


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 Jonathan’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-
ual lives 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
James 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.

DANIEL THOMAS

Daniel Thomas was an art-museum curator and
director in Sydney, Canberra and Adelaide from 1958
to 1990 and now lives on the Tasmanian Riviera.

above: PIERRE BONNARD, The open window, 1921, oil on canvas, 118 x 96 cm, The Phillips Collection, Washington, DC.

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