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Polly Borland: Shooting from the 
margins
Disturbing imagery has defined the work of Polly Borland.

In the essay accompanying Polly Borland's new book, YOU, fellow artist Tony Clark talks 
of the inspiration of the opportunity shop in Australian art, and its role, particularly, in 
Borland's work.  

''I hadn't actually thought of that before, but that is a great angle,'' says Borland, in 
Melbourne for the launch of the book. This coincides with a show of the same work 

at Murray White Room, as well as a retrospective at the Centre for Contemporary 
Photography.  It has been Borland's destiny, Clark writes, to ''take the op-shop 

aesthetic to a wider international audience and to integrate it fully into 
contemporary art."
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''I do love that kind of kitsch - I used to collect op-shop art and I love all that stuff … 
carnivals and seaside towns in England. My favourite thing ever at the Melbourne Show 
used to be the kewpie dolls on the little stick! I was a real doll fan but those were my all-
time favourite things in the world. They had feathers and glitter and shells … they were 
incredible. And because I went to school in Prahran College, all around there was lots of 
op-shops … so yeah, all that is really relevant.''

Melbourne-born Borland, who (despite her broad Aussie accent) has lived in Britain for the 
past 23 years and is now based in Los Angeles, started her career as a portrait 
photographer, working for newspapers and magazines, quickly gaining a reputation for her 
unconventional, highly stylised portraiture.

She's acclaimed for presenting her subjects in unexpected contexts - old friend Nick Cave 
in ''disguise'' in a body stocking and wig in her Smudge series; a previously unknown 
actress, Gwenn, to whom Borland was attracted because of her height (1.9 metres) and 
who she photographed extensively, most famously topless, wearing stuffed pantyhose to 
resemble giant, demented bunny ears; and no less than Queen Elizabeth in front of a gold 
lame curtain for a celebration of the Golden Jubilee. She's also known for documenting 
outsiders, as in her 2001 project and subsequent book, The Babies, which explored the 
fetish of adult men who dress and role-play as babies.

In YOU, Borland has created hundreds of soft sculptures from stockings, which she has 
then photographed using mirrors and reflective surfaces. The series is, she says, a 
meditation on love, her squishy cocoon-like figures undergoing a transformative process 
through love, rejection, hopelessness and madness. At first glance, it's not as shocking as 
much of Borland's work.

The series was inspired by two very disparate sources - the first, her family's recent move 
to ''shiny'' LA (Borland is married to Australian film director John Hillcoat, and they have a 
son, Louie, 12), the second was the Museum Victoria's Psychiatric Services Collection, 
which houses medical equipment and artefacts dating back to the 1870s.
The sculptures have a certain punk aesthetic and the kind of ''ugly-beautiful'' look Borland 
is attracted to.

''I think the whole punk thing is very relevant to my work. A lot of my work is pretty 
DIY and I like that - a bit rough, but at the same time technically, on a photographic 

level, quite well-rendered,'' says Borland. ''I'm kind of interested in outsider art and I 
think it's reminiscent of that as well.''

She realises the work will elicit different responses from her own interpretations.



''I kind of do care about other people's responses - but I don't really do it for that reason, 
you know? I'm doing what I'm doing, just because I'm following my own kind of interests 
and instincts. But I've never shied away from the disturbing. Like, with the adult baby work, 
that was much more a kind of on-the-nose, hard thing to digest. Whereas I think my work 
still has that kind of disturbing nature but there's lots of other layers to it now.
''Hopefully it's still disturbing but there are other layers and other ways of looking at it, 
rather than just straightforward 'oh my god this is too much', or too hard to look at.''
This is surprising given the inspiration of the second half of the work, which ranged from 
restraints and shock treatment equipment to patient clothing from as far back as the 
1870s. Unusually, it was Museum Victoria's Dr Nurin Veis, (now Scienceworks manager), 
who approached Borland with the concept.

''She told me about this collection and wondered if I wanted to respond to it as an artist; 
she offered me that opportunity and of course I grabbed it. Nurin is very creative even 
though she's from a science background. I think it's a great lateral way of thinking about 
their collection,'' Borland says. ''I felt very privileged to be given access to this incredible 
collection and also something that historically tells so many different stories. It was a really 
bold, interesting move.''

It does seem a very Borland-esque subject.
''Oh yeah, for sure,'' she agrees. ''And it was fascinating. I mean really interesting. Some of 
it is horrifying. But, interestingly for me, that wasn't the stuff I was drawn to. I did 
photograph some of the shock treatment cables and things like that and they're some of 
the best photos I took but … I haven't directly responded to that stuff in my work.''
Gruesome and confronting doesn't turn Borland off, but she found herself more moved by 
the artefacts made by patients in the institutions.

''Some had hobbies and they were allowed to make things. There was a sculptor who 
carved wooden figures and wooden heads - it's incredible work. They're the things that 
inspired me; when the patients were being creative rather than when they were being 
brutalised. The overall themes of all my work are love and absence of love, so it kind of 
resonated on all different levels to me.''

A positive among the horror and the inhumanity?
''Yeah, personal and more human. Like, there was a little knitted doll, very childlike and 
very akin to the sorts of things that I like. And obviously these things were a creative outlet 
for some of these people, a lot of whom probably shouldn't have been in institutions to 
begin with,'' she says.

''I think there was a real sadness. I thought to honour the people, it was better to draw from 
a place of creation. Rather than a place of what I would deem the brutalisation of the 
human spirit - shock treatment and tying people up and to me that seems brutal and 



archaic. So even though I photographed some of it, and it resonated - some is in the 
exhibition at CCP - my own work is not based on that.''
Borland has abstracted several of these objects for the series, including a patient's nightie 
and a 1960s shift dress.

As with all her work, YOU was created ''the old-fashioned way''; Borland prefers analogue 
film over modern digital techniques.

''I'm just not interested in digital,'' she says. ''Photography was created as a thing and it's 
what I know and love. I grew up learning how to process film, I was in the darkroom, I used 
to print my own stuff - for me, even looking at a digital movie as opposed to a real film 
movie, I can tell the difference. And all that digital does is try to approximate the way film 
is, so what's the point?

''There are good sides to digital but I'm not a working photographer any more, I don't need 
to go in, take a picture and get it to someone quickly. Technically there are some great 
things about doing digital in terms of things you can manipulate. But because I scan my 
negatives, I can still work on them. I just like how it looks when you use film.
''For me it's aesthetic preference as much as a nostalgic idea of what photography is and 
what it should be,'' she says. ''It has always been about waiting for the moment when you 
see the images appear … it's like magic.''


