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Farrell and Parkin are concerned with the manufacture of illusion, specifically with theatrical 
rhetoric. Their working-method, robust and matter-of-fact, results in eliminating pictorial illusion, 
bringing the forms and materials of the picture forward into the temporal space of the viewer. 
Labouring for months in their rejection of digital technology, they have reproduced seventeenth 
century illustrations in three-dimensional materials, painting-in by hand the original cross-hatchings 
of the prints. They have located a human-being within the set, lit the whole scene, placed a camera 
on a tripod and simply shot the image onto a traditional Type-C negative. 

Farrell and Parkin could be described as "mannerists," like their Renaissance mentors, Hans 
Vredeman de Vries and Primaticcio. They are concerned to understand the artifice involved in 
constructing the visual image, especially extinct visual conventions. They exaggerate their forms so 
that the image is forced out of the illusory order into real space and time. 

Farrell and Parkin create tableaux inhabited by figures transposed from the marionette theatre.

In Restoration they have drawn on two primary documents, a set of engravings on classical 
architecture set in single-point perspective by Hans Vredeman de Vries (Perspective, Leiden: 
Henricus Hondius, 1604) and a rare book concerning Greek surgical practice from the first century 
AD (Nicetas, Chirurgia, Paris: Pierre Gaultier, 1544.) Following their earlier exhibition Black Room 
(1993) Farrell and Parkin continue to retrieve the lost history of ancient medical practice, in this 
case, the re-setting of dislocated human limbs. They have used a Renaissance compilation of works, 
illustrated with woodcuts, written by the ancient Greeks Galen and Oribasius. These also include 
Hippocrates' treatise on dislocations, as well as Soranus' work on bandages. Both texts and 
illustrations derive from a tenth-century Greek manuscript edited by the Byzantine physician 
Nicetas. However, Farrell and Parkin have not made their photographs into historically accurate 
copies of the original pictures. For example, they have not included the pots and wooden sticks 
used to stretch the limbs, but have reproduced the manner in which doctors were portrayed 
symbolically by depicting only their hands. 

It was believed by Renaissance philosophers, following Plato in the Timaeus, that it was possible to 
understand the universe by studying the mathematical proportions of the human body which was a 
minute copy of the cosmos. In the Renaissance there was a confluence of religion, science, magic 
and art and it was not uncommon to encounter in a single person the combination of medical 
practitioner, anatomist, alchemist and artist. The façade of the body, a threshold between inner and 
outer worlds, was invested with subjectivity. Individual identity and the subsequent right of entry 
into the social order were dependent on the possession of an integrated, complete physiology. 
Cutting into the skin, fracturing and amputating limbs, was an act that split the cohesion of the 
subject, deconstructing identity and resulting in an abject, plural-being, a source of fear. 



The theatre of anatomy was presided over by the university lector, the audience surrounding the 
patient as if they were viewers at a cultic sacrifice. In practice, however, outside this theatre of 
abstract theory, it was the lower-class barber-surgeons, lacking university degrees, who did the 
practical work. In the same manner, Farrell and Parkin's theatre hovers between the real and the 
abstract, living persons emulating the emotionless, symbolic figures of the original stylised 
illustrations. The pasty faces and rigid expressions are a repeated characteristic of Farrell and 
Parkin's photographs. They reflect that odd convention in scientific illustration in which human-
figure seems oblivious of its injuries. The psyche is absent. Farrell and Parkin's working process 
involves a curious semiotic transference in which illustrative fiction is reified into living bodies, only 
to have them returned to the style of abstract signage. In response to this process of 
dehumanisation Farrell and Parkin seem to have made strenuous efforts to endow their human 
models with individual identities. In the original woodcuts the figures had been naked, but in the 
photographs they appear clothed in the dress and wigs of the late seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. George Parkin made most of the costumes himself, sewing into the trousers of each figure 
individual name tags and rosettes "which gave the sitters some ownership of the character and was a 
personal touch. Although not seen in the images it helped to set the scene." The sitters themselves 
selected the fictional careers of their characters (The Goldsmith, The Silk Weaver and so on), 
picturing the human story within each scene. 

In spite of this concern for personal biography, nonetheless, human-beings have turned themselves 
into marionettes, into subversive entities for whom the rules governing human society are irrelevant. 

Vredeman de Vries's perspective drawings were intended to depict an image of the Ideal City, a 
heaven on earth. Vredeman (1527-1604), a leading Dutch artist, had published his book in the 
critical year 1604 during which many expected the world to end. His single-point perspective-
system was based on ancient Greek optics and mystical geometry. Vredeman's imagery depicts the 
chaotic, everyday city reborn as the New Jerusalem, resurrected from the apocalypse at the end of 
time. His model was the English Renaissance theatre which used illusionistic back-drops depicting 
buildings set in exaggerated, single-point space with raked floors. Vredeman's City is the Theatre 
of the World, the "Theatrum Mundi," a symbolic microcosm of the universe, a world within a world. 

Farrell and Parkin have altered his pictorial model from landscape to portrait, condensing the 
horizontals into verticals and disrupting the geometrical proportions. They have gently inverted his 
rigid classification of space into an unstable territory that has slipped out of alignment. In the same 
manner, the human figures have dropped-out of historical biography, becoming part of the abstract 
order that governs the background space. This creates a metaphysical realm inhabited by beings 
that are both more and less than human. It may be that Farrell and Parkin are touching on the spaces 
of the uncanny, the familiar made strange, pushing through the bounds of physical appearance to 
territory only partly visible to human sight.


