlind’s thoughts are not unlike Kleist’s: At 
the end of her monologue she concludes that 
the quest for knowledge is an essential part 
in our life journey (Figure 146). The distorted 
shadows of the figures allude to Plato’s Allegory 
of the Cave: like the prisoners in the cave we 
are tempted to think that the shadows are real, 
but with open-mindedness we become aware 
that they are not (Plato 1–51). Those who aspire 
to become wise gain a truer sense of reality, as 
wisdom eventually helps us find our place in 
the world.

146	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Devil.
	 Graphic novel p. 99. 
	 2013. Pencil.  
	 100 mm x 48 mm.
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The final chapter of my graphic novel illustrates 
a phone call I am making to my father at the 
end of my stay in New Zealand, in which he 
asks me to come home (Figures 148–149, p. 
122–123). It exemplifies our clashing world 
views: his pragmatic attitude as opposed to my 
idealistic approach to life. He is very down-to-
earth and has trouble relating to my decision 
to go abroad. Why would I want to live in a 
foreign country, when I have everything I need 
at home? He seems to be more concerned 
about my financial security than about the 
idealistic benefits that come with travelling: 
a broadened horizon, new knowledge, and a 
higher self-confidence. Opposed to this I am 
reluctant to relate to such profane issues as a 
proper job and settling down. I prioritise the 
quest for freedom, the joy of discovery, and the 
development of the self, even if that leads to 
unrealistic plans. 

Following this main conflict I investigate 
how illustration can map a transitional state. I 
have focused on how the use of onomatopoeic 
images can foster a sense of disconnection. 
I conclude with a personal discourse on the 
concept of belonging, which also constitutes 
the end of the graphic novel.

147	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Home sweet home.
	 Preliminary drawing. 
	 2012. Pencil.  
	 48 mm x 100 mm.

discussion    6. belonging 120 · 



The layout of the chapter (Figure 148) mirrors 
the spatial and idealistic gap between us: my 
father’s disembodied voice, in his attributed 
colour, occupies a frame on the left side, 
whereas my dialogue is displayed in a sequence 
of panels on the right page (for further 
discussion see section 3.1 “Colour association 
with characters”). The voice of my father is 
given a face by means of a hidden portrait 
underneath his dialogue, which also highlights 
his current work as lawyer: a profession 
typically concerned with rules and laws (Figure 
149). Nevertheless the portrait invites the 
reader to form a personal relationship with my 
father, which may help to better understand his 
point of view as well as my connection to him.

148
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There is an ambivalence at play here,  
which shows the idealistic distance but also 
the emotional closeness between father and 
daughter: behind all his pragmatism, my father 
just wants the best for me. The mutuality of the 
two opposed places, time zones and attitudes 
is furthermore expressed by the use of 
image-word combinations. Drawing from this 
important quality of comics, cartoonist Chris 
Ware points out: 

“You’re always at one point in writing. As 
you read, you can’t be simultaneously in two 
places, the way you can be in a comic, with 
a word and a picture” (Groth 161–162).
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My dialogue takes the reader through a 
succession of places that have become the 
centre of my everyday life in New Zealand 
(Figures 150–152, p. 124–125). These 
framed interiors have an ephemeral, surreal 
appearance; they seem to be filled with 
distorted shapes. Once again this mirrors my 
own state of transition: I visually communicate 
my nomadic disposition and the temporality 
of my stay in New Zealand. In Sketches from a 
Nameless Land illustrator Shaun Tan validates 
this by suggesting: 

“Connections made to a new place can be 
deeply felt without being clearly articulated, 
much like a composition of nebulous colours, 
shapes and textures on canvas” (Tan 10).

148–149	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Calling Home.
	 Graphic novel p. 102–103
	 including hidden portrait. 
	 2013. Photograph by author.
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By drawing these locations I am also 
constantly redrafting them, which, according  
to Giuliana Bruno, constitutes an attachment  
to a place without the desire to dominate it. 
This space of the passenger is called transito,  
a mobile map (Bruno 86). In Nomadic Subjects 
feminist theoretician Rosi Braidotti supports 
this concept: 

“The nomad has a sharpened sense of 
territory but no possessiveness about it. She 
also has multiple places – called home –
where she can rest up” (Braidotti 65).

My journey is opposed to the circular voyage 
of origin and return which my father advocates: 
the idea of the domus, the home to which the 
voyager wishes to return conflicts with the 
female traveller’s notion of dislocation (Bruno 
86). Italian feminist critic Paola Melchiori 
observes: 

“Women who leave are not nostalgic. They 
desire what they have not had, and they 
look for it in the future. The desire does not 
take shape as 'return' but rather as ‘voyage’. 
Nostalgia is substituted by dislocation” 
(Melchiori 22).
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 150	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Calling Home.
	 Graphic novel p. 104–105.
	 2013. Photograph by author.

 151	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Calling Home.
	 Graphic novel p. 106–107. 
	 2013. Photograph by author.

 152	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Calling Home.
	 Graphic novel p. 108–109.
	 2013. Photograph by author.
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 153	 Grieben, Theresa. 
	 Calling Home.
	 Graphic novel p. 110–111
	 including self-portrait.
	 2013. Photograph by author.
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Onomatopoeia tries to get closer to the 
actual sound of the word – instead of the 
usual division in English and other languages 
between the appearance of an object and 
its name (artists such as Magritte have 
interrogated how the words for things are often 
arbitrary. A sign such as the word “cat” has no 
relationship to its referent, the animal. The use 
of onomatopoeia endeavours to capture the 
actual sound of a being or object – e.g. “the 
buzzing bee”. This is closer to languages such 
as Chinese, where apparently the signifier for 
“tree” actually resembles a tree.

The distance between me and my father is 
illustrated by the visual manipulation of his 
dialogue, which, according to Will Eisner’s 
dictum, “reads as an image” (Eisner 10). Just 
as far-distance phone calls can get disturbed 
or unclear, the voice of my father is being 
warped, fragmented and repeated (Figure 
153). What is more, his text is set in DIN, a 
German typeface mainly used for official signs, 
rules and classifications, which relates to his 
character. This points to comics theorist Gene 
Kannenberg Jr.’s notion of the metanarrative: 
He observes that texts, when being formally 
presented or manipulated, 

“can convey metanarrative information such 
as sound/tone of voice, characterization, 
pacing, and thematic resonance” 
(Kannenberg Jr. 173). 

Consequently it is important to recognize 
the lettering design as a contributing factor 
to the narrative. He furthermore refers to 
David Scott’s notion of “spatial texts”, which 
emphasizes the materiality of a word as 
signifier. The viewer must devote his entire 
visual, but also his aural attention in order 
to fully understand the impact of the words. 
(Scott 116, 123). Cartoonist Scott McCloud 
concludes: 

“the variations of lettering styles, both in and 
out of balloons, speak of an ongoing struggle 
to capture the very essence of sound” 
(McCloud 134).

Onomatopoeia is thus a literary device 
which stimulates the reader’s imagination. 
Sound and visuals are merged into a powerful 
combination, which makes the story more 
memorable.
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At the end of this chapter – the end of my 
graphic novel – I show a self-portrait as a cat, 
referring to myself as a rolling stone – someone 
who is unwilling to settle for long in one place 
(Figure 153, p. 126). It is an open ending: I will 
come home, but only for a while, as I continue 
to struggle with my own sense of belonging.

Living in a foreign country sooner or later 
poses a dilemma: What does it mean to leave 
my social safety net in order to put myself 
deliberately into a place where I do not know 
anyone? What is the value of relocating to 
a country where everyday life can turn into 
a challenge, but where continuously facing 
those challenges can lead to personal growth? 
Ultimately, is it worth it to leave my newly 
found friends, my “substitute family”, in order 
to go back to my original family? My friend 
Thomas told me: 

“Everywhere you go in the world you are 
leaving a part of yourself with the new friends 
you meet. This is something you cannot 
share with the people at home”.  

But yes, I can! Creating this graphic novel is my 
personal attempt to share the “parts of myself” 
that I have left in New Zealand, the struggle 
between my desire for freedom and belonging 
alike. It bridges a gap – both personally 
and culturally – between New Zealand and 
Germany, friends and family, past and present. 

Referring back to Dan P. McAdams’ life story 
model (see Introduction, “V. Evolving narrative 
of the self ) I have used this graphic novel in 
order to share a part of my narrative identity. 
It has given me the means to seek universal 
meaning in my individual experience of going 
abroad and to share it with my readers.

After all, what does belonging mean? Is 
it associated with names and objects, or 
rather with emotions and personal memories 
attributed to people and places? Shaun Tan 
believes that belonging is, after all, 

“the attachment of sincere feeling and 
meaning to an essentially mysterious world” 
(Tan 48).
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This research project investigates how 
illustrative conventions can convey the 
experience of journeying, displacement, and 
cultural shift. By using the form of a graphic 
novel I have converted my personal experience 
of moving from Germany to New Zealand into 
a visual narrative. Previous research has helped 
me identify the format of the graphic novel as 
a suitable medium for stories about travelling, 
as their sequenced nature mirrors the travel 
experience and their images can trigger a 
sense of immersion in an environment. It 
has also shown me that academic research in 
this context has not yet been done, thereby 
my research project can make a significant 
contribution to this field of creative inquiry.

A fragmentary heuristic method has led 
me to generate a body of work that spans a 
range of mini projects and a variety of visual 
conventions that convey notions of travelling, 
displacement and cultural shift. I have 
investigated maps; mental snapshots; aspect-
to-aspect transitions; colour associations; 
framing and bleeds; image sequences, speech 
bubbles, architectural elevations; word-image 
constellations; visual diaries, onomatopoeic 
illustration. I have assessed and applied these 
conventions to my visual storytelling and have 
investigated their impact on reader perception. 
Additional knowledge was gained concerning 
the materialisation of memory through 
drawing, the manner in which photography 
can inform journeys into the past, how the 
concept of puppet theatre can be used as 

a tool for indirect illustration, and how an 
epistolary approach can inform travel narrative. 
Additionally, visual experiments have led me 
to consider new graphic approaches, such as 
distortion, overlay and repetition.

During the phase of story development I 
have identified six overarching themes that 
have informed my journey, which are memory; 
discovery; transition; freedom; knowledge 
and the quest for belonging. On this basis I 
have created a graphic novel which not only 
encompasses my personal story of living in 
New Zealand, but which also reflects these 
universal themes of travelling and cultural 
displacement in its content, structure and 
design. However, as in any other art-related 
inquiry, this research outcome is subjective: 
it does not claim to be complete since there 
are infinite ways to convey a travel experience 
visually.

The process of my research project has 
caused me to think differently about my own 
sense of origin and belonging. It has made 
me reflect on past journeys and the people I 
have met on my trips. I no longer see myself as 
East German, I see myself as caught between 
worlds. Being German is only a fragment 
of who I am because each journeying takes 
me further away from the person I used to 
be. An ultimate sense of belonging is not so 
much embodied by a place in itself but by the 
meanings, emotions and personal memories I 
ascribe to it.
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