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INTRODUCTION:
THE UNFLINCHING
GAZE OF SALLY
MANN

F e w  b o d i e s  o f
photographic  work
have  ignited  as  much
passionate  debate,
critical  acclaim,  and
visceral  reaction  as
Sally  Mann's  series
Immediate  Family.
Created between 1984
a n d  1 9 9 4 ,  t h i s
collection of black-and-
white  images  features
M a n n ' s  t h r e e

c h i l d r e n — E m m e t t ,
Jessie, and Virginia—in
their  rural  Virginia
h o m e .  T h e
photographs  are  at
o n c e  t e n d e r  a n d
unsettling,  idyllic  and
raw.  They  capture
chi ldhood  not  as  a
sanitized,  innocent
dream, but as a messy,
wild,  and  sometimes
troubling  reality.  The
series  forever  altered
the  landscape  of  fine-
art  photography  and
continues  to  provoke
d i scuss ion  about
parental  boundaries,
artistic  freedom,  and
the nature of childhood
i t s e l f .  I n  t h i s
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c o m p r e h e n s i v e
exploration,  we  will
delve into the world of
S a l l y  M a n n
P h o t o g r a p h y
Immediate  Family,
examining its creation,
its  artistic  merits,  the
controversies  that
surrounded  it,  and  its
enduring  influence  on
c o n t e m p o r a r y
photography.
T o  u n d e r s t a n d
Immediate  Family,
one  must  first
understand the context
in which it was made.
Sally  Mann,  born  in
Lexington,  Virginia,  in
1951,  had  long  been
drawn to the landscape
and  cul ture  of  the
American  South.  Her
early work focused on
landscapes  and  the
decaying  architecture
of the region. But when
she turned her camera
on  her  own  children,
she  found  a  subject
that  was  int imate,

i m m e d i a t e ,  a n d
endlessly complex. The
title Immediate Family
itself  suggests  a  dual
m e a n i n g :  t h e
photographs are about
her  family,  and  they
were  taken  in  the
immediate,  unscripted
moments  of  everyday
life. Yet as viewers, we
are invited into a world
that feels both private
a n d  p r o f o u n d l y
exposed.

THE GENESIS OF
IMMEDIATE
FAMILY

From
Landscap
e to
Home
In  the  early  1980s,
Mann's  children  were
young—Emmett,  the
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eldest,  was  born  in
1979,  fo l lowed  by
Jessie  in  1981  and
Virginia in 1985. Mann
h a d  b e e n
photographing  them
informally, but during a
summer  when  the
family was living on a
remote  farm  in  rural
Virginia,  she began to
produce  images  that
would form the core of
the series. She used an
8x10  view  camera,  a
cumbersome  and
deliberate  tool  that
r e q u i r e d  l o n g
exposures  and  careful
composition. The result
was  a  col lection  of
photographs  that  are
t e c h n i c a l l y
masterful—rich  in
detail ,  with  a  deep
tona l  range  and  a
sense  o f  t imeless
texture.
The  children  roamed
freely  through  the
woods,  swam  in  the
river, and played in the

yard.  Mann's  camera
captu red  them  in
states  o f  wonder ,
exhaustion,  mischief,
and melancholy. There
are images of scraped
knees,  mud-splattered
bodies,  and  childish
defiance.  There  are
a l s o  i m a g e s  t h a t
s u g g e s t  a  m o r e
profound  emotional
depth:  a  child  floating
face-down in the water
(a nod to the death of
Ophelia),  a young boy
with  a  defiant  stare,
two sisters wrapped in
a n  a m b i g u o u s
embrace. The series is
bookended  by  the
haunting  image  of
Virginia, the youngest,
holding  a  dol l  that
seems  to  mirror  her
own vulnerability.

The



4

4 Sally Mann Photography Immediate
Family

2025-03-02

Influence
of
Southern
Literature
and
Gothic
Aesthetic

s
Mann's work is deeply
rooted in the Southern
Gothic  tradit ion,  a
literary  and  artistic
m o v e m e n t  t h a t
e x p l o r e s  d e c a y ,
mys te ry ,  and  the
grotesque  within  the
A m e r i c a n  S o u t h .
Writers  like  William
Faulkner,  Flannery
O'Connor,  and  Eudora
Welty inform the visual

l a n g u a g e  o f
Immediate  Family.
The  landscape  of  the
V i r g i n i a
countryside—with  its
dense  forests,  murky
rivers,  and  ancient
farmhouses—becomes
a  character  in  itself.
Mann  has  spoken
about  the  "darkness"
that  pervades  her
w o r k ,  w h i c h  s h e
attributes  both  to  the
pastoral setting and to
the  inherent  wildness
o f  ch i ldhood.  The
photographs  are  not
merely documentation;
they  are  narratives,
each one a frozen story
that suggests a larger,
often darker, tale.
This  Gothic  quality  is
amplified  by  Mann's
use of natural light and
shadow. She often shot
during  the  "golden
h o u r "  o r  u n d e r
o v e r c a s t  s k i e s ,
creating a soft, silvery
light that can be both
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beautiful  and  eerie.
The  imperfections  in
her  prints—scratches,
dust  spots,  chemical
stains—are left visible,
adding to the sense of
au then t i c i t y  and
impermanence.  The
Immediate  Family
i m a g e s  f e e l  l i k e
artifacts,  memories
that are both cherished
and fading.

ARTISTIC STYLE
AND TECHNICAL
MASTERY

The Wet
Plate
Collodion
Process
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
distinctive  aspects  of
S a l l y  M a n n
P h o t o g r a p h y
Immediate Family  is

the technical approach.
Although  Mann  shot
the  initial  images  on
black-and-white  film,
she later experimented
with  the  wet-plate
collodion  process  for
some of the prints. This
19th-century technique
involves  coating  a
g lass  p late  wi th  a
collodion  emulsion,
sensitizing  it  in  silver
nitrate,  exposing  it
while  sti l l  wet,  and
d e v e l o p i n g  i t
immediate ly .  The
process  is  difficult,
time-consuming,  and
often  unpredictable.
Bu t  the  resu l t i ng
images  possess  a
luminous ,  a lmost
ethereal  quality—with
light halos, soft edges,
and a  sense of  depth
that  modern  film
cannot  replicate.
The  wet-plate  process
also  introduces  flaws:
bubbles,  streaks,  and
uneven coating. These
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" i m p e r f e c t i o n s "
become  part  of  the
image,  reinforcing  the
theme  of  decay  and
temporality  that  runs
through the series. For
Mann,  the  technical
difficulty of the process
mirrors  the difficulty  of
capturing  childhood
itself.  Childhood  is
fleeting,  and  the  wet-
plate  photographs
seem  to  acknowledge
their  own  fragil ity.
They  are  not  forever;
they  are  moments
arrested  in  a  medium
that is itself decaying.

Compositi
on: The
Intimate
and the

Epic
Mann's compositions in
Immediate  Family
often place children in
relation to the natural
world.  A  small  figure
against a massive tree,
a  child  floating  in  a
dark river,  a girl  lying
o n  t h e  g r a s s
surrounded  by  leaves.
There  is  a  sense  of
scale  that  emphasizes
the vulnerability of the
human body. Yet Mann
also uses close-ups and
intimate  framing  that
create  a  feel ing  of
claustrophobia  and
closeness.  The  viewer
is  brought  into  the
children's  personal
space,  sometimes
uncomfortably so. This
dual  perspective—the
e p i c  a n d  t h e
intimate—gives  the
series  its  emotional
power.
Mann's  use  of  direct
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eye contact is another
key element. When the
children  look  into  the
camera,  they  are  not
performing for an adult
audience;  they  are
looking at their mother.
There  is  a  t rust  in
those gazes, but also a
challenge. The children
seem  to  be  asking,
"What are you seeing?"
T h i s  c o m p l i c i t y
between  photographer
and  subject  is  central
to the ethical questions
that the series raises.

CONTROVERSY
AND ETHICAL
BOUNDARIES

The Real-
World
Backlash
When  Immediate
Family  was  published
as  a  book in  1992,  it

created  an  immediate
firestorm.  Critics
a c c u s e d  M a n n  o f
exploiting her children,
of sexualizing them, of
violating their  privacy.
Some  of  the  images
show  the  ch i ldren
nude, either partially or
fully.  In  photographs
like Jessie at 5, a young
girl  stands naked,  her
arms  crossed,  her
expression unreadable.
I n  T h e  W e t  B e d ,
V i rg in i a  l i e s  on  a
mattress stained with a
wet  patch,  her  hand
resting on her genitals.
To some viewers, these
images crossed a line.
M a n n  w a s  c a l l e d
"irresponsible"  and
worse.  The  social  and
moral  debates  of  the
early  1990s—in  the
wake  of  child  sexual
abuse  scandals  and
growing  awareness  of
c h i l d
protection—meant that
any image of  children
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in  a  state  of  undress
was  immed ia te l y
suspect.
However,  Mann  and
her  defenders  argued
that  the  photographs
were about the natural
state of childhood, not
about  sexuality.  She
p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t
children in rural  areas
often  swim  and  play
naked,  and  that  her
children  consented  to
being  photographed
(as much as any child
can). She also insisted
that  the  images  were
not  pornographic,  but
rather  an  exploration
of  the  complexities  of
family  life—including
the  messy,  awkward,
a n d  s o m e t i m e s
u n c o m f o r t a b l e
moments  that  parents
witness every day.

The
Children’s
Perspecti
ve
Perhaps  the  most
important aspect of the
controversy is the long-
term  effect  on  Mann's
children. All three have
spoken  publicly  about
the  exper ience  as
adults.  Emmett,  the
oldest, has said that he
felt  the  photographs
were a normal part of
his childhood and that
he  has  no  regrets.
Jessie  and  Virginia
have  also  expressed
suppo r t  f o r  t he i r
m o t h e r ' s  w o r k ,
a l t h o u g h  t h e y
acknowledge  that  the
attention  has  been
intense.  In  a  2015
interview,  Jessie  Mann
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said that  she believes
the  photographs  are
about  "the  universal
experience  of  growing
up"  and  that  she  is
p r o u d  o f  t h e m .
Nevertheless,  the
eth ica l  quest ions
remain  unresolved.
Can a child  truly  give
informed  consent  to
images  that  will  be
seen  by  mi l l i ons?
Where  i s  t he  l i ne
b e t w e e n  a r t  a n d
exploitation?  Mann
herself  has  said  that
she  struggles  with
these  questions,  and
that  the  controversy
forced her to examine
her own motivations.
The  debate  around
S a l l y  M a n n
P h o t o g r a p h y
Immediate  Family
c o n t i n u e s  t o  b e
relevant  today,  in  an
era  of  social  media,
w h e r e  p a r e n t s
routinely share images
of their children online.

Mann's  work  predates
the  current  hyper-
visibility  of  childhood,
but it anticipates many
of  the  same tensions.
The  series  challenges
us  to  think  about  the
e t h i c s  o f
representation,  the
meaning  of  consent,
and  the  role  of  the
artist  as  both  parent
and observer.

THEMATIC
EXPLORATIONS

Childhood
as a
Wildernes
s
One  of  the  central
themes in Immediate
Family  is  the  idea of
c h i l d h o o d  a s  a
wilderness—a  state  of
being that is untamed,
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often  dangerous,  and
yet  ful l  of  wonder.
Mann's children are not
the  cherubic,  well-
scrubbed  children  of
advertising;  they  are
muddy,  bruised,  and
sometimes sullen. They
pick scabs,  pull  faces,
and hold dead animals.
Mann  does  not  flinch
from the darker side of
growing up. In The Last
Time Emmett Modeled
Nude,  her  son  stands
with  a  posture  that
reads  as  both  proud
and defiant, but also as
a  f a r e w e l l  t o  t h e
i n n o c e n c e  o f
childhood.  The  title
suggests an awareness
of time passing, of the
moment  when a  child
b e c o m e s  a  s e l f -
conscious  adolescent
and  the  parent-child
dynamic  changes
forever.
These photographs are
not happy or sad, but
r a t h e r  c o m p l e x

emotional  meditations.
They  cap tu re  the
bittersweet  nature  of
p a r e n t h o o d — t h e
simultaneous desire to
protect  and to  let  go.
Mann's  camera  does
not  judge;  it  simply
o b s e r v e s .  T h i s
neutrality  is  part  of
w h a t  m a k e s  t h e
images  so  powerful.
We are left  to  project
our  own  experiences
and  anxieties  onto
them.

Mortality
and the
Southern
Gothic
Death  is  a  constant
p r e s e n c e  i n
Immediate  Family.
The river that appears
in many images is not
just  a  setting  but  a
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symbol of the passage
o f  t i m e  a n d  t h e
inevitability  of  loss.
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
famous  images  in  the
series,  Virginia  at  4,
s h o w s  M a n n ' s
youngest  daughter
floating  face-down  in
the  water,  her  hair
spreading  like  a  halo,
her  body  l imp.  The
i m a g e  i s  a  d i r e c t
re ference  to  John
E v e r e t t  M i l l a i s ' s
painting of Ophelia, the
S h a k e s p e a r e a n
character  who  drowns
in a state of madness
a n d  g r i e f .  B y
referencing this image
o f  d e a t h ,  M a n n
s u g g e s t s  t h a t
childhood is shadowed
by  mor ta l i ty .  The
c h i l d r e n  a r e  n o t
immortal;  they  will
grow  up,  they  wi l l
change ,  they  w i l l
eventually  die.  The
photographs  are  an
attempt to freeze time,

to hold onto something
that  is  perpetually
sl ipping  away.
This  preoccupation
with mortality is part of
the  broader  Southern
Gothic  sensibility.  The
South,  with  its  history
of  loss,  defeat,  and
decay,  has  produced
an art that is haunted
by  the  past.  Mann's
p h o t o g r a p h s  a r e
h a u n t e d  b y  t h e
f u t u r e — b y  t h e
knowledge  that  the
children in the images
will one day be adults,
that  the  fa rm  wi l l
change, that the magic
o f  c h i l d h o o d  w i l l
dissolve.  This  elegiac
quality gives the series
its  lasting  emotional
resonance.

LEGACY AND
INFLUENCE
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Impact on
Contemp
orary
Photogra

phy
Since  its  publication,
Immediate  Family
h a s  b e c o m e  a
t o u c h s t o n e  f o r
photographers  who
explore  the  family
genre. Artists like Larry
Sultan, Nan Goldin, and
Julia  Fullerton-Batten
have  all  cited  Mann's
willingness to turn the
camera on her own life
as  an  inspiration.  The
series broke down the
boundary  between
private  and  public,
between  document
and art. It also opened
the  door  fo r  more
h o n e s t ,  l e s s

sentimental  depictions
of  family  life.  Before
M a n n ,  f a m i l y
photography  was
largely  confined  to  the
snapshot—amateur,
unassuming, and rarely
elevated  to  fine  art.
Mann proved that  the
domestic sphere could
b e  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f
serious artistic inquiry.
Fur thermore ,  the
t e c h n i c a l
achievements of Sally
Mann  Photography
Immediate  Family
have inspired a revival
o f  h i s t o r i c a l
p h o t o g r a p h i c
processes.  Mann's  use
o f  t h e  w e t - p l a t e
collodion  technique,
a l o n g  w i t h  h e r
willingness to embrace
flaws  and
imperfections,  has
encouraged  artists  to
e x p e r i m e n t  w i t h
alternative  methods.
The  series  is  also  a
masterclass in the use



Sally Mann Photography Immediate Family 13

13

of  natural  light  and
composition.

Exhibition
s and

Publicatio
ns
T h e  I m m e d i a t e
Family  ser ies  has
been


