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LUST
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Noun: lust / ‘lʌst/

An overpowering sexual desire.

‘her lust for him was soon returned.’

Synonyms: sexual appetite, sexual longing,

Lustfulness, ardour, desire, passion.
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‘The lust for comfort, that stealthy thing that enters the house a guest, and then becomes a host, and then a master.’

Khalil Gibran

AN INTRODUCTION TO LUST

From Cupid’s mischievous antics of bestowing the unexpected with passion tipped arrows, to Rati, the Hindu Goddess of sensual pleasures whose prowess in the art of sexual technique contributed to the ancient script of the Karma Sutra, the deadly sin of lust has been embedded in the human psyche throughout history.

Defined by the Christian Church as an emotion of intense sensual desire and an unbridled want for material possessions, lust is regarded in other world religions as the most destructive of sins.

Buddhist teachings speak of the want for sensual pleasure as being one of the ‘Three Poisons’ and so becoming an unwholesome root of being.

Hinduism confirms Buddhism’s principles in that lust is observed as the greatest threat to the whole of humanity.

Represented in both Greek and Roman mythology as a main driving force of Gods, Goddesses and Deities, the frequency of lust in the performance and the desire for attractive mortals saw those residing on Mount Olympus submitting to the throws of passion administered by lust time and time again.

As in mythology and legend the arts found lust to be of great influence. Artists of the Baroque and Renaissance periods took the theme of sensual desire to heart in their portrayal of the sin from folk law and Biblical parables.

This fascination with lustfulness of the soul continued into the early twentieth century with the emergence of the surrealist movement, where it would be allegorised by prominent artists such as Dali, Ernst, Magritte and Tanguy.

Classic literature would also utilise lust as a theme as was shown in the works of Venetian writer Giacomo Casanova, and Pierre Choderlos de Laclos in his eighteenth century homage to the disparaging forces of lust ‘Les Liaisons Dangereuses’.

In theology, lust is seen as an eternal battle within the heart of humankind, yet it is its disassociation with love which defines the sin. For if lust is in turn reciprocated under the mantle of love between two souls, then the deadly sin can, for a time at least, be dissolved from the spirit.

LUST IN RELIGION

CHRISTIANITY

‘For all that is in the world - the desires of the flesh and the desires of the eyes and pride in possessions - is not from the Father but is from the world.’

John 2: 16 

Even though the two are inevitably linked, the Christian Church divides the powerful emotions of lust and passion.

With passion reserved for the purposes of Heavenly realms and the core of God’s will, lust is regarded as a sensual desire expressed in an overly inappropriate manner.

In the general consensus of identifying lust with that of sexual pleasures another facet of the sin is recognised within the church. As well as considering lust in its form of sexual context, a desire for material trappings and wealth also portray the sin in an individual’s insatiable lust of wants and needs. These wants are often perceived as being able to bring happiness into their life, which only leads to amplifying the inherent elements found within lust.

The identification of lust reaches further in the eyes of the Catholic Church, where it is deemed as one of the most abhorrent of sins.

Believed to devalue the essence of love between two people, lust is ultimately condemned when employed in a sexual situation outside the marital grounds of wedlock.

Examples of the intense emotional suffering caused by being in lust’s grasp are expressed in by the 4th century theologian, Saint Augustine of Hippo.

Born in Algeria in 354BC and regarded as the patron of doves, pens and that of the pierced heart, St. Augustine is revered for his writings on the theology of sexuality within the human condition.

Consisting of thirteen volumes, Augustine’s autobiographical ‘The Confessions’ is an account of his promiscuity during his formative years.

Written in his early forties and regarded as the most detailed account of life in the 4th century, The Confessions can be viewed as Augustine’s purging of lust before continuing his life in surrender to God.

Augustine’s subsequent book ‘The City of God’ would give an additional insight into lust, in that the deadly sin causes a division of faith. Portraying the battle of good versus evil both in the internal ways of the soul and externally in the physical world in the form of warring, Augustine goes further in suggesting that lust was an important factor in the instigation of Adam and Eves expulsion from the Garden of Eden.

These thoughts would soon be adopted and absorbed by the Catholic Church, and so bringing about the complete repulsion of the sin of lust and its effects upon its followers.

BUDDHISM

‘He who subdues himself shall be free; he shall cease to be a slave of passions. The righteous man casts off evil, and by rooting out lust, bitterness, and illusion do we reach Nirvana.’

Gautama Buddha

Lust within Buddhism is regarded as an aspect of attachment, in the sense that a desire for sensual pleasure leads to suffering of the mind when not received.

This can be seen in the Buddhist doctrine of the ‘Four Noble Truths’ which tells of Buddha’s guidelines of realising there is suffering in life, the causes of suffering, and escape of suffering by adhering to the correct actions observed in the ‘Eight Fold Path’.

The Four Noble Truths

Dukkha – The truth of suffering.

Samudata –The truth of the cause of suffering.

Nirodha –The truth of the end of suffering. 

Magga – The truth of the path that frees us from suffering.

It is Samudata that identifies the shortcomings of lust as one of the root causes of suffering experienced by the soul. This is recognised in the arising of Tanha within the Buddha’s second Noble Truth.

Derived from the Sanskrit word Tarsa, the concepts of Tanha are the desire or thirst for wealth, material goods, and as in the case of lust, a craving for physical pleasure.

The act of Tanha is furthered by being broken down into the three characteristics: Kama-tanha – a craving for sensual pleasures, Bhava-tanha – a want of existing, and Vibhava-tanha – the craving for non-existence of mind.

It is within the clinging to these wants and desires found in lust which leads to suffering by retaining attachment to both physical and emotional properties, and so hindering a soul’s escape from the endless cycle of life, death and rebirth.

In the Mahayana Buddhist tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, lust can be defined as Chanda - a holding of the excitement or desire to act, and can also be associated to one of the Three Poisons found in the hub of the Wheel of Life in Buddhist teaching. 

Represented by a pig, Moha - ignorance, provides momentum for the Wheel of Life’s impetus of reincarnation.

With each poison leading to the creation of karma in an individual’s lifetime and all subsequent lifetimes thereafter, Moha is accompanied by a cockerel, Lobha - greed, and the snake, Dvesha – hatred. 

These three creatures represent the root of all evil as found in humanity and from where all sins arise. Also known in Buddhism as the ‘Roots of Unhappiness’, it is Moha’s representation of ignorance of the soul that refers not only to the attachment of physical objects and tendencies towards avarice, but also to the emotions of lust and the overreaching need for sensual pleasure.

HINDUISM

‘It is lust alone, which is born of contact with the mode of passion, and later transformed into anger. Know this as the sinful, all-devouring enemy in the world.’

The Bhagavad Gita

Regarded as a great threat not only to Hindu devotees but to the whole of humanity, lust in Hinduism is known as being one of the doorways to Naraka, the Hindu equivalent to Hell, where Yama, the God of Death watches over all sinners consigned to his home and are tormented for the vices committed during their lifetime.

Expressing the embodiment of lust Hindu scripture denotes the Goddess Rati to such duties.

Mounted on a colourful parrot and wielding a sword, Rati’s attribute of lust is accompanied by the traits of carnal passions and the overindulgence of sexual pleasures.

Represented in the art history of the Hindu belief system, Rati is shown as holding a unique beauty of which enhances her sensuality, and so adds to her allure towards those submitting to lust’s pull on the senses.

Companion, consort and as is suggested a concubine to Kamadeva, the Hindu God of love and sexual attraction, his name deriving from the Sanskrit - ‘Kama’ meaning longing of sexual desire, and ‘Deva’ – the Divine, Rati is believed to be the instigator of arousal leading to sexual expression within humankind.

With the Sanskrit word Kama equating to sexual desire, the ancient Hindu text of the Kama Sutra holds a connection with the Goddess of Lust amongst its 1,250 verses, with many of the titles of the sexual positions contained within derived from Rati’s name due to her association with sexual techniques and taste for sensuous desire.

LUST IN MYTHOLOGY

GREEK

With stories of Greek Gods and Goddesses leaving Mount Olympus to satisfy their sexual desires with any earthbound human that took their fancy, Greek mythology is besieged with acts of lust in both mortal and immortal realms.

Himeros the God of Sexual desire, Pothos, God of Sexual yearning, Peitho, the personification of Seduction, and Pan, consort of Nymphs and famed for his sexual prowess, cloven hoofed feet and constantly erect phallus, are just some of the many examples of how Grecian myths portrayed the undesirable traits of the deadly sin of lust. Yet there is one certain winged God who represents the affliction of lust upon humanity.

Aphrodite the Goddess Love, Pleasure and Procreation, and her union with Ares the Greek God of War, sometimes depicted as the half-brother of Aphrodite, resulted in the birth of Eros, the God of Sexual allure and Desirability.

Taking the form of a winged boy, his infamous bow and arrow at the ready in his hands, Eros was known for his mischievous antics in the regard of inflicting love on the unexpected, but he was also equally known for his disobedience. This rebellious nature led to Eros inflicting lust within others, much to the anger of the Gods.

Having the utmost devotion for his mother, Aphrodite was the only one who could calm her son and rectify his misdeeds, and so was called upon frequently by the disgruntled Gods of Mount Olympus who had encountered Eros’ barbed arrow of lust.

ROMAN

As with Greek mythology, the ancient Romans also had several Gods and Goddesses denoting the sin of lust and it’s far reaching connotations.

Suadela, the Roman Goddess of Seduction from highly tuned persuasive methods, proved her abilities in the fields of love and romance, whereas Voluptas was known for her Goddess like powers of sensual pleasure, hence her name, Voluptas deriving from the Latin, pleasure, delight and that of entertainment.

Voluptas would be invariably linked to Venus, the Goddess of Desire within sex and love in Roman mythology.

As Aphrodite’s Roman complement, Venus was in turn the mother of Eros’ counterpart Cupid. As like Eros, Cupid showed the same devotion to his mother and it is said that Venus was also the only one who could still her son’s mischievous acts of inflicting lust on the unexpected.

Voluptas’ connection with Venus would come about not only from being found on occasion accompanying the Three Graces of Joy, Celebration and Kindness, but in being a granddaughter to the Goddess of Love.

Born of the union between Cupid and Psyche, who was allowed immortality as a reward for her sexual love and the virginity she surrendered to Cupid’s lust, Voluptas’ place within the Roman hierarchy of lust was so confirmed.

LUST IN ART AND LITERATURE

THE TEMPTATION OF ST. ANTHONY

SALVADOR DALI

Salvador Dali’s 1946 oil painting ‘The Temptation of St. Anthony’ can be appreciated as an allegory to the enticements and desires of Lust.

The early twentieth century Spanish surrealist painter executed his high standard of technical ability to portray sexual longing as an integral characteristic within humanity. With the use of symbolism and subtle undertones of sexual frustration, Dali conveys St. Anthony’s journey into the Arabian Desert after his renouncing of all worldly pleasures.

Drawing on his faith in his pursuit for God, the third century Christian monk was given to hallucinations in his solitary quest. These visions would be presented to him by dark forces which abhorred Anthony’s devout worship of God, and were portrayed as the joys and pleasures of which St. Anthony missed most.

Dali presents St. Anthony as a naked dishevelled figure kneeling in the left corner of a barren desert landscape. His hand aloft, he directs a small basic wooden crucifix towards his hallucinogenic vision of a caravan of three impossibly long legged elephants led by a teeth clenched rearing white horse of similar dimensions.

In signifying voluptuousness and power, the horse is at the forefront of the parade, with each following elephant carrying cyphers on their saddled backs denoting facets of lust.

Balanced precariously on the back of the first elephant, a naked woman in erotic stance stands within a gold gilded cup of lust, her hair flowing carelessly in the wind symbolising abandonment of chastity. Mounted on the back of the second elephant a phallic shaped obelisk raises up to blue skies, whilst the beast behind carries buildings in the style of the sixteenth century Italian architect Andrea Palladio, whose constructions were influenced by the ostentatious erections of ancient Roman and Grecian architecture.

On the far horizon a fourth elephant carries another phallic symbol in the representation of a tall thin stone walled tower, above which tempestuous cloud formations hold glimpses of El Escorial, the monastery of San Lorenzo, on the outskirts of Madrid. It is in his perception of the rooftops of El Escorial that St. Anthony is given hope in overcoming temptation whilst bombarded with visions of lust.

THE GARDEN OF EARTHLY DELIGHTS

HIERONYMUS BOSCH 

Hieronymus Bosch’s sixteenth century oak panelled triptych ‘The Garden of Earthly Delights’ portrays lust more than any other of the seven deadly sins. With depictions of the sin scattered throughout the composition, this is regarded as being influenced by the artists own revulsion towards lust and the holding of chastity in his life.

The first panel represents God’s gift of Eden to Adam and Eve, the middle panel shows the delights of Creation as perceived in Biblical terms, with the final third panel revealing the damnation and torment of a sinful Hellscape.

The centre panel of the triptych is an extension of Eden’s garden of lush greenery and pools of calm water under a blue summer sky. Filled with hoards of frolicking nude figures and fanciful animals, strange giant fruits are dispersed throughout the composition.

Although at first sight Bosch’s central panel illustrates an idyllic life without the presence of sin and debauchery, yet it can be observed that the scene acts as the artist’s warning towards the moral jeopardy of submitting to sin, most notably that of lust.

This can be viewed in the portrayal of nakedness and the carefree antics of all present, displaying subtleties of selfishness in their apparent want for only the pleasures in life. This can be defined by the presence of several oversized fruits amid the painting. Equated to sins of the flesh, these are represented as either containing people within them or in being coveted by others.

It is in the third panel that Bosch’s subtlety in illustrating lust is banished and is shown in full display.

From the naked woman sitting beneath the bird headed Prince of Hell, a toad resting on her breast denoting the connotations of lust held within a lifetime spent in vanity, to the gigantic ears towards the top section of the panel, where dissected by a large knife, leads to signify the lure of lust’s needs of unrivalled passion in its metaphorical representation of the male genitalia.

Such is the complexity of ‘The Garden of Earthly Delights’ examples of lust can be identified in all aspects of the painting, thus providing a dominant theme throughout the piece. The temptation and human desire of lustfulness would be administered three hundred years later in the surrealist movement of the early twentieth century, marking Hieronymus Bosch as not only a forerunner, but perchance attaining the right of being the first surrealist painter in art history.

THE DIVINE COMEDY: INFERNO

DANTE ALIGHIERI

In Dante Alighieri’s fourteenth century ‘Divine Comedy’, lust is encountered in ‘Inferno’ the first part of the classic three episodic saga.

After leaving Limbo’s dominion and guided by the Roman poet Virgil, Dante is taken to the second circle of Hell to meet with those who have lived a lifetime overcome with lust.

Virgil and Dante watch those once consumed by the sin being blown back and forth along the terrace on which they now stand. Explaining the reasoning behind the voracity held within the gales, Virgil tells Dante the winds signify the restlessness harboured within the soul of an individual under the influence of lust, and whose desires were largely lead by the pleasures of the flesh.

It is on their arrival to Hell’s second circle of lust that Virgil and Dante observe figures from history being buffeted by the winds of lust. Cleopatra and the Greek hero Achilles are cast across the terrace, as are Helene of Troy and her lover Paris, both of whose wanton lust for one another instigated the Trojan War resulting in the deaths of thousands.

LES LIAISONS DANGEREUSES

PIERRE CHODERLOS DE LACLOS

First published in 1782 as a set of four volumes, Pierre Choderlos de Laclos’ ‘Les Liaisons Dangereuses’, symbolises the complexity of lust when administered in the territories of adultery and social standing.

Focusing on the tumultuous relationship of former lovers, the Marquise of Merteuil and the Viscount of Valmont, the rivalry between the two within the eyes of the French aristocracy leads them to use lust and sexual indiscretions as means of not only one-upmanship but in order to satisfy a want of the humiliation of another.

With the novel’s prose comprising of a series of letters written by the characters to one another, a tale of the immorality and misdeeds of those of a high social circle play with those of the lower classes unfolds, where the corruption and taking away of innocence becomes a manipulative game for the Marquise and Viscount.

As the sin of lust consumes each in their want for the pleasures of demeaning another’s soul, the tragedies which ensue are construed as an ethical warning towards others who too fall foul of the shallow delights lustfulness can present.
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THE FIRST HEAVENLY VIRTUE
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CHASTITY
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[image: ]


Noun: chastity / ‘tʃastɪti/

The refraining from extramarital or all sexual intercourse.

‘Her chastity was significant.’

Synonyms: virginity, abstinence, self-restraint, celibacy, chasteness, purity, virtue.

––––––––
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‘A nun of winter's sisterhood kisses not more religiously; the very ice of chastity is in them.’

William Shakespeare, As You Like It

AN INTRODUCTION TO CHASTITY

Regarded as the antidote to the deadly sin of Lust, Chastity is observed in all religions across the world.

From finding place amid the many precepts towards reaching enlightenment in Buddhist teachings to Hinduism’s first stage of a Hindu’s journey through life, acts of chastity have been documented since the beginning of civilisation.

Often taken to the extremes in western cultures, ranging from either showing a modicum of restraint to a total abandonment of procreation, these extremes are inborn within most traditions of the northern hemisphere.

With chastity viewed as by living a pure life then an individual shall be pure of heart, artists have depicted the virtue over the centuries, their focus given to those of Mount Olympus and the eternal battle between Gods, Goddesses and Nymphs representing acts of love and passion and those Deities who hold chastity to them as a guiding light to their existence and influence on Earth’s mere mortals.

CHASTITY IN RELIGION

CHRISTIANITY

‘But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart.’

Matthew 5: 28

Chastity in the views of the Christian Church is centred on the practice and refinement of a sexual purity deemed acceptable in the observation of God.

In stilling the values of fidelity within the sanctum of marriage, any form of sensual misconduct before married life is seen as breaking the qualities of chastity and of what the virtue implies.

It is in the Catholic Church that the theology of chastity is expanded.

With the Sixth Commandment’s instruction of not partaking in marital affairs, it is the eternal separation from God that keeps a Catholic from breaking their vow of chastity.

As being viewed as an unnatural act of human sexuality in the eyes of God, contraception is considered a crime towards chastity and as representing an infringement of the Heavenly virtue.

The Catholic abstinence of contraception is not adhered to by those of Anglican faith; although some restrictions are placed upon the Anglican branch of Christianity in that the relative size of a family is taken into consideration.

Unlike the Anglican clerics who are encouraged to marry and procreate, priests of the Catholic order are called upon to abstain fully in any form of sensual contact and pleasures of a sexual nature.

The United Society of Believers in Christ’s Second Coming took the virtue of chastity to its far extremes.

Known as the Shakers and founded in the eighteenth century, those who converted to the Shakers were told to refrain from sex outright. This resulted in a totally puritanical society whose only means of continual growth came from new converts or through adoption.

BUDDHISM

‘A wise man should avoid lust as if it were a burning pit of live coals. From the contact comes sensation, from sensation thirst, from thirst clinging; by ceasing from that, the soul is delivered from all sinful existence.’

Gautama Buddha

With the differing branches of Buddhism, be it Daoism, Jainism, or the Theravada and Mahayana schools of Buddhist teaching, chastity is observed by those who live a monastic life and have taken refuge in the ways of the Buddha.

In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition of Mahayana Buddhism, leading on from the Four Noble Truths, the precepts of The Eight Fold Path act as a guide in was of reaching enlightenment and escaping the suffering of rebirth within Earthly realms.

The Eight Fold Path

1. Right view: The belief that there is no death and that Buddha took a successful path to find enlightenment and enter the realm of nirvana.

2. Right resolve: The adoption of a life of a religious journey with no ill will to all sentient beings. 
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