





The photographer Mark Morrisroe was uninterest-
ed in presenting documentary truth. He used pho-
tography not as a way to preserve moments, but
to render them surreal. His photographs are not
lies, then, but like a lie, the images serve as reality’s
double. Ad hoc and insouciant, Morrisroe’s images
give form to fantasy. Distortion and exaggeration,
after all, reveal the shape of desire more transpar-
ently than truth.

Morrisroe s artistic career, a little over a dec-
ade long and continually caught in cycles of heroin
and cocaine addiction, was cut short after losing his
life to AIDS-related illnesses in 1989 at the age of
thirty. When asked to contribute to a posthumous
exhibition of Morrisroe’s photographs, Nan Gol-
din characterised her college peer as an “outlaw”,
sexually, socially and artistically. His gallerist Pat
Hearn meanwhile regaled some of the more fan-
tastical myths surrounding the artist: his mother
was the town prostitute, he was the son of Albert
DeSalvo the Boston Strangler, he was the subject
of a snuff film that went wrong, leaving Morrisroe
with a permanent limp and bullet in his chest. Only
these last two statements can be verified (and in fact
the latter became an obsessive subject for Morris-
roe, as he made a series of chest x-rays, rendered in
psychedelic colour washes, with the bullet appear-
ing as brittle black nipple or nucleus of the image).

Absurdly, these accounts of Morrisroe’s dis-
ruptive bravado and personal mythology — scan-
dalously compelling though it is — tend to either
obscure his consummate skill as a photographer, or
else conflate with the myth of the works themselves.
The legend of Morrisroe, so full of desire and an-
archic energy, fuses to the figurative representa-
tions in his work. She Thing From Hell, 1985, is an
example of one of Morrisroe’s “sandwich prints”
(so-called in reference to the process of layering
black and white negatives with colour negatives,
creating a powdery pointillist grain). A gaunt and
drag beast appears in blurry silhouette, aping the
pose of a serpentine mannequin bust that lies to the
edge of the frame. The figure in the photograph
appears as a surrogate for Morrisroe: an outland-
ish and flamboyant trickster that mimics the tailor’s
dummy, itself an over-exaggerated form of the
human physique. The bodies in She Thing From
Hell inhabit a skewed representation of desire: the
lie and its double. Sweet Raspberry/Spanish Ma-
donna, 1986, presents another grotesquerie: Mor-
risroe’s alter ego who appears funereally pale with
a languorous off-kilter look that is insincerely las-
civious. Baby Steffanelli, 1985, meanwhile provides
another avatar for Morrisroe, this time a doe-eyed
and cocky construction of an adolescent hunk in
a classic film-still pin-up pose. Throughout Mor-
risroe’s work desire and its subjects are endlessly
enacted with multiple configurations and theatri-
cal players, caught up in a youthful and celebra-
tory zeal.

The artist’s vast archive, currently housed
in Fotomuseum Winterthur, contains work largely
discovered after the artist’s death, and so the act
of wading through the largely un-edited images
is overwhelming and chaotic. The Fotomuseum
collection includes over 800 Polaroids (although
Morrisroe often gifted them to friends soon after
shooting them), while his gum prints, photograms,
c-prints and photographic ephemera are equally
aumerous. The shape of Morrisroe’s practice then
appears as a jumbled, fictitious inventory of sorts:
not a carefully ordered chronological document of
4 life, then, but the inevitable and addictive out-
pouring of fancy, only partially made fact by dint
of photography's want of a real subject.

Intimate glimpses of lovers, friends and muses are
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occasionally punctuated by rare Boston and New
York cityscapes, images of animals often appear
living, dead or stuffed. And, with only a few rare
exceptions, Morrisroe’s figurative work is set en-
tirely against interior backdrops. His personalised
subculture is represented in flats, house parties,
bedrooms and bathrooms — small claustrophobic
spaces where intimacy is not always an option but
rather a constant encounter. Shot on his 195 Po-
laroid Land camera — a gift as a result of a savvy
PR move to encourage young artists to work with
Polaroid Corporation equipment — Morrisroe’s
Polaroids are confrontational, illicit, impromptu,
but never tentative (the artist Jack Pierson recalls
being photographed, saying “I almost burst into
tears, like, “You can’t show that, please.’ I thought
he was just torturing me.”). In his photographs
beauty is never taken for granted, nor is it pick-
led and preserved in some memento mori to youth,
but, to paraphrase Julie Burchill, beauty is used as
rocket fuel.

Although it is rare to find a singularly strik-
ing shot within the morass of these photographs,
Morrisroe’s rapacious appetite for bodily minutiae
and daily drama construct a detailed, polyvalent
image of his internal world. Among his subjects are
many of whom enjoy their own art careers: Pier-
son, Nan Goldin, Gail Thacker, Taboo!, to name
only a few. These friends, often in the nude, drape

themselves over chairs and mattresses, becoming
part of the decaying ornamentation of their do-
mestic, bohemian squalor. Within such walls, Mor-
risroe developed a persistent motif of shooting his
subjects in the bath or shower. One example is Pre
Nympho Pia/Young Pia Howard, 1982, which de-
picts his friend Howard stretched out in the bath,
the angle of the camera skewed to fit her long body
into the frame. This sandwiched print diffuses the
harder lines of the bath, tiles, and waters edge, giv-
ing a grainy patina that appears both intimate and
classic, like Pierre Bonnard’s paintings of his wife,
the image is evocative of a painterly impression-
ism. In works like this, Ramsey, Lake Oswego, 1988,
and Malcolm, 1982, Morrisroe shows that his pho-
tographs are not a scattershot series of anonymous
sitters, but rather a portrait of a community and,
more specifically, the attempt to build and celebrate
a milieu that in its time was a radical act, not of
love, but of desire.

La Méme Piaf, 1982, to Nympho Maniac Still,
1984, display the more cinematically iconic side of
the artist’s oeuvre, but again, the people constantly
play for Morrisroe’s camera — the artist is no ex-
ception either, being the most frequent subject of
his photographs. Brazenly prolific in number, his
images in their many different media unwaveringly
exhibit a disregard for the traditional conventions
of photography — of “correct” focus, composition,

lighting — all the rules are insouciantly disobeyed.
And, in many instances, Morrisroe purposefully
corrupts the surface of the image by adding dust,
scratches, fingerprints — distorting the print so it
might be a closer representation of his desired im-
age. An uncommon still-life piece, Dried Arrange-
ment, 1986, attempts to disembark from photogra-
phy altogether and return to painterly abstraction
in the artist’s depiction of a couple of withered
flowers. Morrisroe’s heavy diffusion of the image
renders leaves, petals and stem as loose, impres-
sionistic daubs — an effect that Morrisroe mimics
in his touch-up tint marks that run down the white
gutter of the print. It was in this year that the artist
was diagnosed as HIV-positive.

With frequent and increasingly extended
bouts in hospital, Morrisroe’s images of his friends
and lovers were gradually supplanted with a sim-
pler photographic technique: the photogram. Both
striking in their formal and aesthetic shift, Morris-
roe’s photograms — images made by simply laying
objects directly on to photographic paper for ex-
posure — are a reminder of his fascination with the
work of Man Ray who pioneered this process. But
unlike the sober styles of Man Ray, Morrisroe’s
photograms embrace a highly saturated
that possesses a synthetic, psychedelic incandes-
cence. It is difficult not to view many of these
works through the prism of Morrisroe’s HIV sta-
tus. Untitled, c. 1987, depicts wrapped foil sweets
and disposable cocktail umbrellas against a black
ground. They ape cells on a microscopic level and
possess an eerie chemical glow. Another Untitled
of the same year is more explicit, replacing the
bright candy coloured sweets and cocktail spears
with a detritus of vials, pill bottles and tinctures.

Perhaps the most compelling subject mat-
ter in Morrisroes later period is his high-exposure
photograms. Comprising primarily of found pho-
tographs, culled from lifestyle, fashion and porn
magazines, the light punches through the page
and the photograms thus reveal both the recto
and verso of each page in a ghostly negative. The
collapsed images both display and obliterate the
originals, unveiling an impossible, fantastic colli-
sion that it at once seductive, elicit and ornamental.
Morrisroe eventually started making these photo-
grams in hospital, converting his shower room into
a makeshift darkroom. Often using his own x-rays
to create his bright photograms, some were made
simply by Morrisroe lying down on the paper, cre-
ating a negative of his own body. In these self-por-
traits, Morrisroe submits his own body to photo-
graphic replication, transferring bodily substance
into flattened image. This is the body in negative,
presented as inverted presence. Here, these late
self-portraits are produced not love or desire, but
out of necessisity: they are an allegorical double for
Morrisroe.

This page and next — All images © The
Estate of Mark Morrisroe (Collection
Ringier) at Fotomuseum Winterthur,
Winterthur.























