




above and right: MIKE PARR, Untitled (series of draWing
boards), 2001 (detail and installation view), 'AnXiety: The
Drawn Figure', Ivan Dougherty Gallery, Sydney.

world symbolised by the globes and naviga­
tion devices at the ambassadors' elbows; and
the mythic - and artistic - symbolised in the
skull itself (which we can read as Holbein's
alter ego). The skull also seems to act as a
compositional crossbar, linking both ambas­
sadors. This is a painting with a death wish.

In this light, Mike Parr's serial portraits
seem like a collection of death's heads, a cata­
logue of dead selves. This realisation connects
with Freud's theory of the 'death instinct',
expressed in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, that
'[every] organism wishes to die only in its
own fashion'S - that is, to style its own death.
Freud intimates that this active fashioning
results, dialectically, in the formation of a
life. In other words, constantly avoiding
accidental annihilation results in longevity.
By constantly fashioning himself, Parr is
determining his fate. Surely this strikes at
the core of his wider artistic practice.6

It is natural that Parr's metier is self-portrai­
ture, as self-reflexivity is the aim of the con­
temporary performance artist (and the
analysand). Moreover, self-portraiture is
the primary narcissistic act, even if some of
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Parr's reflections take on 'fun-house' propor­
tions. Freud's theory places narcissism at the
forefron t of the 'life instinct', the dialectical
other to the death drive. He writes: 'this
narcissistic libido was of course also a mani­
festation of the force of the sexual instinct in
the analytical sense of those words, and it
had necessarily to be identified with the
"self-preservative instincts" whose existence
had been recognised from the first.'?

Meanwhile, Mike Parr's endurance per­
formance at Artspace, Waterfrom the mouth
10 days x 24 hours, 200r, was a radical testing
of the 'reality effect'. Parr lived in deprivation
of food for ten days in an enclosed cell, which
was filmed and broadcast live. During that
time he had no external contact and was
divorced from his quotidian routine. He
resided entirely within himself, reduced to
what he called 'the ground zero of self' and
risked serious physical and mental harm. It
was a traumatic work intended to radicalise
the self-portrait project and, more graphi­
cally, to fashion a death.

It is little wonder, then, that the first draw­
ings Parr exhibited after the performance
in the group show, 'ANXIETY: The Drawn
Figure' at the Ivan Dougherty Gallery, were
produced on a much smaller scale than
previous bodies of work. These drawings
are executed on standard-size canvas boards
in a range of colours uncommon in his larger
work, and were displayed in a suite on the
floor. In the main they depict a seated (and
recovering) Mike Parr. Although the com­
position of a host of
his work is sketchy,
smudged and drawn
over, this suite looks
worked over in an espe­
cially naive way; in fact,
the drawings appear
curiously infantile.

French psychoanalyst
Jean Laplanche gives
this critique of Freud's
death instinct: '[it is] a
kind of history of the
unconscious, or rather
of its genesis; a history
with discontinuities, in

which the moments of burial and resurgence
are the most important of all.'8 Parr's work,
particularly when read in an allegorical
sequence that includes his entire oeUVTe, can
be read as a series of births and deaths. To
analyse it we need to determine (with a nod
to Susan Sontag) where the stress falls.
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