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ESSAY

Sandwich Portraits
MARK MORRISROE
by Rupert Goldsworthy

Born under a bad sign? Bom in
1959 to a drug-addicted mother
in a poor suburb of Boston, Mark
Morrisroe left home and began
hustling at the age of 15. His
mother was a tenant of Albert De-
Salvo, the Boston Strangler, and
Mark often claimed he was De-
Salvo's illegitimate son. When he
was 17 years old, allegedly one of
his disgruntied johns shot him in
the back, leaving him with a bul-
let lodged next to his spine, which
gave him a pronounced limp for
the rest of his short life.

Morrisroe studied at Boston's Mu- \ ' -

seum School, where he started the 1/

early US gay punk zine Dirt and / ! ’
graduated with a degree in photog-

raphy. He moved to New York in the ’

mid 1980s and after a short, compli-

cated life, ho died at 29 from AIDS. Born under a bad sign

However, during his short troubled | been down since | begin to crawl!
lifespan he produced an incredibly If it wasn't for bad luck,

beautiful series of photographs | wouldn't have no luck at all.

which documented his world. Dur-

ing his lifetime, Morrisroe had Hard luck and trouble is my only friend
found no artistic acclaim, Success [ been on my own ever since | was ten.
and credibility were sainted on him

much later. Morrisroe, erstwhile “Born Under A Bad Sign"

friond of several rising Boston pho- by Albert King

tographic art stars, may have died

penniless, but in death, like Wil-

liam Blake and Karl Marx, his work

was suddenly canonized. In the

wake of his death, his old college

friends Pat Hearn, lack Pilerson

and Stephen Tashjian rescued his

substantial archive of photographs

from his cluttered apartment.
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During the 19905, concurrent with the AIDS crisis, the post-
humous careers of certain young dead gay artists blossomed
mto museum retrospective tours. The work of Felix Gonza-
les-Torres, David Wonarovicz, Morrisioe, and several others
skyrocketed in value after their deaths, The estate of Mark
Morrisror s now located at the Fotomuscum Winterthur,
near Zunich and his work s now in many important collec-
tions including the Whitney Museum and LA MOCA.
Morrsroe’s life has been cast in the same mold as many
romantic Victonan and Modernist heroes. Names in that
lincage include Baudelaire, Rimbawd, Genet, Burroughs,
Herbert Huncke, the list continues - drug-addicted, broke,
solated, imprisoned, destitute, fugitive outsider artists. More
recently the Seventies Cold War and rock culture hawve
thrown up similar tragic icons, Sid Vicious and Nancy Spun-
gen, lan Curtis, Darby Crash of the Germs, Ulrike Meinhof,
~too troubled to keep on living, o young to die.

Mornsroe yoins the pantheon as a young, gay, penniless, trag-
ic ant photographer who died of AIDS. His estate became
eminently buyable, The rarity and exceptional status of this
slim body of work is part of the Morrisroe’s legend and acts
as an introducton to bis mvsterious dianstic images.

How does the work of Morrisroe now appear ten years after
his canonization as & lkeading underground Amencan pho-
tographer of the Punk generation? Has the work itsell re-
tained its resonance bevond the hype around Mark’s Life?
What first strikes one about looking at Morrisroe’s work in
2010 is that is quickly identfiable. The work has its own
particular signature style, a scruffy, rough-around-the-cdges
look, with seribbled texts in Indian ink around the border
of the images - these details thumbprint the work as Mor-
nsroc’s as much as their solt-it sepia and cnematic color
palette. The soft focus, the cocktail-hour lighting effects, the
gritty bedsde acsthetic thit Morrisroe made his own have
now become known the "Morrisroe Effect,” The new iPhone
Application "Hipstamatic’ even seems 1o mimic Morrisroe’s
grainy Fifties look.

Mornsroe’s carcer as a photographer hegan when he was
given a Polaroid Modd 195 Land camers, He experimented
with unusual development techniques. He applied for, and
was given, free supphes of new and expenmental film and
chemicals developed at the Polaroid Corporation. He also
made stlls from Super 8 films. Morrisroe's work from the
Eighties looks prescient because he had access to new pro-
cessing matenials long before they came on the market and
because he ereated his own unique visual language
Morrisroc's photographs are primarily portraits, His subjects
mclude lovers, fnends, hustlers, and people who visited his
apartment. His images present a world filled with longing,
desire, shadowed by troubled histories and pain-drenched
nostakga. Nothing can ever be the same, The dawn/dusk

skvline of Manhattan Jooms acnns the Hudson River, s
sithouette bleary and daunting The empty spaces of dank
apartments, the grey morning light and solt shadows all con.
jure the sense of lonely abjection. The nude flesh lin by table
lamps is remaniscent of the lighting for porn mag sections
‘Readers’ Wives,” But here the models are young, mordant,
somctimes hing comatose = headless scrawny nude bodses
dusplayed like offered cuts of mear in visceral, scuzzy set-
tings. Drawn faces, proferred sex parts, curtains, charcoal
wall drawings and an air of melancholy,

I never knew Mormisroe personally, but have known several
of his college friends and models snce the Late 19805, Ask-
ing some of them about this series of images, a number of
particular things occur concerning his oruvre: The stting
very important. ICs a man’s world, the images are all mosily
setin a male home, there's a lack of the feminine touch to the
surroundings, the seting is bleak, sparse, anonymous. They
are set in Boston and New York in marginal areas of these
anes. Stephen Tashjian’s Avenue C apartment (the setting
for some images from this serses) s Glled with the detntus of
the rundown neighborhood, rescued Filties lamps, furniture,
stuffed animals and bricea-brac, A nostalgia for childhood i
apparent in a Patty Duke photograph, a Fifties mflatable has-
sock, and chintzy fabric patterns, A pre-Stonewall flavor is
present in the bowed, obscured (unidentifiable heads of the
nude male models, in the down-at-heel kitchen-sink milieu,
and in the complete lack of psychedelic or Seventies/ Eight-
ies glamor references. This i & world purposefully bathing in
the twilight of Fifties decline.

And this attention to detail is what pushes Mornisroe'’s pho-
tographs into a new place, From Punk’s rejection of hippie
excess comes the new punk/romantic/gothic aesthetic that
Morrisroe eschews (US psychobilly band The Cramps were
a favonite in Momsroe's art school.) Early Punk stvle looked
back o the Fifties and sts dark rough carnie edges, eroticizing
its working class outlaw culture, its Hollvwood fuck-ups, s
sordid undercurrent of nudies, and gross-out movies, whie
also championing a pre-Modernist clasicism and hyper-
arthodoxy, Punk reinvents these details as arch style, as de-
liberate gesture against the blandness of wholesome Seven-
ties Modernst style, as finger razsed to authenucity. Each of
Mormmisroe’s photographs draw their layout from an histon-
cal sources, from David’s death of Marar, from the work of
Man Ray and others, Mormisroe's bad luck was that he hiun-
seif needed to die before his own work became recognized
as historic.

The Sandwvch Protaf wueks by Mark Morsionw fatured Aete are soom o be pud-
laked 1n She artest’s first comprehonsive monagraph, reakind ow eccason of My ex
Mabetvon @ Bhe Fotwmysears Wintorthur, Sertzeriend, and v collaboration onith dhe
Mourrisoe Extos, The exhibizion is curased By Beatviv Ryf amd Thowas Siehy,
and the book is pubshed by JRP| Ringier jrp-ringicr.com; fotomusenm.ch
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