












There is a strong link between the resurrection of these 'early
works' and Moffatt's 'Scarred for Life' series which draws on themes
of childhood and adolescent trauma. In 'Scarred for Life' and its

sequel 'Scarred for Life IT' (1999) Moffatt replicates the content and
format of the American magazine Life to capture the provocative

relationship between the eventful images and descriptive text,

along with the grainy washed-out quality of the cheap printing
process. In these works Moffatt's sympathetic narratives suggest,

rather than totally re-create, settings that range from the 1950S to

the 1970S in the 1994 series, up to the r980s in 'Scarred for Life IT'.
With their print quality and nostalgic viewpoint, these scenes

remain loyal to the backyard aesthetic while avoiding strict autobi­
ography. However, what unfolds in these images is always seem­

ingly close to the bone, as if derived from first-hand experience or
the fruits of a good imagination, honed by the benefit of 'a whole

1960s childhood and 1970S adolescence spent glued to the televi­
sion or with my nose in a book'I Moffatt is not above putting in the

occasional cameo appearance, as in Mother's Day 1975, in which she
plays the estranged daughter in receipt of a graphic backhander.
In other images, such as Responsible but dreaming 1984, it is easy

to read into the image of the young Filipina, a portrait perhaps of
Moffatt's own teenage years.

If dress-ups and role-playing are a hallmark of these domestic

scenarios, they are less moments of light relief and budding talent
to be encouraged than insidious slights, as in the farcical Doll birth
1972 featuring two schoolboys caught in the act. As a portrayal
of the damaging put-downs incurred in the everyday struggle for
existence, Moffatt's perspective is one that goes beyond the con­

ventional notion of a hard-luck story to privilege the stranger-than­

fiction moments of at times truly sublime and bizarre outcomes.
Perhaps here too there is something of a Dickensian streak in these
narratives of a raw deal in childhood, updated to the twentieth
century. Challenging gender roles, class and racial stereotypes with
a compassionate if unsentimental eye for the charade of the photo
opportunity, these images also undermine the very notion of what

it means to have a perfectly 'normal' and happy childhood as the

necessary start to life.
Following on from the complex constructions of plot and scenario

in 'Scarred for Life', the 'Backyard Series' is graphic in its simplicity,

functioning also to represent the primal scene of origin in the life of
the artist as a young girl. As such, these images harbour something of
the transportive mechanisms of juvenilia, and could be compared

with, say, those strange awkward steps in the posthumously pub­
lished writings of the young Jane Austen and the Brontes, or the

personification ofJo as the budding young writer in Louisa May
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Alcott's Little Women. As scenes of child's play, they emphasise
what for Moffatt, even then, was not about 'making documentary

pictures', but rather the desire to 'create your own reality and there­
fore attain a feeling of control. The flight into the imaginary." For

all the endearing amusement of these images, Moffatt is indeed
being deadly serious. As Moffatt has emphasised in interviews, she

has always been interested in trying to produce art, and had always

wanted first and foremost to be a painter: 'Painting is what fasci­
nates me most. All my work has aspired to painting.'3 It is easy to

see how Moffatt's photographed scenarios bring to life the grand
vision of painting, but also its accessibility: 'From an early age, all of
us in every culture in the world have been handed a pencil, a brush

and some paper.'4 As she maintains: 'It was always my biggest hang

up, it was the only thing that ever bothered me, to not be good at
art, to not be able to draw.'5

With I made a camera, 2003, Moffatt provides us with another
version of an apocryphal moment at the age of eight in a picture­

postcard view taken in 'Brisbane, Australia, 1969'. In this charming

image and its accompanying story, Moffatt is shown imitating
Charlie Chaplin with her 'first camera' made from a cardboard box.

Here we are witness to a truly golden view of childhood, granted
poignancy as a survivor's story by the sheer significance of being
the centre of attention, the artist as performer in front of a captive

audience. The dreamlike quality of the image is reinforced by the
filmic perfection of the scene and the misty quality of its uneven
exposure. As in other recent self-portraits that function as self­

styled publicity shots, the focus is on the romantic 'idea' of the
photographer, not the mere fact of her technical accomplishment.

Immortalised by her big fake accessory, we are looking at the future
film director, video artist and photographer. It is an image that, like
the future, remains latent with possibility.
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TRACEY MOFFAn,1 made a camera, 2003, digital image, courtesy the artist and Roslyn OxleY9 Gallery, Sydney.

When I was eight years old in 1969 and living in Brisbane, Australia, I made a pretend camera out of a cardboard box. At this time old Charlie
Chaplin films were shown on afternoon television and I thought that they were hilarious. There was one about Charlie Chaplin trying to pass
himself off as a photographer with a big camera so big it kept collapsing on him.

My foster mother and her older daughter were very amused by my creativity and came outside to watch me take photos with my big fake
camera. I'll never forget this because it was very rare to get any sort of attention from the 'adults' in the family. To have them shift from the
kitchen table and to take an interest was a very big deal. Even on a blaZing hot summer day when all you wanted to do was hang inside and
listen tofamily gossip we were told to 'get outside and play - now'.

When I think up a new image the sense of play is still there and it is the only reason why I think them up. It's all for the fun of it. It is only when
I actually make the images that I am deathly, deathly serious.
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