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Angela Brennan’s Forms of Life 

Angela Brennan’s Forms of Life marks a significant change in the display and interpretation of 

artefacts at the Ian Potter Museum of Art.1 In this exhibit, Brennan investigates how pre-

modern artefacts contribute to the thinking and making of contemporary art by involving the 

Greek and Cypriot artefacts from the University of Melbourne’s Classics and Archaeology 

Collection. This is coupled with Brennan’s own paintings, ceramics, drawings and textiles. 

Director Kelly Gellatly sees this exhibition as the first in an initiative to encourage the 

increasing engagement of artists via the Ian Potter Museum, with the University’s Classics and 

Archaeology Collection.2 It is fitting that Brennan is the first in this pivot towards merging 

artists with objects as her work is informed by classical and contemporary sources, 

incorporating abstraction and figuration through her painting, drawing, textiles and ceramics.3 

This exhibit was largely inspired by Brennan’s residency at the site of Nea Paphos, Cyprus, 

with interest stemming from ceramic form and fluidity through constant circulation.    

1 Available 5 September 2017 until 25 February 2018 at the Ian Potter Museum of Art, the University of 
Melbourne. 
2 The Ian Potter Museum of Art, the University of Melbourne 2017, 4. 
3 Niagara Galleries 2017. 
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The sparseness of the space is prominent upon entering the gallery. One large display case runs 

down the middle, while three others are placed against the side walls. Opening the space creates 

a light and buoyant environment. The visitor is also greeted with an information hand-out, and 

a wall of text explaining the current exhibition. No further explanation is given for the objects 

in any display case. While contextual information is limited to the paper hand-out, the wall 

panel does provide general historical context for the Cypriot artefacts on display: a combination 

of artefacts recovered from Professor James Stewart’s expedition of 1955 and 1960–1, and 

objects acquired from the Australian Institute of Archaeology. 

Figure 1: Forms of Life exhibition space 
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Figure 2: Forms of Life exhibition space 

The items on display fall into three categories: ceramics, textiles and drawings/paintings. 

Brennan’s ceramics are the focus of the exhibition as she playfully separates ancient and 

modern examples. The majority of these ceramics are Brennan’s own pieces, influenced by the 

forms of ancient predecessors. A continuous central display case, obvious when entering the 

gallery, contains twelve of these richly decorated and crudely made items against a striking 

orange backdrop, while on the opposite side, ceramics are divided between two smaller niches, 

one containing a further five of Brennan’s items, while the other contains ancient objects. The 

ancient ceramic objects include figurines, amphorae, lamps, bowls, jars, kraters, jugs, lekythoi, 

aryballoi, lagynoi, and unguentaria. These items, positioned next to one another, range in date 

from twenty-third century BCE to seventh century CE. Brightly patterned backdrops are used, 

complementing the eccentricity of the objects. Additional ceramics made by Brennan are 

located in the floating display cases at either corner of the gallery. Plato’s Plates combines 
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classical text against stark white ceramic plates, while the Forms of Life – One items share 

similar form and colour. 

 

Figure 3: Brennan’s contemporary ceramics (top); The University of Melbourne Classics and 

Archaeology Collection Greek and Cypriot ceramics (bottom). 
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Figure 4: Plato’s plates 2017 earthenware and marble. 

Six twilled cotton dresses are suspended in the window niches against the wall opposite the 

entrance. Each is named after a member of the Greek pantheon (Pollux, Pan, Aphrodite, Apollo, 

Athena, and Eros) with vivid images of their namesakes printed in a repeated pattern. The 

gentle material of the dresses balances the solid ceramic quality of the items directly opposite. 

Even the colour palette is somewhat muted compared to the vibrant primary colours on the 

ceramics. 
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Figure 5: Twilled cotton dresses. 

 

Two paint-based pieces and a collection of drawings round out the catalogue. The collection 

of eight pigment prints on cotton rags depicts nymphs from various Greek/Cypriot vases. They 

have been separated from their original context and displayed as an artistic statement. These 

prints are placed against a pale pink background, disrupting the white monotone walls. The two 

paint based pieces, This and What do you want a poet for? To save the city of course!, are 

displayed at the entrance and at its furthest point respectively. This is a simple oil on linen piece 

with the text ‘This is how I write This’ in bright white and yellow. Positioned in front of this 

piece is a bell krater from the third century BCE. What do you want a poet for? is the most 

aggressive piece in the gallery. An oversized wall of text, receiving its title from the plot of 

Aristophanes' Frogs, combines classical quotes demarcated by exuberant colours. The text 

includes Homeric verse and Socratic dialogue by Plato painted in a whimsical font.4 This 

                                                 
4 I wish to thank Marc Bonaventura for his assistance with interpreting the text.  
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dominant display encapsulates the exhibit; a merging of contemporary artistic sensibility with 

ancient objects and text.  

 

Figure 6: What do you want a poet for? To save the city of course! 2017 synthetic polymer 

paint of wall. 

 

This amalgamation is not a new concept. There is an extensive history of artists using museum 

collections as a source of inspiration. Richard Wentworth and Fred Wilson responded to objects 

in the Egyptology collection at the British Museum as part of the 1997 Collected exhibit, while 

Wilson’s 1992 Metal Work displayed fine silver of the Confederates in Maryland, USA, next 

to slave shackles from the same source.5 The latter is considered an ‘intervention’ which sees 

artists disrupt power relations where pre-existing objects are often presented with an 

authoritative representation of a given culture. 6  Recent examples, such as Christodoulos 

                                                 
5 Kent 1999. 
6 La 2011, 217. 
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Panayiotou’s 2015 exhibit Two Days After Forever7 and Fiona Hall’s 2015 exhibit Wrong Way 

Time,8 continue to challenge notions of historical narrative supported by ancient objects. The 

Ian Potter Museum of Art has also been interested in the combination of contemporary art and 

museum collections. Gordon Bennett’s 1993 exhibit Mirrorama, Aleks Danko’s 1994 Made in 

Australia, and Jon McCormack’s 1995 Turbulence: An Interactive Museum of Unnatural 

History used various museum collections housed across the university to influence their 

creativity. The aim of these displays was the re-appraisal of the historical narrative.9  

While Brennan’s exhibit is not an intervention, I would suggest some similar elements are used, 

especially the questioning of object and textual authority, seen particularly in the deliberate 

placement of ceramics and the use of childlike form and colour. Brennan’s exhibit represents 

a clear direction by the Ian Potter Museum to move back to the inception between artist and 

collection, and away from archaeo-centric displays common in the recent past. What are the 

implications for such a shift? 

Michael Graf’s review offers some insight. First, its title …fun to funky: Angela Brennan, her 

ceramics, and the ancient world is a statement on the focus of the exhibit. First and foremost 

is Brennan’s distinct interpretation of the material: she places a particular emphasis on her 

viewing of the ceramics so that the ancient world is secondary. In fact, any connection between 

ancient objects is tentative. The vast time span between these items with little explanation for 

relationality underscores Brennan’s intentions: ancient objects are to be used for inspiration, 

not narrative. Her argument that ancient ceramics are ‘fluid through constant circulation’ could 

7 Sigismoundos 2015. 
8 National Gallery of Australia 2016. 
9 Kent 1999. 
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even be strengthened if arranged with purpose. Graf’s review is, however, helpful to a non-

archaeological audience, as it explains ancient world technological practices and gives context 

to the concepts behind Brennan’s creative works. Yet, this does not seem enough. Although 

some contextual information is provided in the hand-out, the focus is on Brennan’s 

contemporary pieces. In fact, it might have been more appropriate to remove the ancient 

ceramics and instead highlight the artistic process. 

Brennan’s vision is best exemplified in What do you want a poet for? Classical text is often 

treated with respect and reserved for those with extensive knowledge. However, Brennan’s 

whimsical take on classical verses in English, not Greek or Latin, forces the audience to read 

these words in a different context. Some may see this as irreverent, but her intention may be to 

tear down the barrier between ancient text and audience. This task must be accomplished with 

caution as, in the haste of tearing down, repaired pieces often do not provide an appropriate 

representation. 

What is here for an audience specialising in ancient world studies, given that this exhibit is 

featured in the Classics and Archaeology Gallery? What lessons can be learned by pushing so 

far in the opposite direction in the display of artefacts and dissemination of knowledge of the 

ancient world? This exhibit ignites conversation. It evokes further debate on how best to display 

the objects in the university’s collection. At its core, this exhibit forces the viewer to discuss, 

reflect, and arrive at their own interpretations regarding the comparative display of 

contemporary and ancient objects, raising more questions than answers. 

Angela Brennan’s Forms of Life is a bold statement from the Ian Potter Museum of Art, 

highlighting a clear direction for future exhibits. There is an obvious move towards abstraction 

by inviting contemporary artists to interpret the collections. It remains to be seen whether this 

reconsidered notion will inspire or intimidate. 
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