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Creators of beauty are capable of ugliness 
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Creating beauty does not make you immune to committing ugly acts, just ask filmmaker Roman Polanski. Photo: AP
Should artistic talent place those who possess it above the law? Put this way, no one would answer in the affirmative, yet many artists and intellectuals argue as if genius exists in a different moral universe.

Two recent cases - those of the filmmaker Roman Polanski and the painter Donald Friend - reveal how the misdeeds of the artist can be whitewashed by those who want to protect the purity of their artistic creations. The cases are especially instructive because the misdeeds involve crimes against children. The French philosopher Bernard-Henri Levy mounted an impassioned defence of Polanski, now under house-arrest in Switzerland waiting extradition to the US for what Levy dismisses as ''an act of unlawful intercourse with a minor committed 30 years ago''.

According to the 1977 indictment, Polanski lured a 13-year-old to a photoshoot then plied her with alcohol and a sedative before raping and sodomising her. He pleaded guilty to lesser charges then absconded.

Yet for Polanski's defenders, he is the victim in this affair. Evincing no concern for the effects on the girl, Levy expatiates instead on the "humiliation" and "persecution" Polanski has had to suffer, a "nightmare" in which he has been "treated like a terrorist".

The apologetics reflect a curious feature of the human psyche, our penchant for projecting our love of an artistic creation onto the creator. The phenomenon was at work last year when a documentary revealed that esteemed Australian painter Donald Friend was a pedophile. Made by Kerry Negara, the film reported Friend's boast, made in his diaries, of frequent sex with boys as young as nine and 10 while living in Bali.

The arguments deployed by some of Friend's supporters to rationalise his behaviour and explain away his crimes were extraordinary. Pedophilia is not black and white, said one prominent curator, but a "penumbra". Friend's activities were on the light rather than the dark side of sex with children because he was interested in notions of youth and beauty.

The painter's defender said "it was the ideal of the beauty of the body that mattered most to him". In fact, Friend was having sex not with an ideal but with real people - boys, now men, who told Kerry Negara that they felt exploited and damaged and ashamed of what happened to them.

Yet Friend's apologist said he would be "shocked" if anyone described him as a pedophile, a word presumably reserved for men who have sex with children for reasons less noble than those motivating an artist.

To be fair, we all choose to overlook the faults of our idols. Sometimes it is justified. For reasons difficult to explain, I can set aside Wagner's anti-Semitism, Schopenhauer's misogyny and Patrick White's vindictiveness to delight in their works; but I cannot forgive Ezra Pound or Salvador Dali for their prolonged support of fascism.

When we project our love of an artistic work onto the artist, we cannot bear to accept the creator of something beautiful, inspiring or meaningful could not embody those qualities.

We want to believe the qualities we see in the creations must be direct emanations from the soul of the creator, and the more so as the culture becomes higher. Painters, composers and poets seem to be granted the greatest moral latitude. After all, in ways we fear and respect, we imagine them to be tormented by their demons, and it is the insights they derive from wrestling with their souls that gives them the courage to repudiate convention, break society's rules and cross the boundaries at which the rest of us baulk.

If this is so they deserve our toleration because their transgressions are essential to the creativity that delights, discomforts and challenges us. Yet artists, all too human, are prone to interpret society's leniency as a licence to do as they please, the more so as their renown grows.

Not all taboos are there to be broken. Perversion is not subversion (to borrow from Slavoj Zizek) and, painful as it may be, we must allow our heroes to fall when they cross into the forbidden zone. Grey areas it may have, but that zone always includes the sexual abuse of children.

Feeling sad, angry or betrayed, we are forced to admit that the idol who creates things of rare beauty or reveals to us hidden truths is also capable of ugliness and vice.

Clive Hamilton is professor of public ethics at Charles Sturt University.
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Comments

42 comments

Exactly - Hamilton makes a good case against the Henson snaps.

Baz - January 11, 2010, 8:37AM 

Hear, hear!
Too many artists regard themselves as members of a precious elite, imune from the normal rules and standards of the society from which they receive sustenance.
imho we're all artists - check out the paintings or stories of young children. Those who call themselves artists just have more front than most.
And much of their work is, in my view at least, clearly dross.

Jo Bleau | Newcastle - January 11, 2010, 8:15AM 

There are so many brilliant creative artists who are also decent human beings, that I often wonder what is this obsession with the brilliant arseholes. It's all so terribly 19th century.

Ignore them and their work, and maybe they'll get the message.

P. Sims | Sydney - January 11, 2010, 8:08AM 

Baz, Hamilton makes no case against the 'Henson snaps' - this is about their real life crimes being excused because of their artistic brilliance. Bill Henson has never been accused of any impropriety toward his subjects that I'm aware of.

Craig - January 11, 2010, 9:41AM 

Clive Hamilton has conviniently forgotten to mention that the girl at the centre of the Polanski case - now a adult woman, has asked for the case to be dropped against Polanski. This piece is conservative hyperbole.

j-girl - January 11, 2010, 9:47AM 

The most astonishing defence of Polanski I have heard came from a friend who said "the girl looked like she was 18" - like Polanski didn't KNOW she was a child. The thing about this was that the person defending him is a social worker who sees, daily, the vile things that happen to children. Even if the case had involved a woman and not a child, it was rape, it was against her will. There's no defending it.

LL - January 11, 2010, 9:58AM 

Donald Friend and his current apologists were exposed in Negara's film. Why hasn't the ABC (or SBS) shown it? We're subject to endless summer garbage on TV, yet the ABC rejected Negara's documentary. Why? All they said was that it didn't quite fit their scheduling...weasel words.

Frank Campbell - January 11, 2010, 10:09AM 

If a flawed artist creates something the public perceives as beautiful, why isnt the flaw reflected in the work in an obvious manner?
Presumably, the soul of the artist is somehow injected into the work.
If the work doesnt contain the artists personal content, why does the artist receive praise directly for the work?
If the flaw is in the work, then the public is either blind to it or sees it on some level, and is indifferent to it.
Blindness or indifference.......

alienleftback | Sydney - January 11, 2010, 10:19AM 

I think, Clive, that you've missed an important element of the story. The woman in the Polanski case has said she just wants it to all stop...as per j-girl's comment.

Oh, sorry. Missed a bit there. Apparently she's said this because it's dredging up the past and she wishes to for this not to occur..

It would appear that unlike being reminded of wonderful holidays and birthdays, which are obviously not unpleasant memories and one's which she wouldn't mind recalling.

I think that j-gir's comment must have been accidentally truncated because an important piece of your conservative hyperbole has been deliberately excluded.

Patrick - January 11, 2010, 10:28AM 

Clive, Clive, Clive. For a man with a formal education you are so provincial.

You seem to lack the basic notions of (high) cultural and social sense. Obviously you live in an ivory tower of a form which separates you from those with an ability to understand the various nuances and differences which result when those of talent and genius engage in behaviour which appears to be similar to that of the hoi poloi.

Polanski was merely exploring notions of boundaries, sexuality and human frailties. I dare say that Friend would have been appalled at being called a paedophile. Who wouldn't? I've interviewed a few paedophiles and none of them have been particularly happy to be identified in this way.

If you immersed yoursef in the community of art you would see how such people are not be to be constrained by the suburban and pedestrian views and rules imposed by the 'tall poppy cutters' in our society. Art should not be inhibited and cruelled by common views. It needs to express itself, to trace the existing boundaries, deconstructing accepted norms and inverting the obvious. By destabilising normative values this subversive praxis allows us to more clearly illuminate the restrictive and moulding functions of the everyday.

I'm afraid, Clive, if your views are upheld that those of similar genius will be forever chained to the vilification of having breached the small minded everyday ephemera and baser notions of the common. Holding such contrary views is are too much to expect of the gentle minds that emerge from the art field. Complex, contradictory and conflicting emotions merely distract the minds of such souls from more important considerations.

Patrick - January 11, 2010, 10:41AM 
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