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“Do I look all right?”, Nick Cave asks the photographer. 
Professional obligation prompts the question; the lens is his  
cue to deliver indie-rock-god. There’s a part to be played, 
however contrived he finds it.
 “Do I look alright?” Actually, under the circumstances, 
it’s a legitimate question. Cave is sporting an electric blue wig 
and a matching dress. His head has been squeezed into a 
stocking. A crude lipstick mouth has been scrawled across 
his crushed features. The Joker meets Sailor Moon. “You look 
beautiful”, Polly Borland reassures him.
 Really? Beautiful? “I think my work is ugly but beautiful 
at the same time”, says Borland. “There are two contradictory 
elements. I surround myself with what I consider to be 
beautiful things but I don’t think my work is beautiful. I think 
technically, it’s beautiful. The way I photograph things is 
beautiful. But I don’t think the subject matter or the content  
is beautiful.” Portraits & Styling John Tsiavis
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This duality is something Borland traces back to her 
childhood in Melbourne. The daughter of an architect, she  
recalls, “There were always two different things that I was 
attracted to. I was surrounded by a lot of Scandinavian 
design...there was a certain level of sophistication and taste. 
But I also was very attracted to the garish and the tacky and 
the carnivalesque style; cheap clothing from the Victoria 
Market, kewpie dolls from the Melbourne show.” 

Fresh out of art school in the 1980s, Borland says she 
was “obsessed” with beautiful people. No surprise, then, 
that her early work was in fashion and editorial photography. 
But eventually she concluded that while “beauty is fantastic, 
there’s a lot more going on in life than just that. That’s why  
I’m not content with pretty pictures.” All the same, after 
Borland moved to England in the mid-1980s, her success as an 
editorial photographer meant that her subjects were frequently 
people who were beautiful for a living; Natalie Imbruglia, Kylie 
Minogue and Michael Hutchence among them.

Confronting that contradiction made for a curious type of 
portraiture. Borland didn’t deny the beauty of her subjects but 
neither did she surrender to it. Cate Blanchett, says Borland, 
“is incredibly beautiful.” But that didn’t tempt Borland into 
glamour photography; “I’m not in pursuit of an idealised form 
of beauty; in those photos, she’s stripped back, no makeup, 
plain clothes.” While there’s no getting around the essential 
architecture of Blanchett’s beauty—there’s a spot reserved 
for her cheekbones in the National Museum of Australia, 
right next to Phar Lap’s heart—Borland’s flattened, frontal 
perspective injects a stark, schematic note. It’s almost as if the 
tight framing and unmodulated, occasionally chilly, lighting 
were damping the bright flames of charisma and celebrity. 
Elsewhere, Borland seems to contest her sitter’s aura; rich, 
decorative fabric backdrops and lush, saturated colour make 
for an amped-up kitsch that talks over the top of the subject.

A portrait, Baudelaire wrote, “is a model complicated by 
an artist.” (81) And Borland is adamant that her complications, 
not the model’s attributes, take precedence.  
 “I want things to be difficult to look at,” she told David 
O’Reilly in 2007. “I don’t want things to sit easily. I don’t want 
people to be comfortable with my work. I find the things that 
have influenced me most through my life are things that have  
jolted me out of complacency, shocked me almost... Things 
that have got a horror to them.”(47)

There’s a clue there to the particular version of beauty 
that Borland pitted against what she now calls the “La La 
land” of colour supplements and newsstand glossies. The 

disquieting effects of many of Borland’s photographs have 
their roots in surrealism’s ‘convulsive beauty’, which André 
Breton discovered in the mysterious effects of natural 
camouflage and mimicry, the eerie stasis of frozen movement 
and the fetishised fragments of the found object. Versions  
of these are scattered throughout Borland’s photographs 
in her shape-shifting masquerades, stark apparitions and 
talismanic constructions.

Borland is no card-carrying Surrealist; it’s not a case of 
direct affiliation, more the chance meeting of the crepuscular 
figuration of Charles Blackman and Arthur Boyd with punk 
rock in early 1980s Melbourne. Convulsive beauty isn’t a 
matter of merely startling images, such as the infantilising 
of grown men in Borland’s series ‘The Babies’ (2002). It has 
more to do with effects first explored in her portraits and 
brought to a head in her recent series ‘Smudge’ (2011), ‘Pupa’ 
(2012) and ‘Wonky’ (2014). These are photographs of creepy 
domestic theatrics, perverse dress-up games, and manky arts 
and crafts projects. Bodies are squeezed into tights, sprouting 
boils and phallic appendages. There’s a menagerie of scruffy 
plush toys that you wouldn’t want anywhere near a nursery, 
and a giant bunny that’s more Donnie Darko than Peter 
Rabbit. Thrift store stockings are transformed into shabby 
puppets or crushed together into tabletop landscapes that 
look like the sock drawer from hell.

Borland melds beauty and decrepitude in a fatalistic 
aesthetic. A Freudian trajectory, then? Pleasure principle 
meets death drive? I prefer to think that Borland is taking 
up Ralph Waldo Emerson’s challenge, setting aside the 
superficial, the “boasters and buffoons,” and joining the 
“perceivers of the terror of life”.(318)  “I’m twenty years away 
from death,” says Borland, “it’s always there, you get more 
and more conscious of it. We’re all in various states of decay. 
Nature’s in various states of decay and yet it’s incredibly 
beautiful. People are beautiful in their various stages of  
decay. I’m celebrating life but I’m also aware of the  
inevitable horror.” 

This is a riposte to a beauty become routine. As Stendahl 
put it, “Beauty is the expression of a kind of habitual search 
for happiness.” (251)  Always forthright, Borland puts it more 
bluntly. “For me,” she told Ignacio Andreu, “beauty is easy... 
I think we see it so often we’re saturated by it.”(24) The more 
astute observers of Borland’s photographs aren’t led astray by 
beauty but turn instead to the deeper mechanisms at work in 
the exchange between the image and the viewer. For Susan 
Sontag, the key issue is the “attractiveness” of Borland’s 
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photographs.(16)  Beauty is a button to push, attractiveness is 
an appeal to a psychic economy—a kind of courtship ritual 
involving the photograph’s offer and viewers’ discovery of 
their desire. As Peter Milne notes, this is what makes the 
photographs both “seductive” and “sinister”; honest viewers 
have to admit that an image is attractive because it unearths 
their deep fantasies rather than just delivering on the 
superficial ones.(7)

Beauty is a complex calculus of display and desire, 
exhibitionism and voyeurism. In Borland’s case this rests on 
conscious, hard-worn transactions. She pursued Gwendoline 
Christie, her model for the series ‘Bunny’ (2008), through 
the streets of Brighton and, having recruited her, spent five 
years developing the relationship that would produce the 
works. Aside from Christie’s height (the physical attribute 
that initially caught Borland’s eye), her great contribution was 
her sense that photography somehow owed her its attention: 
“When Polly came into the shop and wanted to take photos 
of me I just thought, ‘Finally!’”(Walker, 78) Both artist and model 
understood that the photograph was a partnership, a kind 
of aesthetic contract. One wanted to photograph, the other 
wanted to be photographed; a relationship that gave the 
images an almost primal character. Both had made such 
a direct investment in their desire for the image that the 
question “Do I look all right?” became redundant. 

But it wouldn’t look all right to someone outside of the 
transaction. Christie reported her then-boyfriend’s response 
to Borland’s photographs: “He was horrified. He didn’t 
recognise me in them and I think he was disturbed to see the 
recorded visual evidence of the depths of a relationship he 
was no part of.”(Walker, 78) Christie says: “Look at me”; Borland 
says: “You must look at her”. But viewers feel that this is an 
imperative disguised as an invitation, a demand that they 
enter a territory that they haven’t designed, wouldn’t care 
to design. To find an image repellent isn’t to declare it the 
opposite of beautiful; it’s about being unwilling or unable  
to participate in the image. 

In ‘Bunny’, Borland and Christie partnered up in a battle 
against complacency. That is, complacent image making; 
easy beauty. And complacent image consumption; liking 
beauty rather than constructing desire. Being open about 
what they wanted out of an image meant being open about 
what images were for; the enactment of desire. That’s not 
always a pretty sight. 

Complacency now underwrites the ubiquity of the 
transmittable digital image. The glib instantaneity of a 

post-and-like online image culture must be shocking to 
a photographer who routinely devoted years to a project. 
Borland has recently started using Instagram and Facebook. 
“I’m horrified at what it’s doing even to me”, she says. “You 
become more and more aware of the homogenisation. Not 
only of conceptual and intellectual information, it’s the 
homogenisation of visuals that I find really scary. And the fact 
that I’ve become more and more aware that everyone’s doing 
the same thing.”

Borland’s responses to this have been simple but 
substantial. Now based in Los Angeles, she has almost totally 
abandoned editorial photography. “You become dependent 
on the people you’re photographing, and I didn’t want to be  
dependent on people.” For the first time in twenty-five years,  
she has a studio. She’s begun confronting digital homogeneity 
by painting and drawing on photographic prints; something 
she did as a student over thirty years ago; “I always really 
wanted the photos to almost look like paintings. It’s a little  
bit punk rock. Even though the photographs are technically 
not rough, what’s in them is a bit rough.” She’s enjoying a 
sense of release and license; “I’m now much more in touch.  
It’s almost like the photograph isn’t enough. I’m using 
photography as a medium but I’m no longer really a 
photographer. I’m a visual artist.”
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Untitled XXXVII  2010 
Type C photograph, 80 x 69 cm 
‘Smudge’ series 
Artbank collection, purchased 2013

Polly Borland  
Untitled XXIX  2010 
Type C photograph, 80 x 69 cm 
‘Smudge’ series 
Artbank collection, gift of the artist 2013
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