
A
U

S 
$1

9.
95

 N
Z

 $
25

.0
0

ISSU E 30 · M AY to J U LY 2020  

Photography Special: Pedro Almodóvar, Hayley Millar-Baker, 
Svetlana Bailey, Sophie Calle, Destiny Deacon, Anne Ferran,  
Jorge Galindo, Dafy Hagai, Jonathan Jones, Nick Knight, Lindy Lee, 
Metahaven, Patrick Pound, Lisa Reihana, Johnathan Rice & more

Australasian Art & Culture



When Anne Ferran’s gelatin silver photographic 
series Scenes on the Death of Nature was exhibited 
at the Australian Centre for Contemporary Art, 
Melbourne, in 1987, the artist declared: “The 
audience already knows how to interpret them, 
even if it doesn't ‘know’ that it knows.”1 This is the 
enduring legacy of Anne Ferran’s photographs. 
Intuitive and visually sensual, Ferran’s monumental 
early works are situated within art historical, 
feminist and philosophical lineages, allowing 
cultural and personal frames of reference to operate 
simultaneously and antithetically. Ferran’s work 
sits within the conventions of classicism, defined 
by Western art history through the traditions of 
Greek and Roman painting and sculpture produced 
during the 17th century. Born out of the Renaissance, 
classicism is generally informed by restraint and 
obedience in composition, form and tonality. Ferran’s 
work provokes this lineage to consider the history 
of photography, representation, language and desire, 
challenging audiences to decipher complex and 
subtly coded imagery. 

In Scenes on the Death of Nature V (1986), Ferran 
rejects the defined critical position taken in her 
earlier series, Carnal Knowledge (1984). A suite of 
13 photographs that comprised Ferran’s first solo 
exhibition at Performance Space, Sydney, in 1984, 
and later exhibited as part of Australian Perspecta 
1985 at the Art Gallery of New South Wales, 
Carnal Knowledge notably included a text-based 
panel. Acting as an integral manual for how to read 
the series, Ferran intentionally set up the critical 
response and personal interaction with each work. 
In their cropped and textured aesthetic approach, 
each photograph disrupted conventional modes of 
representation, a function that Ferran assertively 
prescribed.2 It was her reflection on this “over-
estimation of the claims of the capacity of the 
work” in Carnal Knowledge that led to the Scenes 
on the Death of Nature series.3 In relinquishing 
didactic control, Ferran relies on the audience’s 
intuitive understanding of classical visual markers 
– the reclining nude, the marble like drapery, the 
dappled light – to open the work up to multiple 
interpretations.

In Ferran’s early oeuvre, the adherence to 
classical formal conventions of containment, 

composure and control work to communicate a 
traditional understanding of ‘the ideal femininity’. 
The young women in Scenes on the Death of Nature 
V profess culture’s comfortable relationship with the 
female body, passive but also sexualised, forcing us  
to confront the way we construct meaning through 
the lens of history. In reclaiming the female gaze  
as a photographer, Ferran subtly subverts the 
power of representation. 

Importantly, Scenes on the Death of Nature V  
is distinctly and deliberately undogmatic. Ferran’s 
work is not loudly oppositional or resistant as was 
much feminist contemporary art during the 1980s; 
instead, it is the product of rigorous research, which 
manifests subtle ironies and nuanced ambiguity. 

The ease with which we register Ferran’s visual 
and didactic modes of representation highlights 
our compliance with the knowledge systems that 
have historically defined feminism and womanhood 
through male dominated narratives. This year,  
35 years after its original exhibition, Scenes on the 
Death of Nature V will be exhibited at the Art 
Gallery of New South Wales in a collection show 
examining the ongoing influence of classicism. 
Visually antiquated and endlessly resonant, Ferran’s 
work is enduring for the precision with which she 
manipulates photography’s mediation to exploit the 
inherent fallibility of the systems through which we 
order the world. 

Classicism is at the Art Gallery of New South Wales, Sydney, 
from July 11 to November 1, 2020.
At the time of printing all exhibition dates are current however, 
due to the unfolding circumstances of COVID-19, please refer 
to institutional websites for further details.
Anne Ferran is represented by Sutton Gallery, Melbourne  
and Stills Gallery, Sydney.
suttongallery.com.au 
stillsgallery.com.au 
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