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The Black Rose: Trent Parke’s Magnum Opus

Trent Parke’s The Black Rose is more than just a photographic project—it’s a deeply
personal exploration of memory, loss, and the passage of time. The 2015
documentary of the same name provides a rare insight into Parke’s mind, tracing
the evolution of a seven-year journey that resulted in thousands of images,
personal writings, and 14 books.

The Origin of The Black Rose

The story begins with a seemingly random encounter. While on a road trip through
Victoria, Parke was approached by an old man who gave him a plant cutting. The
man called it "The Black Rose" and told him to plant it when he got home. Parke
later discovered that the black rose symbolizes death, the overcoming of a long
journey, and the pursuit of absolute perfection. This chance encounter set the
course for his most introspective work yet.

"I started to record these events and narratives in photographs and diaries. As
a result, an intertwined and seemingly connected series of events started to
take place."

A Photographic Journey Through Memory

The Black Rose is a project that extends beyond photography. It’s a meditation on
Parke’s life, his childhood in Newcastle, and the emotions tied to personal loss.
Parke speaks of his mother’s sudden death when he was a teenager—a defining
moment that shaped his perspective on life and photography.

"I only have one memory of Mum. She was calling out to me from the bedroom,
having an asthma attack. I ran to get the doctor, but when I came back, she
had turned blue. That was it. That was my only memory."
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This trauma, buried for decades, resurfaced during the creation of The Black Rose.
Through photography, Parke sought to reconnect with his past, rediscovering lost
memories and exploring themes of time, fate, and mortality.

Photography as a Search for Meaning

Parke’s approach in The Black Rose is experimental. He combines dreamlike
imagery, blurred figures, and abstract compositions to reflect the fragmented
nature of memory. His photographs, often surreal and high-contrast, evoke an
emotional rather than documentary truth.

"Imagination is the key to The Black Rose. Dreams allow you to get to those
places you can’t reach in normal life."

The project merges autobiography with the broader human experience. As an
observer of life’s fleeting nature, Parke captures moments that are here one second
and gone the next—mirroring our own impermanence.

The Role of Light and Shadow

Light has always been central to Parke’s work, and in The Black Rose, it takes on
symbolic weight. He reflects on dreams, visions, and the interplay of darkness and
illumination.

"There’s a heartbeat going through this work. If you stop and listen, watch
what’s happening, you see things others might miss."

One of the most striking sequences in the documentary is Parke’s series of
automatic street portraits. He set up a camera on a street corner to capture the
same location every day at rush hour, accumulating thousands of images. This
experiment in time and repetition underscores the transient nature of human
existence.
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"The same people would turn up at the exact same time each day, standing in
the exact same position. I got to know the regulars without ever speaking to
them."

Returning Home, Finding Closure

At the end of The Black Rose, Parke returns to Newcastle, unknowingly drawn to a
familiar hilltop. It turns out that this was where his mother had given birth to him.
The realization that his entire journey led back to this place is both haunting and
poetic. The final act of the project is planting the black rose at the Obelisk—a
symbolic return to the beginning.

"All along, without knowing it, Mum’s tree was towering over our backyard. The
other mothers were right all along—she was always looking over me."

Conclusion: A Masterpiece of Autobiographical Photography

The Black Rose is more than just a collection of photographs—it is a deeply personal
and universal meditation on memory, fate, and human existence. Parke’s relentless
pursuit of meaning through photography results in a body of work that resonates far
beyond his own story. For those interested in the intersection of visual art,
storytelling, and existential inquiry, The Black Rose is essential viewing and an
unforgettable experience.


