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Of all the functions cf the living organism, in man sexuality is the one 
with the· closest relations to the psyche. 

-Andre Green' 

It [Ems} is the theoretical entity which encompasses all the !:!rives 
farmer!:y described as opposed to the destt·uctive d,·ives. Its fundamental 
characteristic is binding , unifi.cation, preservation. But Ft·eud adds that 
the life drive is synonymous with the love dt·ive. 

-Andre Green' 

If I were to sum up Fiona Pardington's photographs in one word, I would say quite 
sin1ply that they are sexy. This may seem a strange and rather colloquial word for an art 
historian to use to describe an artist's work, but how else to register a kind of appeal or 
address to the viewer that is at once visceral, deeply sensual, stirring and enlivening? 
I am not talking here solely of Pardington's works that both inhabit and reinvent 
the erotic domain: her intimate portraits, self portraits, images of bodies and parts 
of bodies, nude, clothed or emerging from drapery. Rather, I want to suggest that her 
oeuvre in general triggers the quickening of the heart brought about by attraction and 
attachment. Freud called this drive for pleasure, which also forges stable bonds, Eros. 
Pardington, then, is a photographer of Eros in this way. 

For Freud, Eros is the fundamental force or instinct that structures human life. In his 
final model of the psyche, Eros is opposed to the destructiveness ofThanatos, the death 
drive.' This second dualistic account of the drives replaced Freud's previous model, 
where the ego instincts of self-preservation clash with sexuality, thereby emphasising 
the unsociable and disorganising side of sexuality that needs to be repressed, restrained 
and sublimated. In marked contrast, in what is called the second topography, sexuality 
becomes a force of cohesion: life, love and libido are drawn together into a powerful 
amalgan1. It is this amalgam that best explains the in1mense power of Pardington's 
photography. Eros unites the different phases of her work, which according to Aaron 
Lister arc often compartmentalised: her analogue photography versus her digital 
photography, her feminist phase, her work with Maori cultural heritage and museum 
collections, her most recent still lifes.4 

The rooting of her practice in Eros no doubt comes out of her early feminist work, and 
the feminist mission to reinvent the erotic image in non-patriarchal ways. In this regard, 

her images of the sexuality of men are especially inventive and tender. For example, her 

series of portraits of her late partner Joseph Mak.ea, the father of her daughter Akura, 
shows him in a variety of poses that emphasise his masculinity, sensuality and allure. 
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Sib/ing:A Portrait of Nd/1984 

One could say that the male body is presented for the female gaze, as the argument went 

at the time, However, the male body is not simply objectified as if the tables had been 

turned, with men now forced to occupy the position of women: mere body to someone 

else's subjectivity. When Joseph is presented as posed and performing for the camera 

with sculpted torso revealed, in images like Prize of Lilies: Portrait of Joseph Makea (1986) 

and Saul (A Portrait of Joseph M.ikea in his Beekeeper's Helmet) (1986), he is nonetheless 

very present, looking at the camera, and of course at his lover, the photographer. And 

through the strange relay of gazes that photography has normalised, he seems finally 

to also look out at us, just a little warily. Perhaps he was made self-conscious by the 

photographic process, which, because it falls away so completely from the final image, 

leaves us only with the reaction shot: his feeling of apprehension transmitted to the 

viewer. That faintly registered feeling particularises him, deeply roots him in his flesh as 

a distinct individual and not simply a body for delectation, although of course his body 

is also that, 

Joseph is also shown in ordinary self-forgetful moments - gargling in the bathroom, 

presumably after cleaning his teeth, while their daughter Akura looks on (Joseph andAkura, 

Saint A/ban's Avenue, 1987), or napping while manspreading in an armchair (Joseph} First 

Visit, Tt,rakina Street, 1983). Despite the casualness of the subject matter, these images 

are very formally composed, presenting unusual views of a living room and bathroom 

respectively. Joseph's First Visit, Tt1raki11a Street takes an elevated view of the room with a 










