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HERE are 60 photographs in
the Robert Mapolethorpe ex-
hibitlon at the Australian
Centre for Contemporary Art (Dal-
las Brogks Drive, The Domain
ends 16 March), all of which were
taken between 1976 and 1985,

The two dates which define this
10-vear period are imporiant ones.
All but unknown in 1976, Map-
plethorpe has now come (o he
looked on as the photographer, In
many quarters his images compel
the kind of fascinated and avid
gaze which those of Diane Arbus
did some 135 years ago.

Mapplethorpe’s werk is domi-
nated by the image of the naked
body — especially the young and
male body. The presence of this
naked body is sensed even in those
photographs which show nothing
more than a head in profile. Ter-
rence Mason, the young negro who
i5 the subject of a 1982 profile por-
trait which is reproduced on the
invitation to the show, i3 clearly
understood to be naked.

50, loo, are Ken Moody and Rab-
ert Sherman, the subjects of the
dual portrait which Paul Foss dis-
cusses in his essay in the exhibi-
tion caialogue, Although Foss
neglecis to mention it, the naked-
ness of these two men is as evident
as the fact that one is black and the
other is white,

The naked male obsesses Map-
plethorpe so much so that he sees
its presence even in images of the
Other, Take, forexample, No. 22 in
{he show, a 1981 photograph which
shows the breast, shoulder and
¢ flexed right arm of Lisa Lyon. Far
Irom being a photograph of a mus-
cular woman flexing her arm, this
is really an image of a woman do-
ing someihing which young men
habitually do — especially when
they are undressed.

In the presence of this work one
could say that an undressed male,
fiexing his muscles and presenting
his body as an object of admiration
and desire, is Mapplethorpe's
image. It Is Impiicit in all of hig
photographs, ne matter what their
literal subjects may happen {o be,

It appears that Mappiethorpe,
who was born in 1946, began his
artistic career as a scuiptor. His
interest in the sculpiural deploy-
ment of the human figure is evi-
dent throughou! this show. One
work has ils naked subjeet seated

on a cvlindrical pedestal, a second
ghawe ite fi%’urp '\rﬁnn!mp the nose

of an athlete, a third s a strmghi

forward view of a Neapolitan
sculpturat ensemble.

This sculptural vision manifests
itself in other ways. In all but a few
cases Mapplethorpe poses and
lights his figures so that their con-
tours are stated with the maximum

definition. Only on rare oceasions ..

are these shaved and olled forms
left indeterminate or allowed to
dwindle into shadows at thelr
exiremities,

A third aspect of Mapplethorpe S
scuiptural vision can be found in
his frequent habit of concentrating
his lens on selected parts of the
bady and presenling them as if
they were fragmenis of a statue.
This is most apparent in No. 30,
where the buttocks and thighs of

the subject are likened to the tail-’

end of a Kouros.

FPholography is a curious art. Ir-
respective of the technical and {or-
mal control an image may
demonstrale, pne’s response (o it is
ullimately determined by whether
or not one finds the subject inter-
esting In itself. 1 think this is the
case especially in (hose photo-
graphs whic n have a human belng
% thede s ©ofsowe fingd thig
person mluw tinp? And i nol, why
not?

For mvealf 1 fingd the mainrity
of these works gppressive in their

- puses with what is apparently Map-
" ptethorpe’s main intention, for.it.

- one o Imaginatively possess these

" different response are those: in

effect. In all but a few cases, Ma
plethorpe poses or- disposes: higd “;does wonders for No, 25,a 1982
subjects with a neatness dnd’eles: - photegraph Wwhich shows herin the 7
gance rarely if ever found'in the"s~ guise.of a Guido Reni Madonna} ~*

. daily world. . and Mapplethorpe's many flower-

.- preces. The latter works, I feel, are

s best.images. They clearly owe

" their’ fascination to the fact that

‘thelr clustered petals are objects
of  displaced sexual desire.: .

This elegance is at cross-pur-

alse has the effect of dlsaiiawing"

all-too-perfect beings, It can he'ob-
served that Mapplethorpe's figures:

. and fragmentary torsos and limbg™
. are like sculptures in a: further-

sense, for they also present themsh:
selves as things which one dare’ not :

- touch.

The few works which mvite a

which the subject is. flawed {tne {




