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In 2009, Mark Parfitt produced a work titled ‘Sisyphean’ for the 
exhibition Why do we do the things we do at the Perth Institute of 
Contemporary Arts. One of the elements of this multidimensional piece 
was a series of video stills, printed and pinned to the gallery wall 
in a neat grid. The stills document Mark using his body to ‘interact’ 
with a wooden table, as if attempting to complete some strange task 
only he knows the rules for. In one image we see Mark standing upright 
on the table with hands by his sides, in the next he is lying flat on 
his back across its top, in the next he is slumped over with the table 
balanced across his shoulders, and in the=]=] most precarious case, 
the table is top-down on the floor with Mark perched over it, his 
hands and feet positioned awkwardly on the upturned table legs. For 
me the most significant aspect of this suite of images in the context 
of Mark’s work (and the many other ‘tasks’ that he has set himself 
over the last decade), is a sense of playful transformation, where 
something as common and ordinary as a wooden table is experienced 
anew, it’s conventional function suspended temporarily. I would argue 
that not only does this piece contain key ideas that have continued to 
inform much of Mark’s artistic practice since 2009, most notably the 
sculptural potential of everyday domestic objects and activities, but 
that the ideas explored in ‘Sisyphean’ provide key points of entry to 
Mark’s latest project, ‘Overhouse’. 

TH E  TA B L E  A N D  TH E  RO O F :  M A R K  PA R F I T T ’ S  ‘OVE R H O U SE ’



Made in 2019, ‘Overhouse’ was 
a project that saw Mark invite 
a group of participants to his 
Carlisle home to climb over his 
roof. Participants would access the 
roof via a secured ladder, before 
scaling its corrugated tin peak 
and climbing down the other side. 
Comparing ‘Overhouse’ to the suite 
of stills in ‘Sisyphean’ –the table 
has become the roof. Similarly 
ubiquitous, common and familiar, 
the roof’s conventional function 
to simply provide shelter to the 
dwelling below was redistributed 
through the activities of 
‘Overhouse’. During its activation 
by the participating climbers, 
the roof became momentarily a 
piece of play equipment; a new 
vantage point to see the suburban 
surrounds; a congregation area for 
hanging out; and a challenging if 
not impractical passage from front 
yard to back yard, among other 
things. The steeply sloped roof 
designed to channel rainwater was 
in ‘Overhouse’ re-purposed for 
climbing, sliding, scaling and 
gripping –distinctly bodily if not 
sculptural processes1 . Just as 
the humble table in ‘Sisyphean’ is 
transformed through an interactive 
and bodily play, so too is the roof 
in ‘Overhouse’ transformed as a 
platform for new sculptural  
action and interaction. 



While an obvious difference between 
‘Sisyphean’ and ‘Overhouse’ is the 
latter’s participatory element –
it was after all the participants 
that were responsible for the 
roof’s activation– Mark has only 
one foot in the realm of so-called 
socially engaged practice; a term 
used to describe art “that is 
collaborative, often participatory 
and involves people as the medium 
or material of the work.”2 Where 
socially engaged art typically 
places little if any importance on 
material outcomes, or ‘art objects’ 
let’s say, a hands-on approach to  
working with physical materials to 
make things is pivotal to Mark’s 
activities, and the discipline 
of sculpture remains a primary 
framework for his projects. In 
this regard ‘Overhouse’ is no 
exception; considerations of form, 
shape and colour are all evident 
in the pine structures that would 
provide access on to and off the 
roof, as well as the evenly placed 
yellow handles that would provide 
anchor points for mounting the 
peak. Looking backwards again to 
‘Sisyphean’, it is telling that 
among the infinite number of 
objects that the artist could have 
chosen for this project, it was 
a wooden table that was selected 
as the object for activation. A 
table has a physical presence and a 
direct proportionate relationship 
to the body –it is a solid object 
that one can run their hands  
over and rap their knuckles on. But  
then is object the most appropriate  
term for thinking through Mark’s 
use of the table and the roof? 



An area of artistic practice and 
theory that has more recently come 
to inform Mark’s work is site-
specificity, a mode of artistic 
enquiry that emerged in the 1960s 
and 70s that would see artists 
involve or include the physical 
specificities of an artwork’s 
location (it’s site) as an integral 
and inseparable component of its 
content. Over the last fifty years, 
ideas around what might constitute 
site in this context have rapidly 
expanded beyond the interior, 
architectural dimensions of the 
gallery space to include more 
discursive, social phenomena, where 
today a community, social event or 
even conversation may constitute 
an artwork’s site. For these types 
of artistic projects, described 
by writer Claire Doherty as 
‘situated’3, audience participation 
has become a common methodology 
for infusing artworks with socio-
political content. It is in this 
domain that Mark now looks to 
locates his most recent activities 
within –a form of expanded, site-
oriented, situated practice that 
allows for the physicality of 
sculpture to persist alongside 
and in tandem with other social 
phenomena. ‘Overhouse’ is exemplary 
of this new direction; the project 
was in the whole an event hosted by 
the artist at his home, and while 
the roof climb was the event’s 
central focus, it was followed 
by a barbecue and punctuated by 
conversation, which the artist 
considers equally as important 
components of the work. 



To expand on the social dimension 
of ‘Overhouse’, the set of 
activities that would constitute 
and give form to the event 
as a rounded artistic project 
were distinctly convivial, and 
conducted in the pursuit of shared 
experience. This was exemplified 
by a human chain that was formed 
by participants, stretching from 
Mark’s front yard, up the ladder, 
across the roof and down the 
ladder to the backyard, and used 
to transport various objects, (a 
basketball, a Frisbee among others) 
from hand to hand. The shared 
experience, and in particular the 
notion of sharing more generally 
is a key component of ‘Overhouse’, 
and one that I see as being present 
in much of Mark’s earlier work. 
While, as I’ve explained, audience 
participation is a relatively 
new frontier for Mark, sharing 
is something the artist has been 
exploring for some time. This might 
initially seem to be at odds with 
some of Mark’s past projects, such 
as ‘Rogue Trip’ where he hitchhiked 
solo from Perth to Sydney, or the 
‘BMI’ project, where he followed a 
strict diet and fitness regime in 
pursuit of an abdominal six pack. 
While these might at first seem 
to be heroic, grand, solo efforts 
of adventure or discipline, each 
was carefully documented in a way 
to privilege a clear transmission 
of information. The notebooks, 
sketches and photographs that Mark 
uses to exhibit these projects 
are almost instructional, ‘How 
To’ guides for us to attempt such 
tasks ourselves. They are in 
this way closer to invitations 
to participate than they are 
proclamations of personal triumph, 
designed to share the artist’s 
experience of these activities, 
and to further elicit shared 
experiences among his audience



To finally return to ‘Sisyphean’ and Mark’s 
table; while a suitably sculptural object with 
physical presence, the table can simultaneously 
be thought of as a site for social gathering, 
for conversation, for dining, for shared 
experience. While Mark’s activations of this 
site were presented photographically in a 
more matter-of-fact, deadpan manner than 
his more recent forays into participatory, 
situated projects, ‘Sisyphean’ nevertheless 
provides a useful touchstone for accessing 
and contextualising the ideas embedded 
in ‘Overhouse’. The addition of audience 
participation to Mark’s sculptural lexicon has 
proven to be an effective way to pursue new 
experiences of daily life, together.   
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1. My attempt to describe the participants 
activities as they climbed Mark’s roof using 
this list of verbs recalls Richard Serra’s 
‘Verblist’ a drawing from 1967-68. The drawing 
lists in four columns “actions to relate to 
oneself, material, place, and process” and 
the artist has spoken at length at how this 
piece informed his thinking on sculpture as a 
process. See https://www.moma.org/collection/
works/152793. 

2. Tate, Art Term: Socially Engaged Practice, 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/s/
socially-engaged-practice. 

3. Doherty uses the term situated to refer 
to artistic practices that take a situation 
or context as the point of departure for the 
process of making art. See Doherty, Claire 
ed. 2004 Contemporary Art: From Studio to 
Situation. London: Black Dog Publishing. In 
the case of ‘Overhouse’, the situation can be 
thought of as the artist’s home, including its 
physical properties as a structure as well as 
its social functions as a place for hospitality 
and dwelling. 
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