;'.“:-:IVEN the great place

= Which sexuality plays in
P the lives of most people,
wha 1§ surprising is not that the
“visual arts have portrayed it so

by artists to dlsgulse or hide the
sexual organs and images of
sexuality.

In part, these expedients re-
flected the mores of the societies
in which the artists lived and the
patrons who purchased or
appreciated their works.

But in part, too, artists were
forced into cultural modesty by
laws which reflected a morality
which was largely anti-sexual.

It is interesting to reflect upon
the fact the Gospels of the New
‘Testament contain little or no
reflection on the repressive
morality of the desert people.

But then, along came St Paul.
Together with the early organisa-
tion of the Church, the stamp of
sexual repression was thereupon
fixed upon two millenia of
people in most of the world.

The agents of such repression
are still about today. Some of
them give voice to their ideas in
“fundamentalism”, whether
Christian, Islamic, Jewish or
even Communist!

Some of them have found a
new ally in the terrible advent of
AIDS. For some, AIDS is the
ultimate answer of an angry
God, calling His people back to
the safety and virtues of sexual
modesty. Will art follow?

The collection illustrated in
the exhibition demonstrates, if
nothing else, how far we have
come in Australia in recent
years.

Nudes which were once consi-
dered too shocking to be exhi-
bited publicly seem tame to the
jaded eyes of today’s observer:
confronted by bikinis, topless
bathers and nudity everywhere
we tumn.
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Artists have been

forced into cultural

modesty, says

MICHAEL KIRBY

Statues and paintings which
caused a public outery, Customs
seizures, police operations and
courtroom prosecutions (even in
the lives of most of us) now
seem insipid when measured
against the readily available mar-
kets for “adult literature”, and
video pornography.

Now, virtually everybody
who wants to can take home his
or her fantasy, neatly packed in a
cellophane wrapper or in a col-
ourful VCR container. In a
sense, we are now all children of
the American First Amendment.

Once it was ruled this material

could be distributed in the big- -

gest and richest market of media

‘and publishing in the world,

keeping it out of other countries
(even Puritan Australia) became
virtually impossible.

To those who say we should
ban this material and return to
the “good old days” of artistic
modesty supported by legal
censorship, I would give several
answers.

Firstly, ‘the attempts at sup-
pression have never been entire-

'Naked beauty
not to others "

ly successful (as the record of
this exhibition demonstrates).
Nowadays, they are doomed to
early failure because of the size
of the market, the ease of in-
ternational travel and even the
international reticulation of elec-
tronic messages by satellite,
cable and other means.

Secondly, attempts to sup-
press pictorial representations of
the human form and of human
sexuality merely create an under-
world which caters for the insati-
able appetite of the community
for such material.

In retrospect, how foolish,
even laughable, some of the acts
of suppression recorded in this
exhibition seem today. Can it
really be true that in Melbourne
as recently as 1973, a poster of
Michelangelo’s David was
seized by the vice squad?

Thirdly, while there may be
special reasons for dealing dif-
ferently with sexual violence and
the involvement of people not
old enough to give a true con-
sent, adults today resolutely

“assert their right to be let alone

by the State in such matters.
So long as the portrayals of
the human form and of human
sexuality are not forced unwil-
lingly upon those who do not
wish to see them or who are not
mature enough to understand
them, it is no business of the
State to act as a moral censor.
To the extent the State and its
agencies intrude into this field,
its actions will be highly con-
troversial and even divisive.
What might seem to one per-
son pornography will seem to

others a piece of art, a thmg of
interest and beauty or a legiti-
mate source of human fanlasy
and excitement. -

I suspect St Paul and those -
_carly Church Fathers have a lot
to answer for in terms of .
accumulatéd hdifian misery. "

And to their number one could
add not a few local lawmakers,
judges and the hapless police an(i
Customs officers who, with
varying enthusiasm, tried in the
past to carry out the work of
moral censorship.

The great utility of this exhibi-
tion lies precisely in the fact that
it shows how far we have come
and how what was once shock-
ing and obscene, monstrous or a
menace to public morals, can
now be viewed as legitimate art.

We are sometimes truly aston-
ished at the reactions of our
forebears. This very change
should make us chary about the
rules that we insist upon in our
generation. Perhaps in a future
time those rules too will be
regarded as ridiculous or
hoplessly old-fashioned.

W.B. Yeats, in his poem
about the cloths of heaven,
lamented that he did not have the
“blue and the dim and the dark
cloths” to spread before the feet
of his lover. Being poor, all he
had to offer her were his dreams.

And you will remember his
final injunction: “Tread softly,
because you tread on my ;
dreams.”

That should be the rnora] for
the law derived from this exhibi-
tion. In the portrayal of the
beauties of the human body and
the wonders of sex, the law
should tread softly as it treads on !
the dreams of ordinary people.
Michael Kirby is a Judge of the
Supreme Court and a former
chairman of the Law Reform
Commission. He wrote this
article as an introduction to the
catalogue of an exhibition on art
and censorship opening in Mel-
bourne next week.
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