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Donald Friend in one of the houses on his property, Bali 1975 

It is impossible to look at close up footage of Dennis Ferguson without feeling a toxic mixture of emotions. All of them painful: anger, shock, hate. And yet, at the same time, it's hard to take our eyes off him. The face of evil — in its human manifestation — is both grotesque and fascinating.

To see Australia's most notorious pedophile squirm under questioning from Liz Jackson during Monday's Four Corners program was riveting.

Ferguson's crimes of sexual abuse, molestation and sodomy of children as young as six have been well documented in the media, and I have no stomach to repeat the details. But his perverse lust and infamy have made him a well-hounded figure around the country since he was released from jail. As we've witnessed in ugly scenes on the evening news, every neighbourhood in which Ferguson has tried to settle has smoked him out with vigilante style gatherings outside his house. 

Before the NSW Government passed a law to evict him, the Sydney neighbourhood that Ferguson had snuck into rallied hundreds of people to protest against a pedophile living in their midst. A makeshift coffin was delivered to his front door, along with written death threats and a noose, while awkward police officers shuffled about and asked the crowds to disperse. 

But this was relatively polite and orderly in comparison to earlier scenes in Queensland. There public meetings ended in tears, with howling children scared out of their wits by all the talk of a molesting monster living down the road. The lynch mob that kept vigil outside Ferguson's bunker was deadly serious. Had the police not stepped in, it's possible Ferguson would have been chopped to pieces.

Australia hates pedophiles. No other crime seems to enrage and revolt the Australian public as much as pedophilia. In fact, you could say our collective disgust of pedophilia is one of the few things all Australians agree on. You could say that – but you'd be wrong.

A pedophile like Ferguson, who presents as a grubby, uneducated simpleton, is hated. But a pedophile such as revered artist Donald Friend, whose highly acclaimed work hangs in galleries around Australia, is not.

It's a national conundrum. Or is that "penumbra"? 

The head curator of Australian art at the Art Gallery of NSW, Barry Pearce, says Friend's pedophilia puts him "on the light side of penumbra". Interestingly, he goes on to say: "But if you get into the dark side of (pedophilia), it is revolting, a disgusting part of the human condition, almost inexplicable to us and we are all afraid of it."

So it would seem that pedophilia — for Pearce at least — has a light and dark side and a whole lot of grey matter in between.

This complex "penumbra" and the issue about whether or not pedophile activity is acceptable, or forgivable, within artistic circles has been raised once again with last week's screening of a documentary film, Loving Friend, at the Canberra International Film Festival. 

Melbourne film maker Kerry Negara tackles head on Donald Friend's flagrant pedophilia during his time living in Bali, back in the '60s and '70s. Friend died 20 years ago, having never been charged or convicted of having sex with minors, even though he wrote quite freely about it in his diaries. He openly describes his delight in the "innocent animal horseplay of an erotic nature", with children as young as 10, which "became something of an orgy". He muses that his little houseboys had "no inhibitions at all about a little session of sodomy".

In publishing the diaries, the National Library made the brave and correct choice to not edit out or censor Friend's own descriptions of his sexual trysts with Balinese boys. 

But when the final volume was released in 2006, containing explicit sexual material in which Friend seemed to enjoy outing himself as an incurable pedophile, there was hardly a ripple of a murmur. Certainly there was no suggestion of indecency. No anti-pedophile crusaders stormed galleries demanding Friend's paintings of the nude little boys he sodomised be taken down.

Negara, whose own children are part Balinese, was outraged that the art world seemed to be ignoring — or at least excusing — the actions of a self-declared pedophile, simply because he was a great artist and a well-loved bohemian. 

In her film, there's no shortage of art historians and friends of the artist who blithely forgive, or even deny Donald Friend's well-documented behavior. One art historian, James Murdoch, even suggests Friend was not at fault because the young boys he had sex with had in fact "seduced him". 

Negara's film has not had a commercial or television release, and probably won't get one. The issue it tackles is just too hot. Which leaves one wondering how we make sense of a society that will bay for blood outside Dennis Ferguson's door, and yet sip champagne and toast the memory of a pedophile artist who was brilliant with a brush.

What is that "penumbra"? And why is it so artfully complex?

Virginia Haussegger is president of the Canberra International Film Festival.
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Virginia Haussegger is correct.
Artists can get away with anything and be forgiven.

Damian | Melbourne - November 07, 2009, 6:03PM 

Congratulations to Kerry Negera for bringing up this important issue, and I sincerely hope the movie becomes available to the public, even if just straight to dvd. Going by this article, it seems to raise very important issues about the artist as a responsible citizen vs the artist as "The Artist", as well as the distinction between artists and their very art. It's going to be difficult, I hope, for people to look at a Friend in a gallery again. The public have the right to know about the crimes of those who's art they view, especially crimes of this nature. The safety of children, from our own to the Balinese, is much more important than some artist's place in the pantheon, and if present individuals in the arts industry are being coy about this, they should be called out for their hypocrisy.

Andrew McIntosh | Glenroy, Victoria - November 08, 2009, 7:39AM 

I don't know that Victoria hates paedophilia that much. Or at least, we don't hate the people who do it.

In the Herald-Sun, there was an article (and editorial) about 15 sex offenders with intellectual disabilities who are being treated in the Thomas Embling hospital. As part of their rehabilitation, they go to the local shopping centre or two, in places like Ivanhoe and Heidelberg.

One of them broke their therapeutic plan and reached out to a small girl. And another has a history of indecent assault in supermarkets to children under 10.

Now there is an accusation of a cover-up. I suppose if they didn't tell the neighbours, there would have been prejudice and property values would have gone down and so forth.

I saw the Dennis Ferguson programme on the Monday (2.11.2009) and mostly felt shock.

It is difficult to make sense of a society which allows these for the purposes of art. I think it's something to do with sublimination of the impulses. I must admit I was almost completely unaware of the Friend paintings with the Balinese boys in them, though I was going to read and buy many of his diary entries.

And homoeroticism and paedophilia are two different things.

The last paragraph speaks of Freud's 'seduction myth' which was used to say 'child abuse didn't exist'.

Bronwyn G - November 08, 2009, 3:31PM 

Pedophilia breeds pedophilia. Pedophilia should not be depicted in art, literature or other media. To put it simply,humans are to some degree like pavlovian dogs. Exposing adults to erotic images of children (or any other inappropriate subject such as animals), whilst disturbing to most of us, can set up a psycho-sexual response in those exposed to it. The two become linked in the mind. Hence it is not possible to explore the topic without promoting it. Protecting our children is the most important issue here, and far outweighs any artistic merit of any so-called art. Of course, there needs to be a line drawn and this is not always easy. But in the case described here, it is very straightforward, and this sleazebag is no artist, just an exploitative disgusting low-life.

karen | melbourne - November 09, 2009, 2:13AM 

Shades of Roman Polanski, here, with extra added bonuses. Maybe we don't mind paedophilia, so long as it's done by artistic types against little coloured people.

After all, little coloured people aren't our children! They're unimportant!

Thought For The Day | Sydney - November 09, 2009, 8:30AM 

One of the most disturbing points of the above article is the fact this man never came to the attention of the legal system. Sadly, many pedophiles don't.

That this man felt comfortable in diarising his sexual assaults, and believed the children were happily consenting, reflects the distorted thiking pederasts use to justify their actions.

Friends and fans will always seek to explain away the bad behaviours of those they admire. That's a normal human failing. What we require is a legal system that takes pedophilia as seriously as the public. The fact people like Dennis Ferguson are walking the streets after kidnapping and raping children is confounding to me.

shazza - November 09, 2009, 10:24AM 

It is our morbid fascination with paedophilia that is sick. Creating hysteria about art that may depict naked children is what objectifies children as sexual objects, not the art itself. Putting things like that out in the open is NOT what paedophiles do. They keep it secret, they do not tell anyone, they do not publicly display their proclivities.
As someone who suffered at the hands of a paedophile, the media and community fascination with it is what makes me feel ill. Not the paedophiles themselves. If a crime is committed, it should be brought to justice, but giving these deranged people a public forum is NOT healthy. Frankly, I'd rather not have to hear about it. Let the children themselves retain their innocence for as long as they can and stop giving voice to sick and twisted do-gooders who peddle their disgusting fascination shrouded in concern in public.

Liv - November 09, 2009, 10:39AM 

I believe the uproar over Bill Henson's work recently was valid. I don't know about Friend, but after reading this I shall educate myself.
However, I do not believe that the "Little Boy Lost" as part of the Sculptures by the Sea exhibition should wear swimmers. While I don't like the thought of a little boy modelling for it, the final result is a perfect representation of something that has happened to most of us, growing up in Australia (getting lost on the beach). I was amused that people got their knickers in a knot over the fact the sculpture had nothing covering his "naughty" bits, but there were 2 naked (guess) 3 yr old girls running up and down the beach. I was more worried about how tanned they were than the fact they were naked....
As for Polanski, the victim doesn't want the charges or case persued. Fair call. Doesn't excuse what he did.
Thought for the Day: "little coloured people aren't our children! They're unimportant" - are you trying to have a dig regarding the asylum seeker situation? There is a huge difference between purposely using children as emotional blackmail tools and using them for sexual gratification. We do care about "coloured" children.

mw | sydney - November 09, 2009, 11:40AM 

Australia and the world at large, seem to have a slightly hypocritical attitude when it comes to paedophilia. The problem is not just paedophilia but sexualisation of children in general. When parents dress their children as minature adults (I saw a three- or four-year old in knee-high patent leather boots and Playboy top the other day), they are hardly making an effort to avoid paedophiles' attention. When a young girl's role model is a 15-year old pole dancer such as Miley Cyrus, you have to wonder what kind of a childhood we are promoting for our children.
*If* we are SO worried about children becoming sexual prey, why are we encouraging them to see 'sexy' as a good thing to be? Lolita, anyone? Let children be children and the paedophiles won't be so tempted.

disturbed | Melbourne - November 09, 2009, 12:36PM 

The issue here is that paedophilia is not a complex issue. It's simple and straightforward. What turns it into a complex issue are those who try to excuse it - or defend the perpetrators.

It's easy to look at someone like Ferguson and say that he's bad and evil - he's physically rather less than prepossessing and doesn't have the communication skills to pretend that what he did was acceptable. Friend on the other hand was educated and articulate and a significant artist, and was able to sell his vices as a minor part of his life and persuade people that they should be overlooked because of his other talents.

And that's the problem - this behaviour will continue until the likes of Pearce and Murdoch learn that it is wrong and that there is no penumbra. How many people were complicit in this behaviour of Friends? How many people visited him in his studio and knew of his paedophilia? How many excused it as a by-product of his "artistic" side? How many used the "seduction" excuse - despite the fact that a brief consideration of the inherent power imbalance between a western artist and a child from a poor Balinese family would show where the real seductions lay?

Yes, paedophiles like Ferguson and Friend need to be condemned - but also condemn all the fellow artists, the buyers, the reviewers and gallery owners and those who knew of Friends behaviour and did or said nothing. In a truly just world they too would be behind bars for aiding and abetting and their names would be shouted from the hilltops and reviled as well.

Anthony | Victoria - November 09, 2009, 12:42PM 
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