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Australian culture is frequently described as materialistic, hedonistic and fun-loving,
 and no doubt it is, in some respects, all those things. It would appear that, as Craig McGregor observed, « the Australian race is engaged in a whole-hearted pursuit of happiness without guilt ».
 

These aspects of Australian culture have taken on an essential aspect, as if they had always been, and would always remain, part and parcel of life in the great sunny land down under. But in fact, for the greater part of its history, Australia displayed far more puritanical attitudes towards the various components that go towards the making of the dolce vita. Even when this puritanism appeared to recede it left behind deep traces which could not be erased easily, and many Australians were precipitated into the opposite extreme. As British humourist George Mikes put it, « Australia is not an erotic country ; it is a sexy country. Eroticism is sophistication ; sexuality is an animal appetite. »
 His point is illustrated by the scene, in Matthew Conlon’s Usher, where construction workers have a party after completing a casino complex in Queensland :

Some of them drank too much, and assaulted the life-sized mermaids that had been fitted on brass pipes throughout the stepped gardens. They pulled their trousers down and pretended to copulate with the concrete women. They kissed and sucked their slight nipples to the laughter and applause of the others.

 « You wanna fuck mine now ? » one yelled. « She’s got bigger tits than yours, mate. »

This could be taken to be the ultimate Australian form of eroticism – fake sex with fake women who are never going to give ‘no’ for an answer. Ockerism is here at its pristine best, but it would perhaps be unfair to see it as entirely typical of the culture. And yet, in view of the predominantly negative picture of sex which is presented in much of Australian writing, one has to wonder.

‘Literature is mostly about having sex and not much about having children. Life is the other way round’,
 one of David Lodge’s characters says, perhaps  underestimating the extent to which life is about having sex without having children. But he has a point when he emphasises the distinction betwee sex in life and sex in books: what Brian Castro called the ‘functional notion of literature as representation’
 is an illusion ; the paths of the world and of the book are not parallel. Art does not reproduce life—it re-invents it. In the arts generally and in literature in particular, depictions of sex are never a mere representation of life – they are more like a substitute for it, an alternative to it.

In Christian culture, sex has long been associated with the animal side of human nature, redolent of sin and the fall, and thus best forgotten or repressed. In such a cultural context, the representation of sex is offensive, and strategies must be devised to get around prohibitions. One such strategy is to resort to indirectness, to deploy an array of discursive weapons (metaphor, synechdoche, understatement, etc.) which will at once  veil the sexual contents and highlight them. Another strategy consists in embracing clandestinity : sex pictures or books circulate secretly, away from the gaze of censors and are brought to light only when it’s safe, in surroundings the privacy of which mimics that which is sought to have sex, thus increasing the excitement they provide. They are at once present and absent, like Gustave Courbet’s close-up of female genitals (L’Origine du monde), purchased by Jacques Lacan who stuck a more innocuous picture on the flip side, and hung it so that only this side would be visible to visitors. The offending genitals had vanished, like an indecent thought, but could be brought back to light when the itch was too strong. In other words, sex must be hidden, or veiled or repressed, before it can exercise its attraction. Clandestinity adds an element of spice to erotic materials. 

Where there is no censorship, or rather where it has been relaxed to the point that most sexual depictions are regarded as acceptable, the task of the erotic writer or painter would appear to be easier. This is no doubt the case legally speaking. But the removal of prohibitions raises other problems, not just the one identified by Frank Moorhouse when he wrote that ‘One of the things that has happened in my lifetime is that the description and acceptance of ‘’normal and natural’’ have widened. As a consequence, the range of available decadent acts has been seriously reduced… It’s harder these days to find a decent, unnatural practice’.

More than God, perhaps, sex is the central mystery of our lives, and a never-ending source of curiosity.
 This is why it can only be represented, not as a fact, but as a question—something that does not go without saying, the significance of which must be questioned and re-assessed. Biological textbooks may describe the facts of sex, but these mean little in literature, which deals with the experience or more properly the enigma of it. While some authors write about sex simply because sex sells, the more imaginative ones want to explore this mystery, this constellation of emotions, sensations and desires which shapes our lives, whether we like it or not, and in the end resists all attempts to map its contours and explain away its power. The sex they write about is less the one they have experienced in the flesh than the one at the outer edges of their experience, a dimension of living that exists in the imagination rather than in reality.

Erotic writing is not realistic, and the adjective ‘graphic’, often used to describe narratives which purport to let it all hang out, is a misnomer. This assertion would seem to be contradicted by the fact that contemporary literature is full of explicit descriptions of sex acts of practically every variety. But those descriptions are not the thing itself : they are always interpretations, projections, distortions. One can’t write about sex neutrally, objectively. Writing always translates the private into the public, and besides the private comes loaded with ambiguities. In writing, as Patrick White argued, ‘some other person is responsible for half of what comes out.’

Sex has to be stage-managed. Writing about sex requires strategies—not just to get around external prohibitions but to overcome possibly more formidable obstacles, inherent in the topic itself and which make sex, along with death, one of the great unmentionables. As Linda Jaivin points out, ‘Eroticism is the literary equivalent of what’s called ‘the void’ in Chinese landscape painting, that unpainted portion of the paper where the imagination is free to leave its brushstrokes’.

But omissions are not enough—there must be suggestions as well.To find its way into literature, sex must be either de-familiarised or re-familiarised, or more usually both : this opens a tentative space which can be criss-crossed from one position to its opposite, preserving the tensions and ambiguities which sex inescapably involves.

To defamiliarise sex means depicting it in a way that suggests there is more to it than the often tame and repetitive goings on in our private lives. This isn’t necessarily the same as focusing on ‘kinky’ sex, though there is that too. It amounts to foregrounding the enigma of sex, its unheimlich dimension. This can be done as it were by default, by pussyfooting around the topic, so to speak, without actually addressing it, by delineating a dark and dangerous area not to be entered, unless at one’s peril : ‘there be tygers’. Henry Lawson does this, for instance, by raising fairly frequently what he calls ‘the sex problem’, i.e. relations between men and women, but declaring that it lies beyond human understanding – no solution to the problem can be arrived at. His silence on the issue of sex expresses a fear of addressing a disturbing topic—what Michel Foucault terms ‘the unbearable and exceedingly dangerous truth of sex’
—which can be teased out along the edges but not confronted fair and square. Sex is, ultimately, the black hole about which nothing can be known and the pull of which leads to annihilation.

Consider for instance how he described his way of bathing:

I arranged with the landlady to have a good cup of coffee made, as she knows how to make it, ready to hand in round the edge of the door when I should be in the bath. There’s nothing in that. I’ve been with her for years, and on account of the canvas it would be just the same as if I were in bed.

Of course that sketch was written in 1908, when Lawson was over forty, rather decrepit for a man his age and perhaps not particularly anxious to parade his physical condition before all and sundry. But it is significant of the contradictions in his attitude to sex. On the one hand, he denies that there is any sexual connotation in the situation he describes – himself naked in the bath and his landlady bringing him a cup of coffee. But the very fact that he was compelled to make this denial goes to show that he felt somewhat guilty, and was concerned by the sexual connotations of his nudity associated with a feminine presence. Not being able to leave well enough alone, Lawson unwittingly underlines his sense of embarrassment by remarking hat it would be just the same « as if  I were in bed », as if there were no sexual connotations to beds! The whole thing is made all the more puzzling as his landlady was Isabel Byers, whom he had described a few years earlier as his « mistress. »
 Lawson doth seem to protest too much, and to go to unnecessary lengths to deny that there was anything wrong – i.e. erotic – about his behaviour. He simply could not accept sex as a normal aspect of human existence: it had to be denied, disguised or repressed. The canvas to which he refers becomes a symbol of the censorship he imposed on himself, and on his characters as well. Under that veil sex becomes defamiliarised, and all the more suggestive for it.  

Defamiliarisation can also be achieved through the deployment of an appropriate rhetoric which refers to sex in a metaphorical way. When A.D. Hope, addressing his lover, writes ‘Stiffly my Wooden Horse/Receive into your Troy’ he obviously refers to sexual intercourse, but the image borrowed from Homer’s Illiad raises the intimate to the level of the mythical, endowing it with a dignity which reflects not only the poet’s love and mastery of classical culture, but also his desire to cloak the possibly trivial in the garb of the epic. This combination of earthiness and lofty classicism is one of the chief delights of his verse. The text does not speak of mixing bodily fluids but of conquering a foreign city, which sounds far grander. Metaphors, however, have their own logic, and Hope’s is interesting not just for what it says but also for what it stops short of saying. The Greeks’ wooden horse was the ruin of Troy : the city was laid waste, and its inhabitants were slaughtered, enslaved or forced into exile. Is this the fate the poet is announcing to his lover ? One presumes not, but the metaphor carries this subtext all the same, thereby connecting sex with death.

The association is a perennial, enduring one, as appears from the opening sentence of Rod Jones’ Nightpictures : ‘When we look at other people we either want to fuck them or kill them.’
  This suggests that the sex wish and the death wish are alternatives. Is eroticism life-oriented or death-oriented, then ? Put in those binary terms the question is undecidable. For all the oppositions between them, the two orientations are often intermingled. Just as life and death exist only in relation to each other, the erotic impulse both creates and destroys. Sex is the fountain of life, and therefore the opposite mystery to that of death. It suggests origins, the starting point of the journey all human beings take, whereas death is the last stop on the line. Yet sex and death are intimately connected. This appears not just in sex crimes or in the transmission of deadly diseases through intercourse. The binary opposition sex/death has to be deconstructed in order to bring to light the intimate relationship between them. Not for nothing is orgasm sometimes referred to as ‘the little death’ while the possibility of death is said to enhance sexual pleasure, as appears from Nagisa Oshima’s movie In the Realm of the Senses (1976), or from the rumoured circumstances of singer Michael Hutchence’s death. The quest for sexual thrills is in some respects an attempt to transcend the limits of the human condition, and thus to challenge or exorcise death.
 But the quest inescapably reintroduces death at the very core of sex, since it has to be pursued again and again—pleasure being short-lived—and it emphasises above all the ‘craving void left aching in the breast’
 which is an intimation of nothingness.

Some of the most notorious erotic writings draw their power from the association of sex with pain, and by extension death. This is especially the case with Sade and Bataille (who find themselves transmuted into fictional characters in Justine Ettler’s The River Ophelia). The linkage between sex and torture clearly defamiliarises the former, as sex is often taken to be synonymous with pleasure, and shows that there is more to it than just having a good time. Even when pleasure is the overt theme—as in Linda Jaivin’s Eat Me—there are disquieting reminders that this is not the whole story. The title of Jaivin’s novel clearly suggests oral sex but, as I’ve pointed out, metaphors have their own logic, and the connotations of ‘eat’ can be seen as clearly threatening : to be eaten, that is to say engulfed and devoured, is also to be annihilated, to disappear, the victim of someone else’s rapacious appetite. Not a consummation devoutly to be wished for unless one is suicidal. The myth of ‘vagina dentata’ is there in the background. Whether it is accompanied by a smile or a shudder, sex is disturbing and dangerous. Someone has to pay the price, like the male praying mantis. From a literary point of view, it must be approached obliquely, through metaphor and fantasy.

It would seem that there isn’t a great deal that is oblique about the sex scenes in Ettler’s The River Ophelia : they are very explicit and have been dismissed as mere smut. The novelist in fact approaches sex, not through realistic depictions but through literary games. The book’s title draws the reader’s attention to its Shakespearean connection, all the more since two of the characters are called Ophelia and Hamlet. There are many other literary references, especially to Bret Easton Ellis, whose novel American Psycho is alluded to several times.
 Another explicit dialogic element has to do with French writer Georges Bataille, one of the icons of literary eroticism. He is present in the novel under the guise of co-supervisor of Justine’s thesis (though he cuts a rather ludicrous figure), and through a variety of references and  allusions, such as the two female characters Simone and Marcelle (who are Bataille’s characters in The Story of the Eye). The bleeding cut which Hamlet carries on his calf and which to Justine is « just like an eye... a hideous blind eye » (205) is also strongly reminiscent of Bataille. 

Intertextual allusions to Bataille and possibly de Beauvoir are part of a pattern of French references or signposts with which the narrative is studded. They range from almost insignificant referential details, such as Sade driving a « beaten-up white Renault » (6), Justine having two dictionaries, « one French, one English » (14), or Simone sporting « a pair of large black French-looking sunglasses » (78) to implicit or explicit literary connections. In their attention to minute concrete details, for instance, various object descriptions
 are reminiscent of the Nouveau Roman’s approach to realism. Besides, the narrative is full of allusions to French culture and writing. Much of the novel is placed under the shadow of the Marquis de Sade, who is explicitly referred to on several occasions. Not only is the major male character called Sade, while the female narrator is called Justine, after Sade’s heroine in Justine ou les malheurs de la vertu (1791), but Sade’s therapist is introduced as Dr Juliette Lorsange, who wears her long blond hair « in a wispy French plait. »
 Countess Juliette (de) Lorsange is in fact Sade’s other major heroine, Justine’s sister, who embraces vice (and is rewarded for her wise choice) where Justine embraces virtue, thereby fating herself to a series of misfortunes. The transposition of the wicked French aristocrat into a bloodthirsty doctor suggests interesting perspectives : the (sexual) privileges of the old French ruling class are transferred to an intellectual aristocracy, which owes its power to its professional status (as therapist, academic or writer). This is for instance suggested by Justine’s reaction when she reads an interview with the « young American writer » who seems modelled after Ellis : « I read it and wished I was like him. Male, American, wealthy, successful, creative, famous » (106). Justine’s sexual angst thus acquires a new dimension. If she feels so disempowered it is not simply because of her personal hang-ups but also because she is marginalized, part of of a (somewhat) oppressed community within a post-colonial culture, and thus denied equality with the movers and shakers of this world. New York calls, and so do London and Paris, through the Shakespeare, Sade and Bataille connections. When Marcelle describes the ideal man for Justine she says : « He’ll be American [...] he’ll wear baggy kahki trousers from Paris » (230) later amending this to « he’ll be English or French rather than American » (232). While Australia is not mentioned by name in the novel until almost the very end, it is alluded to, and rejected, by Ophelia who says: « All the time in the back of my mind has been the idea that I'll escape from this blasted country one day, even if I have to swim my way out » (214). Australia is still seen as a kind of penal colony which offers no prospect of fulfillment and is somehow to blame for the characters’ anguish and frustration. More specifically, Justine expresses a strong hostility to what she calls « British colonial culture » in Australia (251) but she seeks salvation in overseas models rather than in the decolonization of Australian culture.


The connections with Shakespeare, Sade, Bataille, etc. are all redolent of death. To Justine, Shakespeare’s Hamlet is another selfish male, who is responsible for Ophelia’s death, and her lover Sade lives in a world which she says she « experience[s] as death » (384). Overseas writers cannot give much sustenance to Australians, who have to fashion their own lives as best they can.
The other major mode of writing about sex consists in familiarising it, e.g. by using a naturalistic approach. This places sex as a significant but commonplace aspect of human existence, which may occupy a greater or smaller place in the lives of the characters but does not appear unduly transgressive. It is just a fact of life, and any literary attempt to capture the facts of life will necessarily include sex.

But sex scenes do not find their way into literature simply because sex is part of life—to believe so is to misunderstand the processes of literary creation. The writer who chooses to focus on sex has a purpose in mind. This may be simply to appeal to a large audience and thus make money : after all, sex does sell. But the purpose may be less materialistic. Sex scenes make a statement. They express a particular vision of humanity and human relations and are never an inert reflection of reality. This is why a naturalistic treatment is misleading, and should be seen as a strategy designed to produce specific effetcs on the reader—whether arousal or revulsion. In this sense, the naturalistic approach can also serve to defamiliarise sex, if only by foregrounding it, by treating it more ‘frankly’ or more prominently than is culturally acceptable. This introduces an element of relativity since some cultures are more tolerant of sexual representations than others. Norman Lindsay’s insistance on the sexual preoccupations of the young men of Redheap does not raise an eyebrow today because those preoccupations are recognised as commonplace or legitimate and therefore appropriate as literary material. But in the Australia of the 1920s it was seen as far more transgressive, as it was the assumed that one had to be somewhat ‘sick’ to take (or perhaps acknowledge) much interest in those topics. 

Lindsay’s treatment of sex shows that writers seldom focus on it simply because it is part of the basic human experience. Sex remains the stuff of fantasy, and even extremely naturalistic approaches—as in pornographic writing—it is clear that the reader is treated to a fantasy rather than to a depiction of reality : they are spirited into a world where life is a succession of orgies, men’s organs are huge and tireless while women are always hot, wet and asking for more. Even in the absence of such crude fantasies, the naturalistic treatment of sex usually underpins a highly personal vision of reality in which sex is sometimes a symptom, and sometimes an illustration, of the discontent which pervades civilisation. This is particularly visible in Andrew McGahan’s Praise, in which the dispirited characters have lots of dispirited sex, described in unrelenting detail.

Over the last few decades, the visibility of sex as a literary theme has clearly increased a good deal. Even in the 1960s, ss Robert Dessaix pointed out, ‘The era of sexuality as an accepted literary theme, however, was yet to come (14)...  In the 1980s & 1990s the focus has shifted once again. Sexuality is not a matter for doubt or questioning, it is the leading signifier in anyone’s sense of self – anyone, at least, who is culturally aware’.
 In these liberated days, however,as in the more puritanical past, Australian writing tends to present sex in a rather disturbing light, which seems at odds with the country’s vaunted hedonism. This has perhaps less to do with repressive attitudes than with the very nature of the topic, which defies unambiguous representation. Writing about sex inescapably involves summoning one’s fears as well as one’s lusts. As Marcel Proust put it, ‘There is nothing like desire for preventing the things one says from bearing any resemblance to what one has in mind.’ Small wonder, then, if erotic writing is apt to get the writer’s knickers in a knot.
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