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Borland+Borland. Canberra Glassworks. On until 
February 7, 2016.
Borland+Borland is the first exhibition of work 
together by Australian-born sisters Polly and Emma 
Borland. Polly Borland works in photo media and her 
series of pigment and chromogenic print 
photographs are figurative and semi-abstract in 
style. This exhibition is in fact a small retrospective 
selection of her photographic works from the 2010 
SMUDGE series, the Pupa series 2012 and the 
WONKY series of 2013. Emma Borland is an artist 
who works predominantly in glass. Her series of 
small, wall-mounted glass panels (48cm x 60cm) are 
created from fused glass with amorphous-like 
figurative imagery.
In the gallery there are two distinct bodies of work 
facing one another across the space. Both the glass 
panels and the photographs portray strong and deep 
currents of psychological tension and ambiguities of 
meaning portrayed in potent and arresting imagery. The result is a highly charged dramatic 
interplay between the medium of glass and the medium of photography, between meaning 
and intent and between substance and imagination. These subversive reverberations 
make the exhibition both confronting and disturbing but also intensely fascinating.

Polly Borland is a distinguished internationally recognised photographer well known for her 
portraits. She lived in Britain from 1989 until 2011 when she moved with her filmmaker 
husband, John Hillcoat, to Los Angeles. She is probably best known in Australia for her 
iconic portraits of expatriate Australians living in London. In 2001 she had a big exhibition 
at the National Portrait Gallery, Canberra, of some these iconic portraits, among them a 
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naked Germaine Greer and Barry Humphries in his 
alter ego, Sir Les Patterson. Her interest in portrait 
photography has led her to photograph many well-
known celebrities but she has now became more 
interested in pushing the boundaries of portraiture – 
to get more beneath the skin of her protagonists and 
portray them not as a set of well-known features but 
the complex human being beneath.

As Polly Borland's photography practice developed, 
she began dressing her subjects up in home-made 
costumes and body stockings with added 
protuberances made from cotton balls and pads. She 
also replaced faces with animal masks and played 
with wigs and headgear. Her interest in the 
psychological tensions and underlying complexities 
of human beings led to her photographing the 
Psychiatric Services Collection of equipment from the 
now closed mental institutions held in the Museum of 
Victoria. This indirectly inspired the Pupa and 
WONKY series where soft sculptures were 
photographed in ways that distorted their reality and 
brought a complex ambiguity to how the images were 
read.
Initially Borland's imagery is confronting because the 
images are so fleshy and vulnerable in the case of 
the Pupa series or initially chilling as in the SMUDGE 
series, where the features of the face are covered by 
body stockings or masks.

The photographic images are also large (the largest image is 120cm x 100cm) which 
allows you to be immersed in the world Borland creates. The viewer is drawn into a much 
more comprehensive reading of the works so that the idea of what is normal becomes an 
obsolete concept. As familiarity replaces the initial shock, Polly Borland's artistic and 
technical ability to capture form, texture and emotion emerges and the works begin to 
exert a beautiful, sensuous and almost hypnotic fascination.
Emma Borland is a graduate of Monash University with a master's of fine art specialising 
in glass. She now lives in the Dandenong Ranges in Victoria where she has a glass studio 
with her husband and artistic collaborator Mark Ammermann.
Her glass wall panels are made using a collage technique. Shapes are cut out of sheets of 
highly coloured glass which are fused together to make the image – a technique of 
working that may owe a little to her workshop experience with Canberra glassmaker Klaus 
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Moje in 2011. Emma Borland's best-known early work is probably theTree series which 
has absorbed her for many years. In these works influenced by early childhood memories, 
abstracted glass shapes of trees are applied to a series of glass panels.

In this exhibition the work consists of 10 individual 
glass panels and two three-panelled and five-
panelled works. They are part of a project of 100 
panels in the series that the artist began during her 
Master of Glass graduating year concerned with 
picturing inner emotion and psychological states of 
mind. They share with Polly Borland the format of 
a single central image in the style of conventional 
portraiture. The images however are free flowing, 
relating to amorphous embryonic forms; seemingly 
nebulous and fluid. Borland works with children 
and special needs students, so these images have 
some of the deceptive superficiality and naivety of 
childlike drawings. The artist relates these forms to 
the human condition which she sees as becoming 
increasingly fragile and vulnerable. The red mouth 
becomes a leitmotif that dances through these 
works. It provides a red slash of vulnerability 
becoming an orifice of despair and a signifier of 
emotion. The echo of Edvard Munch's iconic work 
of despair, The Scream (of Nature), is found here but in a more benign form. Its real 
genesis may lie nearer to home in Australian artist Albert Tucker's paintings of red-lipped 
women who inhabit the hinterland of World War II Melbourne. The red mouth is also found 
in the photographs of Polly Borland. Its sexual connotations however in her work Pupa 
V111 is mitigated by the sense of frustration and vulnerability of its nude woman 
imprisoned behind a visual barrier created by the artist photographing the subject reflected 
in a mirror.
Emma Borland's works do not have the edginess and complexity of imagery that is to be 
found in Polly's photographic work. They are, however, compelling in their deceptive 
naivety of forms and bright colours. They suggest a more elemental and vulnerable entity 
that projects a different world view underlined by Emma's interest in outsider art – a form 
of art produced by artists outside the mainstream art world.

Untitled VIII by Polly Borland from the series 
WONKY 2013 in Borland + Borland at Canberra 
Glassworks.Photo: Polly Borland


