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      1. Nude woman.
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The Temple of Venus


    




    
The Sex Museum, Amsterdam




    Nobody thought it would make any money when the Sex Museum opened its doors in 1985. For the first few weeks, admission was actually free.




    Today, however, some 500,000 visitors to Amsterdam enter the museum every year.




    Perhaps it was a good omen when two ancient objects of an erotic nature turned up in the soil during excavation for the building of the museum. One of them was a cracked tile on which a card-playing man was depicted sporting an evident erection – maybe betraying the excitement of a winner. The other was a small statuette of the Greek god Hermes with a giant tumescence, probably imported from the Mediterranean by a Dutch merchant centuries ago. In their time, such figurines were not only fertility icons but also good luck charms.




    At the opening of the Museum, Monique van M. may well have been the youngest museum director in Europe – young enough still to depend on the support and advice of her father. The museum’s contents were not particularly numerous. All that could be taken for granted in the enterprise was public interest in the erotic, whether for historical or artistic or other reasons.




    Museums are meant to reflect every aspect of life and culture in Europe, yet this clearly crucial part of life remains under-represented, despite the fact that artists of cultures from all over the world have created outstanding works on the subject. Simply asking a curator where the erotic art may be found in an art museum often meets with a negative response. And in any case, erotic works tend to hit museums’ moral blind spot – so that they might for example on the one hand display the borrowed Landscape With Stage-coach by Rowlandson, a master of erotic caricature, while showing nothing else characteristic of his work; and on the other hand, they might hide away in a secluded basement any erotic work that formed part of their own inventory. ‘Unsuitable for listing in inventory’ was the label on a suitcase of art works found in the cellar of one renowned German museum.
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      2. Vargas. Plaque design for the Museum. Around 1990. [Actually, the style is of 1940s US Air Force]
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      3. Bacchante. Bronze. 1890.
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      4. Bronze ashtray. An orgy is depicted on the ashtray floor. Late 19th century.
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      5. Jewellry-case containing three dildoes, two of ebony and one fashioned from the horn of a chamois deer. Second half of the 19th century. Formerly in the Dopp collection.


    




    Public morality in matters of sex has moved more slowly over the past 30 years than other aspects of modern culture – with the result that the Sex Museum has had to be established through private initiative.




    The reactions of the Museum’s first visitors confirmed the proprietors’ hopes: the public not only accepted the Museum as a museum, but – regardless of age or gender – were intrigued. The listed contents increased in number and variety as the museum itself gained attention and success. After 16 years’ apprenticeship, Monique was able to assess with reverence and expertise all the objects that came into the Museum’s possession, with a view to displaying them appropriately.




    The scope of the collection was initially perhaps rather too wide. Today, the focus is on being more eclectic. (The author is both sad and glad to see some of his own collected pieces on display in the cases.) As the collection expanded, so it became necessary to extend the accommodation within the building – a fairly old house in Amsterdam. The result is a somewhat labyrinthine tour of the exhibits, but with new and surprising insights at every twist and turn.




    As a woman, Monique has made sure that the choice and style of exhibits in the Museum are not specifically male-oriented. Another objective of the Museum is to point out that sex and the erotic are not just inventions of modern times. What is sometimes described as ‘the most natural thing in the world’ is of course also one of the most historically well-represented things in the world, depicted and expressed in thousands of ways and forms. It is Monique’s opinion that ‘many women do not know why men are so interested in sex.’ It would equally seem that many men know little of eroticism. Certainly, curious as they may be, they won’t find in the Temple what much of the rest of Amsterdam seems to be advertising. No vulgar expectations are to be met here. Red light presumptions must be left where they belong – outside the Museum. Nonetheless, what the world once considered forbidden, sinful, even pornographic, is here presented cheerfully and without a hint of shame.




    After all, is there really such a thing as pornography? Images and objects currently admired as works of art might well have been considered unspeakably rude when they were first created. Is it the elapsing of time over decades that lends these objects some sort of respectability? Does history outweigh the pressures of contemporary morality? Can we only be pleased with these things when they are old enough?




    Certainly, pleasure is evident in the faces and voices of the visitors to these rooms, whether they come in groups, in pairs or solo. The atmosphere is always cheery.




    Monique tells how a woman once undressed completely at the cash desk on the way in. She wanted to go round the Museum ‘in her natural state’. Isn’t that splendidly appropriate? Isn’t it appropriately splendid?




    Following the successful opening of the Amsterdam Sex Museum, various other erotic museums have popped up in imitation – in Hamburg, Barcelona, Copenhagen, Berlin and Paris, for example. The motivation behind some of them was undoubtedly the prospect of a fast buck. But that meant the quality of the exhibits took second place. Monique will tell you, though, that it is just not enough to put a few curiosities of fair to middling value on public display, to switch on the lights and the heating in the morning, and count the money in the till in the evening. For a museum to be lively and inspiring, it has to be filled with life and inspiration – wherever it is, even without the unique connotations inherent in the location of the Amsterdam Museum.




    Monique proudly opened her safe to show me some new exhibits she had acquired at auction in Paris four weeks previously. I was fascinated. No matter how many times I come to the Museum, there is always something new and exciting to see.




    When you visit the place, perhaps you will walk past a young woman wearing an elegant sweater. She may be sweeping out a corner in order to put a new display-cabinet there. That’ll be Monique, the Museum director. It is her museum. Her life’s work.
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      6. Balinese fertility demon. Modern.
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      7. ‘Snake-charming’. Ebony. Africa. Modern.


    


    




    1534: Aretino, Conversations among Courtesans (1534)




    NANNA: Once I’d read the letter, I folded it up again and hid it close to my bosom, having kissed it. I then opened the package and found a small and very attractive missal sent to me by my friend. That is, I thought his gift was a missal. It was bound in green velvet – green represents love – and had some silk ribbons attached. I picked it up, pleased, and looked at it tenderly. I kissed it again and again, and thought of it as the prettiest I’d ever laid eyes on. I even told the courier to kiss his master from me. Alone, I opened the book to peruse the words of the Magnificat. But when it was open, I saw it was full of pictures showing how seasoned nuns pass the time. One was depicted having put down her dishes on the ground, swinging on a rope and aiming with both legs for the head of a very large pole. I laughed at this so much that a nun came running – one who I knew better than any of the others – who asked me what I was laughing about so heartily. At once I showed her the booklet. Then we enjoyed the booklet together, until our lust reached the point where we had to try out some of the positions shown, where we had no choice but to reach for the glass stem. My little girlfriend was amazingly clever in grasping it between her thighs so that it stood up at attention like an erect male member. I then played the part of one of the whores from the Maria Bridge: I lay on my back, pushed my legs across her shoulders, and she set about inserting the stem into my good and into my bad hole so that my business was soon taken care of. She then laid down the way I had, and I repaid her the favour a thousand times over.




    ANTONIA: You know what happens to me when I hear you talking like that, Nanna?




    NANNA: No.




    ANTONIA: The same that happens to a person who sniffs at some medicine. Two or three times you may feel the effects of the medicine all over your body even though you’ve never actually swallowed any of it.


    


  




  

    
Ribald Reading


    




    
The power of forbidden words – the real magic wand.




    F. Schlegel, Lucinda




    The subject of this essay is not how the erotic is depicted in literature and art but the use of words in a specific language to suggest the erotic.




    The connoisseur and collector of erotic art is well aware that literary and visual depictions very often result in turning an erotic book into something that has its own libidinous properties – into a sexual object that evokes lust or sustains it. In this sense, might the genitalia themselves be nothing more than the executive organs of literary imagination?




    Citing and quoting erotic books in erotic art and literature is partly a gesture of self-consciousness. While entertaining the intellect, it is also “name-dropping” – showing the author’s wide knowledge, but also acknowledging the worth of previous works. Illustrations in such a book allow for the expression of unrestrained imaginations. And the fact that they are illustrations, specifically referred or referring to the text, ensures that the reader perceives it all as a duality – the printed page of text and the printed image – so that it can never be forgotten that erotic literature is first and foremost literature and not an immediate portrayal of reality.
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      8. Veneration of the phallus. Terracotta. Modern.
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      9. Woman riding a winged phallus. Bronze. Modern, from an antique design.
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      10. Phallic phial with ebony stopper. 19th century.


    




    During the last [the 19th] century, especially, the sexually explicit and the erotic were removed from the open view of formal society. They were relegated to where imagination was allowed to roam freely, exiled to the less available field of erotic literature and art. Anybody researching the history of literature and art and scouring the archives of museums and libraries will discover how precarious an aesthetic existence such exiled spheres implied. If these literary asylum-seekers could expect no public response, it is hardly surprising that they did at least develop a subterranean communications network with one another. Just as potatoes propagate through the subterraneous tuber, erotic literature seems to propagate through quoting and citing other erotic works. It thus comprises its own excellent reference system within the scope of a closed society.




    Books are usually regarded as symbols of cultural development. Their underlying power to undermine culture, however, is not apparent until made evident in an erotic book. What has been banned from public view may then be seen in a sublime form to entice and call for revolt against the bane of the civilization process: corporeal desire. And of course such desire finds expression also in pictorial images. But with pictures, although sensuality may be more immediate, it remains at an unbridgeable distance because of the depicting medium. The image, after all, solicits the most abstract of all sense organs – the eye. Smell and sound are senses for close proximity; the eye, on the other hand, is a remote sense. The gap between the requirements of cultural development and the primary desires of the physical body can be bridged only in a voyeuristic way. For an image to refer to the text, or for an erotic text to quote from another erotic text, reinforces that apparent hiatus between body and intellect. What was shut away from the public gaze and kept hidden following human society’s intellectual decision to adopt a language- and book-oriented culture can now only return in a form of literature and art regarded as “under-the-counter” and libertine. Western thought shies away from bodily connotations. Intellectual pursuits demand the control and suppression of physical urges. The body is virtually unmentionable. Yet now “libertine” literature has become available, the erotic is no longer banned from intellectual understanding. Books may now openly talk about the processes and needs of the body. Words may once again become the magic wand of desire.




    To the intellectual, a book represents the body in a verbal form. “Libertine” literature uses the intellect as a medium to emphasize the opposite. Words and sentences are used to reveal the body and its desires, to lay bare and unclothed all its physical needs and propensities.




    Still, however, words and sentences can only present a form of reality and not the reality itself. Words can only be words. And that is why the wide scope of “libertine” literature has as its aim the depiction in words of what is essentially indescribable. In contrast to the utter reality of the real world, the vocabulary of the physical body employed by “libertine” literature remains inevitably that of the imagination.
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      11. Plaque by Casarotti. Bronze. Around 1910.
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      12. Plaque by Casarotti. Bronze. Around 1910.
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      13. Porcelain plate decorated by Mario Tauzin. Around 1930.
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      14. Porcelain plate decorated by Mario Tauzin. Around 1930.


    




    Once-banned corporeality has indeed regained a position for its depictions of bodily urges in literature, then – but it does not break free of the unreality of literary fiction. Literature is not a substitute for action: it is an arena for virtual action.




    The subject of this book – effectively a “book about books in books” – is to some extent the equally esoteric overlap of book-collecting (involving the private collection of rare texts) and the collecting of erotic works. The book focuses on select erotic texts of the 18th to the 20th centuries. These are texts that have their own significance within an erotic context, and the book thus constitutes either a mode of defense – as in the motif of The Temptation of St Anthony, which leads to the reappearance of what has been rejected – or a direct vehicle into the imaginary world that is the erotic.




    The sections of quotations within this book – arranged chronologically – feature many excerpts from works of erotic literature in which other erotic works are cited. They comprise a colorful medley of quotations from erotic literature of the 18th to 20th centuries, listing references where erotic literature mentioned in erotic literature has special significance. This means that the author has in fact directed his research in the opposite way from the usual. When he was young he might have looked for erotic passages in books; now he is looking for literary passages, literary references, in erotic books.




    To me, the erotic as a literary phenomenon requires understanding in a particular way. The requirements of reality in literature and literary depiction meant that those subjects of imagination and fantasy that no longer fitted in with such requirements were banished to their own realm – a realm in which literature might freely depict a life filled with sensuality. It is also a realm in which a reference to an erotic work may thus be an intellectual side-step taken with full consciousness, and outside all elements of sexuality, even in the midst of a description of a sexual exchange. This represents a heightened notion of the unrealizable: that which is possible in reality may still be surpassed by an imagined, fantastical unreality. Yet literary dreams – like daydreams – represent a form of wish fulfillment, taking on impossible forms and nonetheless blending with reality via our imagination.




    The erotic as a literary phenomenon




    The relationship between the power of the imagination and the erotic is, then, the subject under examination in this book. What cultural conditions foster the development of the imagination as an individual area of a person’s psychology? What share does rationality – the ability to reason, central to the philosophy of enlightenment – have in the development of erotic imagination? What is the function of what is then imagined? Moreover, to what extent do the forces of acculturation to a mode of life in which the erotic remains unexpressed affect the powers of the imagination?
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      15. Fertility stand. Africa. 20th century.
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      16. Phallic quiver. Ivory. India. 1880.


    


    




    1665/66: Pierre de Bourdeille Seigneur de Brantome, Lives of the Gallant Ladies




    I knew an expert Venetian printer in Paris named Messer Bernardo, a relative of the great Venetian Aldus Manutius who had his shop in the rue St Jacques he told me once and swore to me that he had sold more than fifty copies of the Aretino to plenty of married and unmarried people and women as well of whom he named me three from here and there; great ladies whom I do not want to identify. He himself delivered the copies, bound expertly in rich leather, and had to swear not to tell anybody; but he still told me and he also said that another lady asked him whether he had another book such as the one she had seen in the hands of the other three, and he answered: Signor, si, e peggio; she handed him the money immediately. It is true, things were not happening fast enough for her, sending her husband to Condetta near Civita Vecchia on business! All these positions are hated by God so that the holy Hieronymus said: “Those who act with their wives more as horny lovers than husbands are adulterers and sinners.”




    Another type of people has corrupted girls severely; those are their teachers who have to teach them in the liberal arts and if they want to be bad they will be: anybody can imagine what type of comforts they are granted when they are teaching, alone in a chamber or when studying; anybody can think of the types of stories, fables, and histories they sometimes teach the girls to arouse their imagination and once they see this excitement and desire in these girls, how they know how to take advantage of the situation.




    I once knew a girl who came from a very good and prosperous family, I tell you, who came to ruin and made herself into a whore because her teacher told her the story or actually fable of Tiresias who, after having tried both sexes, was asked by Jupiter and Juno to settle the dispute of who enjoys the most pleasure when copulating, man or woman? He replied, contrary to Juno’s opinion, that this would be the woman. Juno was so upset about being told he was wrong that Juno blinded the poor judge, taking his eyesight. It is no wonder that this story tempted the girl because she had heard from other women how crazy men were about sex and that they enjoyed it so much but considering the judgment made by Tiresias, women can enjoy it even more and thus it should be tried, they say. Really, girls should be spared such lessons! Are there no others?




    Their teachers’ however, are apt to say that they want to know everything and since the girls are already studying, the passages and stories requiring an explanation [or those that are self-explanatory] have to be explained and told without skipping that page; and if they do skip the page, the girls will ask them why and if they answer that they skipped the page because it would corrupt the girls they are then so much more eager to learn about that passage and they start pestering their teachers to such a degree that they have no choice but to explain it to them because it is the nature of girls to want what is forbidden to them. How many female students were corrupted by reading these types of stories, as well as with those by Biblis, Caunus and many others written in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, up to the book Ars Amandi, which he wrote. In addition, there are many other risqué fables and lecherous speeches published here; French, Latin, as well as Greek, Italian, and Spanish. And the Spanish saying goes: dear God, keep us from a horse that speaks and a girl that talks Latin. God only knows, if their teachers want to be bad and teach their pupils such types of lesson, how they can corrupt and dirty them so that even the most decent and chaste among them will fall. Is it not true that the holy Augustine was gripped by pity and pain when he read the fourth book of Aeneis, which contains the affairs and the death of Dido? I would like to have as many hundreds of coins as there have been girls, worldly as well as pious, who have become excited, dirtied, and lost their virginity when reading Amadis de Gaule. Anybody can see the damage Greek, Latin, and other books can cause when their teachers, these cunning and corrupted foxes, these miserable good-for-nothings with their secret chambers and cabinets in the midst of their laziness comment on and interpret these types of stories.
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      17. Bone comb from Babor, South-West Islands.
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      18. Coconut from the Seychelles with erotic shape.
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      19. Indian relief. Wood. From a procession cart. 19th century.
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      20. Horse composed of copulating couples. Silk painting. 19th century.
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      21. The Martyrs. Painting on ivory. India. 19th century.


    


    




    1748: Marquis d`Argens, Thérèse Philosophe




    Be fierce when you do it to me, dear friend! This is what Ms. C. said while sinking onto her bed. Reading your evil Pförtner der Kartäuser [Gatekeeper of the Carthusians] has quite aroused me; the imagery is true to life; the characters wear a delightful expression of truth; if it were less nasty, it would be an inimitable book of its kind. Today, do penetrate me, Abbey! Please! I am dying from lust and I am willing to endure any consequences!




    When I told you that my adventures would teach you the moods of men, I did not want to talk about the different positions, of which they invented a great many as the result of their licentiousness and urge to copulate with women. Nothing remains to be said about these love positions, which were discussed in detail by the famous Pietro Aretino who lived during the 16th century. What I want to teach you are thus only excesses of fantasy, those strange favors some men demand from us and that are their substitute for complete pleasure, either because they favor these acts or because their body is less developed.




    Everything was brought to my room by her order. During the first four days I greedily read Story of the Gatekeeper of the Cartesians, Story of the Gatekeeper of the Carmelites, Pious Laurels, Prostitute, Aretino, and many other such books. I looked away from these books just to study the paintings depicting the lascivious positions in vivid colors and very expressively so that the blood in my veins boiled. The third day found me in some sort of ecstasy after I read for one hour. I was lying on my bed with both sides of the curtain pulled back so that I was free to study two paintings. These were: The Feast of Priapus and The Love of Mars and Venus. The depicted positions aroused my imagination so much that I threw off all covers and blankets. Without bothering to check that the door to my room was securely closed, I started to imitate these positions. Every figure conveyed the same emotion to me imbued into the painting by the painter. A pair of lovers on the left of the painting delighted and inspired me so much due to the agreement of the tastes of the young woman with mine.
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      22, 23. Porcelain plate decorated with an erotic motif. France. Late 19th century. (Top and bottom)
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      24. Satyr and nymph. Bronze. Late 19th century.


    


    




    D. J. Crebillon, An Example of the Morals of Our Times (1750 to 1760)




    MADAME DE RASTARD: You are right. It is better if I leave you. Otherwise, I might not be able to control myself, and do all sorts of silly things.




    THE COUNTESS: And why is that?




    MADAME DE RASTARD: I have been rather excited by reading a book.




    THE COUNTESS: Ah! And what kind of book is that?




    MADAME DE RASTARD: A book that shows us what cold and implacable marble statues we women of Europe and of Paris really are, in comparison with the women of Karakorum.




    THE COUNTESS: My dear friend, what is the title of this book? I want to read it.




    MADAME DE RASTARD: It is in two small volumes, What Befell Zairette, Parts One and Two. I read the first part at home, before I left; the second part in the bathhouse at the masseuse’s. That part I still have with me in my pocket. The style is very poetic, and the content very exciting.




    THE COUNTESS: Then be a true friend and leave the second part here. I really would like to read it!




    MADAME DE RASTARD: There it is, then. I trust you will keep it secret. You can have it two hours only, for I’ve already promised the book to another friend for the evening. The book is much in demand!
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      25. Original watercolour by Thomas Rowlandson. 1815
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      26. Demurely covered version of W. Lockeridge’s The Selection. Terracotta. 1993.
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      27. Plaque by Casarotti. Bronze. Around 1910.
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      28. William Lockeridge, Reading. Terracotta. 1993. (Top and bottom)
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