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ON VIEW

POST NEGATIVE

EUGENICS -

WHAT'S

THAT?

Iirik Parker knows, and his painlings explore

the implications

THE FINAL SECTION of Michel Houellebeey's
Les  Parlicules (199:)
accounl  of  human

Iilementaires otfers  a

relrospective development
after o ‘paradigm shift” in the course of our genelic
evolution. That shift occurred, we learn, when one
ol the book's protagonists, the lragically solilary
Michel, a molecular biologist, does evolulion nne
better by perfecting the means (via cloning) to make
the process of sexual reproduction obsolete, lfor
humans, so freed rom their baser instincls, those

drives 1o which our ‘selfish genes” always seem o

hold the reigns, this means a new race ol gods, nol
just genetically purified ol disease and disabilily, but
in possession of a superior consciousness, for which
the struggles, achievements and disappointments
of competition bred, in Houellebecgs world,
from the desire [or sexual and emotional love — no
longer exisl.

The worldview proposed, il ever so brielly,
in Houellebecgs book (just one among a number
published at the end of the 19905 thal 1ook a sanguine
view of the burgeoning genetic revolulion), is one
we might call post-cugenic, even though that would
be a misleading way to phrase things. Eugenics,
which denotes human agency in the process of
biological evolution, attracted a number of rather
sinister comnotations throughout the first decades

association with
race-based policies and prejudices. When eugenics

ol the lwentieth century due Lo its

underwrole the more grotesque of the Nazi pogroms

in the 19305, the lerm became Laboo in science and
philosophy. But with the rise of genomic science and
the recognition thal ‘race’ is nothing more than the
historically determined cultural construct il always

was, cugenies has refurned as a legitimate site of

controversial philosophical and seientific questioning.
So not exactly a post-cugenic worldview, but rather
a post-"negative-eugenics’ one, which we could call
neo-eugenics.

Why this briel detour through the science and
fiction of human engincering? Because Frik Parker's

newest body of paintings, portraits of dissembling
and disintegrating - orare they aggregaling? - ligures
are very much a parl of this neo-eugenic landscape.
Parker first gained attention in 2000 with his
inclusion in PS.Us inaugural Greater New York show,
and for a lime his paintings featured a text-heavy
biographical and  arlworld-anthropological  bent,
Then, over The course ol a number ol international
museam and gallery exhibilions, the lexl gave way
to the figures, the most recent of which, labelled
Personae ina 2008 calalogue from Honor Fraser and

Paul Kasmin Gallery, Parker imagines as subjects ol

some new genetic order, Whether these characters
suggest the promise of liberation, as might New
Ireedom (2008), or a more equivocal acceptance
ol our new genomic inheritance — how else should
one read Sink or Swim (200807 what is certain is
that, as portraits, Parker's newest paintings reengage
that genre at a momenl when the idea of ones
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Though I may
enjoy Scolch, like
lo read or have a
prickly demeanour,
what [ am is
nothing but my
genelic code.
Change the code;
change me.

sell” is increasingly understood as nothing but the
And the
promise of cugenics in the present, insolar as those

inheritance and expression of one'’s genes,
genes can be measured, and so managed, is that the
sell” will be infinitely malleable. vr rather, engineered
Lo specilicalions,

I1's a reductionist view of sellhood, 1o be sure,

just as il is a reductionist approach o the science

of biology, bul such reductionism is central Lo the
resurgent interest in eugenics, equally on the side
of its advocates (Ray Kurzwedl, Tor example)r and ils
detractors (pretly much anvone opposced To stem
for such

cell rescarchy. Twe things are necessan

reductionist thinking:  firstly, solncl‘]nm must he

seen Lo be made out of, or constituted by, something
else ol a smaller size; and secondly, the behaviour ol

those smaller things alone must be seen to dictate
the behaviour of the Targer enlily they conslitule, So,

lor example, though water may be described as wel,

necessary lor human survival or good for washing
L2,
Fqually, though | may enjoy Scoteh. like to read or

clothes, il really is nothing bul molecules of
have a prickly demeanour, what I am is nothing but
my genetic code. Change the code; change me.

Now, il there is one way of describing Parker’s
paintings. it would be 1o sav thal they are “graphic’;
not in the sense ol their content, bul their Torm.
The paintings wre composed of diserele colour and
contour alone. and what is shed is all modelling or
shadow. those conventions by which volumes may be
registered as such, What kind of thing is modelling
or shadow? A gradient. TU's o scalar or intensive
difference that lies on a conlinuum; for example,
the articulation of a volume through ils exposure
to more or less light”. What we need o understand
is that intensive differences do nat lend themselves
well to reductionisn well-defined boundaries, such
as those that separale one atom [ram another, or one
gene from another, do. Reductionism does nol deal
in conlinua: il's better with particles. And Parker's
paintings are, al bollom, particulale,

Take New Freedon: wll colour is singular, and
cach shape is discrete, from the curves of alternating
chevrons tal surround the figure o the Hiny dots that
deseribe the lines ol ils fringe conneclive lissue, And
the compaosition ilself operates according 1o o logic
of magnitication. The more tluid and languid forms,
stich as those in the area where a mouth or chin would
normally be, appear as such only because they have
nol been subjected to the necessary enlargement,
We can see all ol the components ol the ligures
‘eves’ bul with afew mare turns of the microscope,
those components would threalen Lo decohere as the
lgure's ‘cheeks” have done, That such 'magnification’
is ol inlerest Lo Parker is also demaonstrated by his
cropping and calling oul sections of larger painlings

words Jonathan 1.1, Neil

Lo generale smaller works ol increased ‘resolution’,
like lissue samples that demand Turther study.

None o this s meanl 1o soggest That
Trkers porlrails can be deseribed as reductionist
Rather

of neo-cugenics, does nol appear to work. Parker's

Lhemselves, recductionism, as the correlate
ligures do nol ‘cohere’, they do nol appear to benefil
[rom Lhe case orexplanalory power ol reduclionism’s
‘nothing bul’y iFanvthing, they seem subjected 1o i,
Lo the point of absurdily or funhouse grolesqueric,
Tarker oflers us portraits o whal happens when our
code, that fundamental language of our ‘selves’, Tails

tor fully or properly ‘express itself.

N exhibition of Frile Pavker’s work is on view at Paul
Kuasmin Gallery, New

28 March
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