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ELLA DREYFUS'S photographs always provoke a strong response. From the media frenzy and hate mail generated by her portraits of naked pregnant women in the 1990s, or the intimate discussions of childhood trauma provoked by her latest exhibition, Scumbag, Dreyfus is an artist who gets people talking.
"I look at things that are taboo, taboos about the body, taboos about emotion," she says, sitting in the Stills Gallery in Paddington surrounded by her latest works. "I find a way through my visual art practice to talk about things we're not allowed to talk about."
The show examines one of the big social taboos: childhood abuse, neglect and trauma. The photos depict domestic settings decorated by powerful words and phrases in colourful felt letters: a children's bedroom with the word "horrific" above the bed; a corner of a house with the words "I exist" visible under the table.
Dreyfus, 48, wanted the colourful lettering, reminiscent of children's blocks, to contrast with the darkness and sadness of their meaning. "These words go straight for the jugular," she says.
The Sydney artist and lecturer at the National Art School shot to prominence in 1992 with her Pregnancy Series, which saw her discussing and defending the works on Good Morning Australia and in glossy magazines. Most exhibitions since have also looked at bodies rarely seen in public, including the ageing female body and the post-op body of a transgender man. This show does not look specifically at the body, but the intimate words and places imply the presence of people at their most vulnerable.
"I'm not representing the physical body the way I used to, but the presence of the physical body is palpable," Dreyfus says.
The idea for the exhibition came in part from an earlier series about pre-pubescent boys, which generated anxious responses from some viewers, and led her to realise "there's nothing benign about childhood".
Dreyfus says her own childhood trauma of growing up with a father who was unable to talk about surviving the Holocaust also inspired this work. "I've become this kind of artist through a very strong desire to see things that can't be seen and tell things that can't be told through my art."
Although she has been hurt by some of the angry responses to her work, Dreyfus relishes that it provokes such a passion. One visitor to this show pointed at a photo and said through tears: "I know so many people who live in that house."
Dreyfus says: "When what has come from my personal experience, my labour, reaches this public place and I see people being turned back in on themselves and their own histories and emotions, that's very satisfying."
Scumbag is at the Stills Gallery, Paddington, until May 10.

image1.jpeg




