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The best moments, looking back
on a life in museums, were often

with living artists. They can be won­
derfully unexpected about art.

Memorable encounters accompa­
nied John Kaldor's Art Projects,
which began in 1969 with Christo's
spectacular Wrapped Coast, One
million squarefeet, Little Bay, Sydney,
Australia. In 2003 the Art Gallery
of South Australia's exhibition of
Kaldor's collection and projects,
'Journey to Now: John Kaldor Art
Projects and Collection', caused me
to repeat often-told stories, of a
koala rented for Gilbert & George,
and an Australian nightingale picnic with Nam June Paik.

However, let's now remember Kaldor's only export project, 'An
Australian Accent: Mike Parr, Imants Tillers, Ken Unsworth'. It was
an exhibition of paintings and big drawings presented in 1984, very
successfully, at New York's leading contemporary art space, P.S.r. The

ational Gallery of Australia (NGA), where I was in charge of Australian
art, lent me to the project as catalogue editor and essayist. Perfect tim­
ing. The world art mafia was in town to see the Museum of Modern
Art's new building extensions and its exhibition 'An International
Survey of Recent Painting and Sculpture' (which included Mike Parr);
Kaldor cunningly positioned Australia within the then hot context
of neo-expressionism. Out of the blue the Corcoran Gallery of Art in
Washington grabbed Kaldor's exhibition, to coincide with Baselitz,
Kiefer & co. in 'Expressions: New Art from Germany'.

BONNARD'S DARK SIDE
Work was over in Washington; 'An Australian Accent' was ready to
open. Sightseeing time. We went off to the Phillips Collection, a small
but perfect museum of great masterpieces from Goya and Cezanne to
Matisse and Rothko. There a shimmering, sum.mery interior by Bonnard,
The open window, 1921, contains the head of a woman, characteristically
at first sight unseen, at a lower framing edge, and face to face with a
black cat. The uncharacteristically deep black blind at the top of the
window has an angled edge. Mike Parr exclaimed: 'It's a guillotine!'

If so, it would be a severed head we see lodged in the canvas
deckchair at the bottom corner of the painting.

When the National Gallery of Australia brought the blockbuster
'Old Masters - New Visions, from the Phillips Collection, Washington,
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D.e: to Canberra in 1987, and then to
the Art Gallery of South Australia for
the 1988 Adelaide Festival, The open
window arrived here, along with
many people's favourite painting in
the whole world, Renoir's large, con­
vivial crowd scene, Luncheon ofthe
boating party, 1880-8r. I was then
director of the gallery in Adelaide,
and into the acoustiguide tour of
the exhibition I inserted Mike Parr's
guillotine insight. It visibly jolted
gallerygoers cued by Renoir into a
headphone dreaming of sweetness
and light and youth and love. The
jolt still echoed three years later for

readers of 'Showgirl with Plumes', a chapter in Robert Drewe's book
The Bay ofContented Men (1989), where an excited viewer of this very
exhibition said: 'I can see what everyone's been saying about the
Bonnard. The blind is supposed to be a guillotine!'

There turns out to be a real-life subtext as extreme as the guillotine.
In the early spring of 1921, the year of this summertime windowscape,
Bonnard had a two-week fling in Rome with Renee Monchaty, his
young blonde lover.

Sarah Whitfield, curator of the Tate Gallery's 1998 Bonnard exhibi­
tion, assumes that Marthe de Meligny, his companion for the past thirty
years, is the woman in The open window, which is at the Bonnards'
country house Ma Roulette (My Caravan) on the Seine near Giverny.
But the blonde hair is more like Renee's. And J6rg Zutter, curator this
year of the NGA's Bonnard exhibition, 'Pierre Bonnard: Observing
Nature', tells us that in 1925, three weeks after Bonnard eventually
married Marthe, Renee committed suicide.

GAINSBOROUGH IN HOLLYWOOD
On our way home from Washington, Mike and I shared a stopover
in Los Angeles. There the Huntington Art Gallery owns one of the
world's greatest images of youth and beauty, Gainsborough's portrait
of Jonathan Buttall, the so-called Blue boy, c. 1770. We rented a car for
an excursion to the Watts Towers, an outsider-art miracle of gleaming,
spiralling, open-work pinnacles built from broken crockery in a slum
backyard, and to a palatial museum for the Gainsborough boy in fancy
Vandyke lace and silk.

Mike liked Simon Rodia's towers at low-life Watts. The many obses­
sive years of work on one idea, and the overlapping linear graphism,



resembled his own repetitive practice over
years of deformative/performative self-por­
traiture and scrawly graphism. At San Marino
Gainsborough's painting worked for him too:
'Great wrinkles!'

Master )onathan's teenage face is, naturally,
unlined, but silken, blue-black wrinkles
swarm around the elbows and button-front
of his jacket and the crutch and knees of his
breeches. I wonder if Mike saw them as
future scars and bruises.

After a crumpled mudguard during a kerb­
side parking manoeuvre, American wrong­
way-round, I told myself I was making more
wrinkles for Mike. Then, when we turned the
car in, there was a heap of crumpled street
maps on the back seat. I had forgotten, as one
does in his always outgoing company, that
Mike Parr is disabled, born with only the
stump of a left arm, and that my thoughtless
request for map-reading might have been dif­
ficult. But he hadn't missed a beat; difficult
for us is normal for him.

It's not only their surprising observations
that make encounters with artists so refresh­
ing. It's also the reminders of the obvious.

Artists make art out of their own individ­
uallives as well as out of past art, or out of
their present culture. So of course Parr's art
and insights grow from a life in which defor­
mation, distortion, wrinkling and crumpling
of the things around him, and of his own
body, are constants. He is bound to be good
on severed heads, guillotines, suicides and
bruises. For recent sociopolitical perfor­
mance pieces about the trauma of internees
in Australian detention centres, Parr had his
own face stitched with thread into what Bruce
lames calls 'a caricature of shame'. The artist
was simply shifting his medium from draw­
ing and etching back to human flesh, simply
pressing on with his personal aesthetic of the
crumpled. It's not too different an aesthetic
from renaissance and baroque art where
immense areas of ecstatic, abstract drapery
swell around saints and martyrs.
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above: PIERRE BONNARD, The open window, '92', oil on canvas, 118 x 96 cm, The Phillips Collection, Washington, DC.

left: MIKE PARR, Aussie Aussle Aussie 01 01 Oi, 2003, performance at Artspace, Sydney, reproduced courtesy the artist.

Photograph Felicitas Parr.
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