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1  The JW Power Collection was established in 1967 as part of the endowment of Dr John 
Power to the University of Sydney. The JW Power Collection stopped purchasing in 1988. 
As noted by Bernice Murphy, foundation curator of the MCA, it was not until 1984 that 
Australian art was considered for purchase by the JW Power Collection. The MCA Collection 
was formally begun in 1989.

2  Important photography exhibitions at the MCA include Sydney Photographed (1995); 
Photography is Dead! Long Live Photography! (1996); solo exhibitions of Rosemary Laing 
and Tracey Moffatt and South of no North: Laurence Aberhart, William Eggleston, Noel 
McKenna (2013). 

3  This was notably described by photographer and theorist Jeff Wall as ‘low-contrast 
monochromaticism of the mostly utilitarian and perfunctory photographs (which could 
be imputed to have been taken by the owners, managers, or residents of the buildings in 
question).’ Jeff Wall, ‘Marks of indifference: Aspects of photography in, or as, conceptual 
art’ in Ann Goldstein and Anne Rorimer (eds), Reconsidering the object of art: 1965–1975, 
exhibition catalogue, Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, 1995, pp. 247-67

4  Inhibodress was an artist-run space initiated by a group of Sydney artists but whose primary 
participants were Peter Kennedy, Tim Johnson and Mike Parr.

5  See http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/collection/works/130.2005.a-d/  
accessed 14 January 2014

The history of the MCA collections1 

runs parrallel to the emergence of what 
could be loosely described as conceptual 
photography. This was a moment when 
photography was ‘exposed’ – where 
photographer and subject became 
collaborators and the construction of  
the photograph as image and text came  
to the fore. 

Through its exhibition programs the MCA has been an 
important centre for the dissemination of some of these 
ideas.2 And even the more highly theorised of these shows 
have often proved to be incredibly popular. After all, almost 
everyone has taken a photo at some point or another. The 
recent rise of ‘user-generated content’, most particularly 
as a web-based phenomenon through photo-sharing sites 
like Flickr and Instagram, means that many people now do 
photography with some intensity. 

Remain in Light does not attempt to set any new parameters 
for the definition of photography or delineate a new history. 
Instead, it brings together a group of images and objects  
that depict some of the streams of thought and contexts that 
have run through the last 50 years of photographic practice. 
These include performance and conceptualism, constructed 
artificial realities, new approaches to the documentary and  
the relationship between image and object. 

The earliest images in the exhibition set the groundwork.  
Ed Ruscha’s Every Building on the Sunset Strip (1966) is a 
concertina book that folds out to almost a metre long  
and simply portrays what it proclaims. This is a work 
commonly acknowledged as signifying an end of an impulse 
for reportage, marking photography’s move away from the 
documentary and towards conceptual processes such as 
system-driven image-making and an interest in the aesthetics 
of amateur, deadpan and corporate photography.3

Ruscha’s work is talismanic within the exhibition. The MCA’s 
copy of Every Building on Sunset Strip was a part of the 

Inhibodress Archive.4 The principals of this seminal artist-run 
space – the artists Peter Kennedy, Tim Johnson and Mike Parr 
– were at the forefront of conceptualism in Australia. They 
were well aware of the camera’s role as a recording device 
par excellence whose cool documenting eye could be the raw 
material of their work.

Ian Burn’s series of images Systematically Altered 
Photographs play with the idea of representation and 
reproduction. In this series, which borrows some of the 
strategies of Burn’s earlier Xerox work, an image seemingly 
chosen at random and from as banal a source as possible (in 
this case a government promotional image for use overseas) 
is reproduced through a Xerox machine then re-photographed 
and placed alongside the original. The system of making 
an image is what’s important here – ‘there was no sense of 
creating the image, only of recreating it within a new system’.5

Richard Hamilton’s Kent State (1970) conjures meaning from 
the idea of the multiple. Hamilton was an early proponent 
of pop art in the United Kingdom and as such was always 
interested in images as they occurred in mass media. Kent State 
is a screenprint in a very large edition of 5,000. In the 1960s 
screenprinting was a medium more equated with the commercial 
world than that of high art, despite the groundbreaking work of 
printers like Chris Prater at Kelpra Studio. 
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By making a work in a large edition, Hamilton deliberately 
played with the idea of the print as fine art. The subject is 
a still from the television coverage of the 1970 Kent State 
University shootings in the United States. As such it is 
deliberately provocative, produced in fact by Hamilton 
focusing his camera on TV broadcasts for a week in an 
attempt to capture a banal image at random, a process 
hijacked by the televising of an unexpected political and 
cultural event of great magnitude. It is a print on feedback 
loop; a print of a photo of a moving image that still retains  
the shocking intensity of the captured live moment. 

Conceptualism began to influence what could be considered 
‘fine art’ photography – work made by photographers 
for whom the camera was their chosen medium. This is 
sometimes manifest in the treatment of subject matter 
adapting, or adopting, a gaze not unlike that of Ruscha  
or through working in fixed serial ways. 

The minimal work of Lewis Baltz, who was a member of the 
New Topographics6 movement on the American West Coast 
(also the home of Ruscha), exploits the dead glassy eye of 
the lens. His gaze tended to fall on areas of proposed human 
habitation where society was pushing into the landscape 
through suburban tract housing and industrial development. 
In Baltz’s work photography sits at the point of contact 
between the natural world and culture. 

This idea was definitely something that appealed to artist 
David Stephenson who, after being involved peripherally 
with the New Topographics group, moved to Tasmania in 
the early 1980s. Stephenson was interested in the role that 
photography played there in the depiction of ‘wilderness’ 
and how this could be harnessed as a political tool. New 
Zealander Laurence Aberhart also deployed a cool aesthetic 

through using a camera that is over 100 years old to capture 
poetic images of architecture and spaces at the physical and 
metaphorical margin.  

These artists do not fit within the context of photo-
documentary. There was an idea that, within the realm 
of contemporary art, the photo-documentary genre had 
somehow become irrelevant – even unethical. Yet alternatively, 
conceptualism became a way of interrogating the journalistic 
impulse and the relationship between photographer and 
subject. Conceptualism was a way to look more closely at the 
ethics of this relationship and to make sure the subject was 
fully aware of the camera’s power. Conceptualism has proved 
to enrich approaches to photojournalism rather than rendering 
it superfluous.

The work of Mary Ellen Mark and Ricky Maynard fit within 
the photojournalist tradition while taking on the explicit 
orientation between subject and photographer. Mark’s 
photographs are empathic and in dialogue with her subject. 
Her work is marked by an interest in people at the margins 
of society and how those people may symbolise humanistic 
universal archetypes. Works from the 1975 series Ward 81 
depict the patients at a New York State mental hospital 
where Mark first visited on assignment while documenting 
the making of the film One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. This 
was her first self-directed body of work and signals a decisive 
change and an awareness of the contract between the 
photographer and the subject:

The key lesson they taught me was how to know when I 
could push ahead and take a photograph even in the most 
difficult and awkward situations. These women didn’t have 
the social restraints that we have. They told me exactly what 
they thought immediately – either with words or signals. From 
them, I learned about access and about how far I could push 
to make a photograph. They truly enriched my life.7

6  The exhibition from which the group gained its name, New Topographics: Photographs of 
a man-altered landscape, was held at George Eastman House, Rochester, New York, USA, 
in January 1975.

7  See http://www.maryellenmark.com/text/books/ward_81/text002_ward81.html#ward81_
looking_back accessed 15 Feburary 2014

Right: Ricky Maynard, Untitled, 
from No More Than What You See,  
1993, silver gelatin fibre, Museum 
of Contemporary Art, purchased 
with funds provided by the Coe 
and Mordant families, 2010, image 
courtesy and © the artist

Below: Lewis Baltz, Untitled  
(Wall with vent and Chipped 
Plaster), 1971, black and white 
photograph, JW Power Collection, 
University of Sydney, managed 
by Museum of Contemporary Art, 
purchased 1980, image courtesy 
and © the artist
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Suzy Lake, Photograph – ‘Windsor 
Station Elevator Piece’ (detail),  
1973, silver gelatin print,  
Museum of Contemporary Art, 
gift of Felizitas Parr, 1995, image 
courtesy and © the artist

to a point where it no longer depends on the lens. In Patricia 
Piccinini’s Desert Rider, Mountain (2000) and Desert Riders, 
Plain (2000), for example, all elements from the sky to the 
landscape and the trucks that dominate it are composed using 
computer generated means. 

Emma White’s works from the 2007 series Tautology sit at the 
juncture between image and object. The series is made up of 
four components. There is a small still life created from FIMO  
(a synthetic polymer clay) so delicate it would fit in the palm 
of your hand. Alongside this is a large image of the still life, 
then another blown-up well beyond the intimate tactile scale 
of the subject. What do we lose in this shifting of scale where 
big-ness triumphs over the delicate? 

This plays on an age-old idea of photography as being part 
representation, part subterfuge. Photography claims to tell the 
truth, but of course it cannot. It has been considered as purely 
image, or ‘flat’, but it still exists as a thing. Up-to-the-minute 
images compressed onto files and reduced to data only 
highlight this in the same way that we regsiter a difference 
between reading a book on the printed page and gazing into 
the retina burning backlit flatness of an iPad. 

From something to have and hold to a form mainly produced, 
exchanged and viewed digitally, photography heads towards 
its 200th anniversary undergoing a dramatic disappearing 
act.9 At this transitory moment Remain in Light delineates its 
disappearance while offering some ideas about its future. 

8  See the artist’s essay ‘Traces of ecstasy’, originally published in Ten-8, no. 28, 1988. 
‘On three counts I am an outsider; in matters of sexuality; in terms of geographical and 
cultural dislocation; and in the sense of not having become the sort of respectably 
married professional my parents might have hoped for.’ 

9 The ‘incunabula’ period of photography is from around 1790 to 1826.

to the blank zero face of mime. Lake’s work presented within 
Remain in Light dates from 1973 and is part of the extensive 
Inhibodress archive. It questions the guise of women in 
contemporary society, their portrayal within film and theatre 
and how these gendered contexts can be usurped. Her use of 
stage makeup and the filmic nature of her work are precursors 
to the work by artists in subsequent decades that very 
deliberately used the camera to question queer, feminist and 
identity politics.

Barbara Kruger’s Untitled (1985) exemplifies the strident 
identity politics of the 1980s driven by the rise of Reagan 
in the United States and the aftermath of feminism and the 
AIDS epidemic, which made the body and its depiction a 
battleground between conservative and liberal communities.  
It’s a blunt mix of appropriated found images, in this case what 
looks like images of 1950s United States, remixed with cryptic 
concrete poetry, which struck a powerful chord in 1980s art-
making and was influential within a variety of contexts from 
advertising to photography.

The Nigerian-born, English-based photographer Rotimi 
Fani-Kayode, a self described ‘outsider’,8  knew the power of 
performance and masquerade. In a short career he created 
images that fused the raw animus energy of African mysticism 
and performance dragged into the frank 1980s art world of 
potent political gay representation and sexuality. Destiny 
Deacon’s Where’s Mickey? (2002) also pushes performance into 
a black-and-white parody with her figure miles from the white-
bread Disney character and more aligned with a dodgy drag act. 

Australian artist Julie Rrap interrogates photography itself 
and its centrality to the construction of gender stereotypes. 
She challenges such representations through a range of 
works in which she primarily acts for, and to, the camera. 
The relatively recent Overstepping (2001) is an encounter of 
the surreal kind, with Rrap’s foot transformed into a shapely 
heel. Rrap has been working like Lake and Fani-Kayode, with 
the gendered image since the 1970s. But Overstepping fits 
within a later period where the manipulation of photography 
has become easier due to the proliferation of image software 
like Photoshop. The camera can now be an adjunct to the 
image – if even needed at all – and photography is pushed 

Ricky Maynard, a Tasmanian Aboriginal man of the  
Ben Lomond and Cape Portland people, takes his camera 
into a range of environments where his position as an 
Aboriginal photographer places him in both a central and 
marginal position. The 1993 series No More Than What You 
See shares Mark’s interest in the human being within the 
dehumanising space of the institution. Maynard began the 
series after returning from New York where he had studied 
under Mark at the International Center of Photography. 
Typical of Maynard’s work is the evident imperative for him 
to tell his Aboriginal history specifically and, through this, 
the story of all Aboriginal people. According to Maynard:

By addressing history, we redefine history. We ask the 
question, ‘whose history is it?’ ‘Who will image it and who 
will own it?’ That is why I said we, as Aboriginal people have 
to image this. We have to own our own history.

Performance constitutes another important stream 
running through contemporary photography that followed 
conceptualism’s re-alignment of form. Performance is 
central to work ranging across the use of the camera as a 
recording device, as a tool of photojournalism or as a device 
implicitly determining the creation of the work. Photography 
can double as a record of the performance which is 
ephemeral but also as objects themselves – that could 
be used to distribute ‘the work’ in its recorded form to as 
broad an audience as possible. In a similar vein, Mike Parr’s 
camera poem, drip blood from your finger into the lens of a 
camera 1972 (1972) is more explicit in its use of the camera 
– here not just as recording device but also as participant.

Suzy Lake borrows tropes from the world of theatre to create 
a kind of masquerade where the white face of the performer/
artist (Lake herself) denotes a reduction in character back 


