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HA519 – Body in Photography
Convenor and Seminar Leader: GNG Clark
2nd Essay:
‘Robert Mapplethorpe’s images of the body are at once both beautiful and shocking.’ Discuss 

“I don’t like the word ‘erotic’. I think it’s pretentious. ‘Erotic Art’ – either it’s art or it’s not art. Erotic Art seems to connote something that isn’t quite good enough to be art”

                                                                                   -Robert Mapplethorpe

Considered as one of the most important photographers of the century, Robert Mapplethorpe, is mainly known for his black and white photographs which contain, nudes, portraits, still lifes and flowers. In his compositions, he focuses on a main object on a neutral background. The way he approaches to the subject matter is very intimate, self-confident, decisive and deliberate. It is this dauntless approach that gives his work the identity of being both beautiful and shocking at the same time. 
It is said that Mapplethorpe's photography has always been overshadowed by the controversy that surrounds much of it. When referred to Mapplethorpe, his infamous self portrait, with a whip coming out of his anus, is probably one of the first images that come to one’s mind. Not the still life flower photos. So, one shouldn’t see the controversy as a shadow over his work but rather the center of his work. Robert Mapplethorpe wanted to get noticed and knew that the ‘shocking content’ would get the attraction, that’s for sure. However, that shocking content which brought him the attraction and the notoriety was already his obsession. This was Mapplethorpe’s luck; his search for getting noticed wasn’t dishonest. His honest, taboo-breaking first few years are utmost important and central to his work. In these first years he produced the work that caused the ‘controversy that overshadowed his work’ and made him a culture icon.
Born to a strictly Catholic family in Long Island (1946), Mapplethorpe was the third of six children. “He once summed up 'I come from suburban America. It was a very safe environment, and it was a good place to come from in that it was a good place to leave'.”
 At the age 17 he left home. He received a B.F.A. from Pratt Institute in Brooklyn. Using a Polaroid camera he started photography with self-portraits and then, series of portraits of his friend (later lover), Patti Smith. His start to photography with self-portraits can be interpreted as the first signs of his fascination with the ‘body’. When he carried on taking photographs of his friends which included artists, composers, socialites, pornographic film stars and members of the homosexual underground, he found himself in a situation where he could share his obsessions with friends and use them as models. What Mapplethorpe eventually desired was, to put the feeling of the porn pictures of the 42nd Street, in a piece of art. 
It was just before the Reagan era, the golden age of the exploitation literature. After the Vietnam War, Assassination of Kennedy, Manson Family Massacre, Ted Bundy and other events that signalled the end of 60’s-Hippy-innocence, in the 70’s, the rage of people against government policies and unnecessary wars was reflected in popular culture immediately. Cinema and comics were the easiest mediums to exploit. It was the rise of ‘gore’ and ‘porn’. In 1970’s southern drive-in cinemas in America were full of blood, beasts and breasts. During this exploitation literature many taboos were broken in art. Artists, like Andy Warhol, were idolized for the first time. Under these particular circumstances, Robert Mapplethorpe was blessed with the destiny of being able to give life to his formally unacceptable obsessions. “Robert Mapplethorpe is one of those artists who has produced images that have become identified with the mores, sexual politics, aesthetics, and personalities of our lives.”
 He was definitely exploiting the medium that wasn’t regarded as a serious art form when Mapplethorpe studied in the university. In an interview with Newsweek magazine, he says; “I was in a position to take those pictures – I was rather obsessive about it. They were mostly friends of mine. It was the 70’s. You couldn’t do it today”
 
Mapplethorpe’s sex photos sometimes are so obviously provocative that it makes one to question the mind of Mapplethorpe. Is it pure provocation he seeks? Or is he shouting his (and some others) sexual desires through his art? I think the handling of Mapplethorpe’s content comes down to what is restrained and what is accepted as sexual desire in the society. “It is obvious that many of Mapplethorpe’s photographs record objects of his desire. Subjects may seem worth photographing because the photographer feels lust, or romantic attachment, or admiration – any of a myriad of positive feelings.”
 He is also exploring his own sexuality through taking his own photographs of sexuality in the early stages. Mapplethorpe’s various self-portraits in various sexual identities is a proof of that. Just like that, Clothespinned Mouth(1978), Jim and Tom(1977) (pissing in the mouth), Richard(1978) (bleeding penis) are depictions of some extreme and socially unacceptable sexual desires. Looking at those pictures make ones head spin. Acts of unthinkable sex, rape, torture and murder has occurred throughout the history. So it wouldn’t be mature or logical to say that these acts photographed in Mapplethorpe’s photos have no place in humanity. They are there, like a slap in the face for those who never thought that some people would do/desire such things. Even the most extreme work of Mapplethorpe like the Double Fist Fuck(1978) and photos of Dominick and Elliot shitting to each other’s mouth and sucking each others’ ass should be interpreted and judged under the same understanding. The objects in these photos enjoy these and they want to share this with the world, they want to shout this to the world. The issue of homosexuality is secondary here. The shout behind these acts is in the main focus. Barbara Creed in her book Monstrous Feminine says; “There are no sexual identities, there are sexual acts”. Maybe Mapplethorpe, unconsciously, is shouting the same freudian concept here. Since it is virtually impossible to prove this concept, these kinds of acts, photos, news will always raise controversy. 
The issue of homosexuality getting mentioned this much in all of the sources about Mapplethorpe is unbelievable. It’s unbelievable where acts like shitting in the mouth, tattooing in the forehead are far more darker than homosexuality. But then again, maybe these sources don’t even want to go that deep and that’s why point out only the homosexuality (Personally I didn’t fully get the feeling of Mapplethorpe’s art until I found a certain book which has some photos, which virtually doesn’t exist anywhere else I searched.) 
A photo, of a man putting his arm into another man’s anus up to his elbow, has a place in the library of UKC. This is shocking and beautiful! It is shocking because it shows an extreme point of human mind and desire. And it is beautiful because it shows the tolerance and allowance of the university’s (government’s) manner of conduct.

“…his awareness of the dominant social and sexual issues of the decade. The so called sexual revolution promoted sexual freedom, liberation and the acceptability of what had previously been considered aberrant behavior. Within the homosexual population, various substrata flourished, and with them an increase in bars, baths and clubs that supplied a setting for these different interests. The group identified as sadomasochistic represented both a type of sexual behavior and an adopted style and attitude – often associated with leather and bondage. Mapplethorpe was a sympathetic participant in this group. He felt it was worthy, legitimate, previously unexplored, and an almost obligatory subject for him to treat. He approached it not as a voyeur but as an advocate, wanting to instill through his photographs dignity and beauty to a subject that was outside the accepted norms of behavior.”

It is not only the concept of content that’s beautiful and shocking but also how he builds up his picture and focuses on one subject, abstracting it from the rest of the world. Mapplethorpe's photographs show a charm and interest with the questions of iconography and intimacy. His lighting skills, inspired by George Hurrel and his sense of composition allowed him to present the most unacceptable acts and scenes in a beautiful way. He was challenging the medium he was working through. His use of black and white was most accurate. Also in this early period of his career his use of gelatine silver prints was unique. Moreover, later in his career, one can say that he helped to shape the definition of photography by pursuing new techniques and formats like colour Polaroids, photogravure, platinum prints on paper and linen, Cibachromes and dye-transfer colour prints. “He has made a recognized contribution to our visual culture and has proposed new solutions to the riddle of understanding ourselves.”
 That’s the reason for Mapplethorpe’s photos being technically beautiful. On the other hand, at the center of all these techniques, lies the ‘focusing on the object’. It is the on-your-face attitude of the hardcore porn magazines and that’s shocking. As I mentioned earlier, it is not only the sexual in-your-face attitude or the extremes. The photograph Nick(1977) shows a man with a skull tattoo on his forehead. Not sexual, yet again an extremely aggressive (both socially and psychologically) concept. The sticking out tongue of the guy intensifies this feeling. Also in some photographs like Keso Dekker(1979) there is nothing obscenely aggressive or provocative but the look in the eye, the shirt... any kind of smallest detail gives one the aggressive feeling that Mapplethorpe puts in. Just as same, his use of Nazi cross for his composition, together with a nude male with partly bondage clothing imply the same concept of the ‘shout of the extreme’.  
For those people who know that Mapplethorpe died due to AIDS, AIDS is all over the sex pictures of Mapplethorpe. Not only him but most of the people who were subjects at his photos suffered and finally died of AIDS. It was the ‘gay plague’ after all and the sinners had met their punishment.
It is hard to say that a photograph is one thing because usually it is also the opposite. It is narrative and it is abstract. It is fictious and it is a moment of reality. This is because the language characteristic of photography. You can’t say if a language is abstract or non-fiction or narrative. The language itself is used to define the abstract, the non-fiction or to narrate. People like being able to capture a moment or an object they want to remember. And photography is the ability to capture and record true images and moments. It shows a piece of reality. It is this reality that Mapplethorpe wants to focus on a neutral background. The reality in Mapplethorpe’s photos is obvious. He said “The people involved those pictures were really involved in whatever they were doing. It’s their thing; if there was somebody that happened to be drinking piss in the photograph, he was, in fact, into drinking piss. He wasn’t doing it for the pictures.”
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