













HEDONISM hēd’n iz’əm /n.
 

1: the doctrin	e that pleasure or happiness is
 the sole or chief good in life. 2: a lifestyle
 of enlightenment and enjoyment.
 3: a most pleasurable outlook. 
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Introduction
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“NO HUMAN THING IS OF SERIOUS IMPORTANCE.”


— Plato


YES, YES, I KNOW, CIGARETTES ARE BAD AND SEX CAN BE dangerous. But a strange and disturbing epidemic seems to have gripped the nation of late in the form of a most ludicrous assumption: “If you avoid all things pleasurable, you will live a long and happy life.” But can happiness really be found scampering along on a treadmill in a smoke-free environment, Palm Pilot in hand, chasing after the capitalist ideal? Are sixty-hour work weeks, bulging stock portfolios and a packed agenda really the keys to the good life? I think not.


In recent years, the Western world has become a kaleidoscopic pastiche of bright lights, media manipulation, global gossip and desperate competition. People stare at computer screens all day, eat lunch at their desks, plan their daily schedules on hand-held devices, and make “play dates” for their children. Obsessed with becoming richer, thinner, more successful and, implausibly, even younger, millions of us deprive ourselves on a daily basis of the one thing we misguidedly believe we are rushing toward—the good life. After a long workday, we rush home to watch what is amusingly known as “reality television” only to return to the office the next day to discuss the startling twists and turns in the manufactured realities of strangers, our own lives reduced to a mere afterthought. This hectic pace is sometimes cleverly offset by regularly scheduled workouts, carb-free diets, a stiff shot of wheatgrass juice and two weeks of “vacation” carefully planned online. Happiness, you see?
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Added to this lovely cocktail of confusion are increasingly capricious laws that have smokers huddling on sidewalks, fast-food restaurants disclosing the shocking news that their food may make you fat, e-mails being monitored, park benches sporting dividers to prevent reclining, and various restrictions on language and lifestyle in general. It would seem that we—the masses— have become little more than fat baby ducks who need to be shepherded through life lest we veer off into a dangerous realm of personal responsibility and free will.


At some point, “the good life” became some distantly imagined finish line that could only be reached through psychotic effort and willful determination. Like overcaffeinated hamsters on a wheel, we began running, sweating, sacrificing and panicking. The weight may be lost, but the self-loathing remains. The promotion may be earned, but the expenses keep rising. And despite all outward successes, the inner feelings of inadequacy and the disapproving sneers of the neighbors seem to become magnified. Could there possibly be something wrong with this master plan? Is there something out there, some lost key to the kingdom of happiness that is being overlooked? You bet your ass there is.


It’s called pleasure. And whatever happened to pleasure? The Oxford American Dictionary defines happy as, “feeling or showing pleasure or contentment.” To enjoy is “to get pleasure from.” So, it would seem that happiness and enjoyment are rooted in the very principle of pleasure, which is currently on the brink of extinction. And pleasure has always been at the very heart of hedonism since the very notion first came into being back in the days of ancient Greece.


It is no coincidence that in times of great pressure, stress and strain, people tend to look for means of relief and escape. But if these moments of glorious indulgence are weighed down with unrealistic expectations or feelings of desperation, they often backfire because they tip the scales and throw off the cosmic balance of life. You can’t run a marathon and then decide to suddenly get hammered. Bad things will surely happen. You can’t fast for a month and then eat a whole cake. And you can’t deprive yourself of pleasure and bliss for years, striving to become a superstar, only to try to escape from all the pressure by going on a messy crack bender. The trick is to pace yourself.


Eat the cake, drink the wine, lie in a hammock and stare at the stars with the hottie you picked up on the beach, but don’t try to jam it all into a tightly-scheduled, six-day “vacation.” If you give in to beauty, pleasure and self-indulgenceon a daily basis, not only will you be happier day-to-day, you will be less likely to go off the deep end when it all gets too much and you finally cave in. One must practice the art of hedonism regularly to get really good at it.


By most definitions, hedonism is considered a lifestyle in which pleasure and happiness are the ultimate goals in life. A hedonist is one who seeks pleasure and avoids pain above all else. And somehow, this lovely and charming premise has been twisted and perverted to the point where it actually has negative connotations in the minds of many. But are the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain really such bad things? Don’t babies, universally considered to be the purest of all beings, gravitate to the warmth and satisfaction of the bosom? Don’t they wail at the discomfort of a full diaper and an itchy bunghole? Of course they do. They haven’t been programmed to discipline themselves into a ridiculous, unnatural and miserable state of Spartan self-denial.


Pleasure is good. Eden was fun. Excess may be bad, but self-deprivation is just stupid. To live a life consisting only of hard work, virtue, sacrifice and self-discipline is to be a martyr, and martyrs make lousy lovers, friends and party guests. Of course, any good thing taken to the extreme inevitably turns bad, but when the true principles of hedonism are employed on a daily basis, the result is a happy person. Granted, that happy person will undoubtedly piss off the martyr next door, but a truly happy person has no interest in such dreary characters.


The truth is, we live in an age of manufactured fear. Television reports warn of killer escalators, allergic lovers and undetectable underpants cameras. Man smokes joint and jumps out window! Woman develops laugh lines and loses job! Bride orders dessert and is ditched by groom! Well, yeah, it’s a treacherous world out there, but sometimes you just have to take a chance. Cigarettes may be bad for you, but so is getting hit by a bus. Life is full of surprises and there are no guarantees, but one thing is certain: A life lived without pleasure, beauty and a sensible degree of self-indulgence is a sad and wasted one. Despite the ranting of religious extremists, life coaches and jaded psychologists, it’s okay to have a good time.


Of course, not everyone appreciates happiness and freedom in others, and such concepts tend to ruffle the stiff feathers of our more conservative friends who race forward, fingers wagging, with dire warnings of slippery downward spirals and weepy tales of disintegrating families. It is true that throughout history, in various eras, people often dismissed the perils and dangers of excess, especially at times when life seemed fleeting and tenuous. “Live for today” became the battle cry for those who were suspicious of what tomorrow might bring. But if the endless parade of highly publicized tragedies has taught us anything over the years, it is that there is a limit to all things. So, yes, the consequences of excess must always be considered, but there’s a lot of wiggle room between an Amish dinner and a pool party at Caligula’s place.


In the current climate, the entire world finds itself in a most precarious era. Dangers abound, natural disasters loom and then strike, and at times the entire world structure seems no more stable than a house of cards. But it is far too simplistic to believe that in such times all the world’s citizens simply reach for the hookah pipe. On the contrary, people react in very different ways to feelings of instability. Some cling more fervently to their faith, others lower their heads and plow ahead, believing they can control the world by controlling their careers, their bodies or their finances. And then there are those whose instincts lead them out onto life’s patio for a long, slow dance. In the minds of these people, Peggy Lee can be heard in the distance lazily cooing, “Is That All There Is?” Those are the people you want to hang out with.




It’s never too late to deprogram yourself, unplug, join the  party and just say no.
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A History of Hedonism
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“PLEASURE IS THE BEGINNING AND THE END OF LIVING HAPPILY.”
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IN THE BEGINNING …



IN ORDER TO GRASP THE TRUE MEANING OF HEDONISM, IT IS necessary to travel back in time to ancient Greece where the concept was first defined. Of course, the Greeks didn’t invent the good times, and mankind has always had a healthy appetite for all things pleasurable. Long before the Golden Age, the Mesopotamians, Chinese and Egyptians were grinding up poppies, the Incas were munching on coca leaves, everyone was sexing it up and the lure of the midday nap in the sun was pretty much universal. The fact that these ancient peoples all gravitated toward such earthly pleasures is not an indication that they were lazy, debauched or by today’s standards criminals on the loose. On the contrary, they were all tuned in to the most human of inclinations, the perfectly natural desire to attain a simple state of peaceful bliss.


By the mid–400s B.C., Greece was at the height of its Hellenistic age, and the Greek people considered themselves to be superior to the crass “barbarians” who lumbered about the rest of the globe. The Greeks had elevated civilization not only by inventing democracy, but also by striving to capture the ideal of beauty through art, experience and architecture. Music, painting, poetry and sculpture became highly revered, and drama itself was born as tragedies and comedies were performed at religious festivals. And Greek architecture, with its emphasis on the agora, or meeting place, provided a perfect setting for discourse and debate, which in turn gave rise to the great age of the philosophers.


It was Socrates, who had an unusual gift for brevity, who posed the question to his students, “What is good?” It is widely believed that it was Aristippus of Cyrene (c.435-360) who concluded that good was simply pleasure (hêdonê ). This theory was later elaborated on by an Athenian named Epicurus (341-270), who taught from his tranquil garden that the point of all one’s actions should be to attain pleasure, and that pleasure was the highest good. He believed that only by conquering one’s fears of the gods and of death could one find the true path to happiness. But Epicurus was not reckless or shortsighted in his teachings. He warned that a wise person will eschew those pleasures that may ultimately lead to pain. Balance was the key, and the pursuit of pleasure brought with it an implied sense of responsibility.


By 146 B.C., the Romans had taken control of Greece, but Alexander the Great’s conquest of Persia had ensured that Greek ideas and the Greek way of life had spread throughout Egypt and the near East. Though the Romans had a culture distinct unto themselves, they had no problems with the Epicurean school of thought. In fact, they raised the cult of pleasure to new heights. At its peak in the a.d. 100s, the Roman Empire contained roughly half of Europe, a large part of the Middle East and the coastal regions of northern Africa. Rome was the capital, and with nearly a million inhabitants, it was the largest and most spectacular city in the world. And the Romans themselves were a randy band of raucous hedonists.
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“As a well-spent day brings happy sleep, so a life well spent brings happy death.”
—Leonardo da Vinci





Emperors and members of the upper classes paid for the construction of theaters, sports arenas and public baths of marble and gold where members of all social classes could mingle and tingle in various ways. Though the baths provided the setting for all sorts of naughty pleasures, the real underlying purpose was to encourage bathing and improve public hygiene. When they weren’t busy floating through the cleansing pools of water or sweating out the previous night’s party at the steam baths, both men and women wore the customary, easy-access tunic, modestly covered by a toga. The loose and flowing gowns were not only liberating and sensuous, but they also encouraged the erotic tug of gravity and a sudden breeze to stir things up, which in turn kept the lively Romans on their toes. During the a.d. 100s, celebrations and “religious” festivals in honor of the gods had become so numerous that the emperor Marcus Aurelius finally had to step in and limit them to a sensible maximum of 135 per year.


Over time, the Roman upper classes had also turned dining into an art form, feasting on several courses of the most exotic foods and spices available. Eggs, fruits and shellfish were followed by a main course of meat, fish or fowl and honey-sweetened cakes. All of these delights were washed down with copious amounts of wine, as the science of fermentation had now been securely mastered, and, of course, no Dionysian orgy would be complete without lots of sex with slaves, siblings and senators’ wives. Ah, the good old days.


Of course, the Roman Empire eventually collapsed, and those who favored a more disciplined existence were quick to claim that decadence was the cause. And though it may be true that a raging hangover might impair one’s ability to govern efficiently, hedonism was not the cause of the grand unraveling. Among many other factors, the great empire had simply overextended itself, and its vast territories with their multitude of cultures, religions, languages and mass migrations had become too large to manage under a single system of common law and government. And though there are lessons to be drawn from the fall of an empire, the suppression of personal freedoms and pleasures will never prevent the chaos and destruction that can be wrought by misguided politics and extremist religions.






A BRIEF TOUR OF HISTORIC EXCESSES



Ancient Greece and Rome are not alone in the grand pantheon of historic eras when the masses decided it was time to cut loose, though they do retain a certain debauched cache in the collective unconscious. As the pendulum of history swings casually to and fro, politics, social upheaval and religious fervor tend to produce reactions in the lives of individuals, and thus great shifts occur in the realms of popular art, literature and lifestyle of the masses. Some examples:






PARIS IN THE 1800S


After the Revolution and Napoleon’s boo-boo at Waterloo, Parisian bohemianism was on the rise. France had colonized Algeria and hashish was said to have replaced champagne among the intellectual set. Balzac, Flaubert and Dumas all wrote about their exposure to and experimentation with the newly fashionable drug, and the scientific community began researching its medicinal merits.






THE CALIFORNIA GOLD RUSH


Dreams of gold and the quest for instant riches in the mid-nineteenth century lured many from comfortable environments in the East to harsh camp conditions in California. Brothels, saloons and gambling offered some respite from the gloomy and barren existence, and the introduction of opium by Chinese immigrants drew many disillusioned miners to the satin pillow.






EDWARDIAN ENGLAND 


Irony became fashionable in an uptight society as sexual intrigue got saucier behind closed doors, upper class ladies hid body piercings, the international opium trade expanded and the hypodermic needle was introduced. Hypocrisy and denial made hedonism more thrilling than ever.






WEIMAR GERMANY


The destruction and economic instability in the wake of World War I stimulated the pleasure impulse among the youth. The sun was worshipped along with the naked body, cabaret and modern art; Bauhaus and Dadaism horrified traditionalists; cinema was born and the upcoming backlash loomed ominously.






THE ROARING TWENTIES


Prohibition backfired big-time and America began to swing like never before. Flappers, speakeasies, bootleggers, jazz and gangsters dominated the headlines, and an international community of expatriate authors documented their decadent travels abroad.






THE SWINGING SIXTIES


“Turn On, Tune In and Drop Out” became the mantra as an entire generation rejected conformity. The psychedelic age ushered in free love, self-destructive rock stars and dreams of peace as flowers were stuffed inside rifles and pop culture was hijacked by the young. Eastern philosophies, hallucinogens, long hair and political protest were all embraced in the pursuit of nirvana.






STUDIO 54


A glittering crescent moon with a coke spoon was suspended over semi-clad celebrities shagging busboys as New York’s Bacchanalian hot spot defined the ’70s. Excess was in as the famous and the infamous rubbed elbows and other things amidst a barrage of disco beats and flashing lights. Again, ominous developments loomed on the horizon, but in this arena, only the present moment mattered.






HISTORY’S MOST CELEBRATED HEDONISTS — ROYAL REVELERS



Lest the impression be given that the history of hedonism is solely based on intoxication, a brief review of some of history’s more colorful trailblazers may be in order. Of course, the fun ones are those who went to extremes, and while some of the characters listed below may well have been complete loons, their peculiar proclivities and admirable insistence on having their desires fully sated make them worthy of consideration, if only for a good chuckle.
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“The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.”
—William Blake









CLEOPATRA(69 b.c.–30 b.c.)


Far from being the great beauty of legend, the homely Cleopatra was only seventeen or eighteen when she inherited the throne of Egypt and began her legendary reign as one of history’s greatest seductresses. Despite her big nose, she was quickly married—mind you, it was to her twelve-year-old brother, but why judge? Her reign was a tricky one, and after being driven from power she was soon restored to the throne by her lover Julius Caesar. When her husband-brother was killed, she promptly married her other twelve-year-old brother. Cleo soon had a baby who looked oddly Roman, and then she and the already-married Caesar spent a couple of sexy years living it up in Rome. But when he got stabbed to death, she hightailed it back to Egypt, where she had her latest husband-brother poisoned to death. In 42 b.c., when the newly empowered Mark Antony summoned her to modern-day Turkey for questioning, she arrived on a barge with purple sails and silver oars. She reclined beneath a golden canopy, dressed as Venus, being fanned by boy toys dressed as Cupid. It worked. Together they drank, shagged and laughed the days away, and six months after he finally said goodbye, she gave birth to a pair of twins who looked oddly Roman. Mark Antony eventually came running back, they got married, she popped out another son and they declared themselves gods, infuriating all of Rome. War broke out, drama ensued, she sent word she had died, he tried to kill himself, she said she was kidding, he returned and died in her arms, and so she killed herself with the help of a poisonous snake on her golden bed. It doesn’t get any better than that.






TIBERIUS(42 b.c.–a.d. 37)


Adopted by his stepfather, the emperor Augustus, Tiberius led an unusually long and debauched life, reigning over Rome as the second emperor for the last twenty-three years of his life. Scholars claim that he started off well—he improved civil services, ran a tight ship and managed the finances of the state well enough— but somewhere along the line something snapped. He quickly gained a reputation as an absolute tyrant who enjoyed slaughtering innocents and offing the occasional family member, but it wasn’t until he went into self-imposedexile on the Isle of Capri during his later years that his truly twisted nature fully emerged. In between entertainments at his pleasure palace—such as watching his enemies being thrown over the cliffs—his favorite pastime involved the large number of young boys and girls he had procured from around the Empire for his sexual amusement. While lolling about in the pool, his favorite delight was said to have been a group of young boys he called his “minnows” who darted about him in the water nibbling at his personals in a most un–PC manner. Regardless of whether the legends are true or exaggerated, Tiberius has secured his spot in history as one of the most twisted and creepy emperors of all time.






CALIGULA (a.d. 12–a.d. 41)


The third grandson of Tiberius, and the only one to escape his wrath alive, was born Gaius Caesar Augustus Germanicus. He was given the quaint nickname Caligula (meaning “Little Boots”) by the soldiers in his father’s army because of the military boots he sported as a child. He became emperor upon Tiberius’s death, and though the masses were initially thrilled, they quickly learned that he was a madman of the first order. His absolute relish of torture and murder made his grandfather seem tame by comparison, and his most passionate love affair was with his own sister, Drusilla. But again, why judge? He proclaimed himself a god, threw some of the most debauched dinner/orgies of all time, regularly bedded the wives of his dinner guests and then humiliated them all by recounting the details. At the height of his madness, he tried to have his horse made a consul, and within four years, crazy Little Boots was assassinated by officers of his own guard. The little darling was eventually portrayed by Malcom McDowell in a god-awful film, not to be missed, produced by the famed pornographer Bob Guccione.






LOUIS XIV (1638–1715)


The seventy-two-year reign of France’s self-proclaimed “Sun King” was the longest in European history, and it was marked by some of the greatest excesses ever seen. The supremely narcissistic ruler not only indulged his own vanity by donning six-inch heels, kabuki-style makeup, hideously overwrought outfits and powdered wigs, but in 1682 he moved the royal court to Versailles, one of the most opulent palaces the world has ever seen. Louis indulged his ego even further as he placed himself at the very center of the splendor and watched as those around him competed for his favor. Doling out gifts and promises like bonbons to children, the king played the members of his court and the guests he entertained like a legion of marionettes. He even went so far as to invite guests to watch him as he lived out his glorious daily routine, up to and including the depositing of his royal coconuts in the toilet. His unending love of the splendor and beauty of his own existence was matched only by his insatiable need for continuous, intoxicating flattery, which he found in the loving arms of his countless mistresses.






CATHERINE THE GREAT (1762–1796)


Married to the idiotic man-child known as Peter III, the German princess Catherine endured nearly a decade-long sexless marriage before she decided to realize her royal position fully. With the swift precision of a master politician, she forced her husband to abdicate the throne and then had him quietly snuffed out just a few days later. She then proceeded to assume the throne of Russia and reigned for an amazing thirty-four years. During her reign she did much to bring culture, art, science and sophistication to her backward nation, and as a reward to herself, she embarked on an epic endeavor to satisfy her personal lust for hunky, young Adonises. Desperately romantic, she wrote flowery letters of longing to her lovers, but always seemed to bounce back in a hurry when the relationship suddenly headed south. With the demise of each subsequent affair, new prospects for the continuous parade were screened and selected by her ladies-in-waiting, or even by her favorite ex-lovers. One after the other, her paramours du jour were installed in an official apartment near her chambers and were regularly summoned to service her until she became bored with them or they broke her heart. Then they were sent packing with a generous “settlement.” For a woman of her day, Catherine was exquisitely bold and unapologetic in her quest for satisfaction, and though the queen did love horses, there is no truth to those nasty rumors.






GEORGE IV (1762–1830)


Before he ascended to the British throne in 1820, when he was still the Prince of Wales, young George was a bon vivant of his day: young, handsome and outgoing despite being raised by a tyrannical and mad father. He quickly became known, however, for his increasingly obnoxious behavior and reckless spending. In 1811, he was bedridden for a time due to a twisted ankle he sustained while merrily dancing the highland fling. It was during this stressful convalescence, which was accompanied by the teensiest of nervous breakdowns, that he first developed a dependency on laudanum, a medicinal potion of the day made from opium, herbs and sherry wine. His prior reputation as a drunken gambler and womanizer had not endeared him to members of the royal court, the public or his wife, Caroline, who had a few issues and several love affairs of her own. Though he recovered from his emotional duress, his dependency on both opium and alcohol steadily increased to the point where he was barely coherent as a regent and often had to take up to 100 drops of laudanum before being able to face his governing duties. By the time he died, just seven years into his reign, he had become a gluttonous parody of his former self and an object of ridicule in the eyes of the public.
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“I like pigs. Dogs look up to us. Cats look down on us. Pigs treat us as equals.” 
—Sir Winston Churchill









KING LUDWIG II (1845–1886)


Alternately known as “Mad King Ludwig,” the “Swan King” or “The Dream King,” Ludwig II of Bavaria staked his claim in the annals of history when he ascended the throne at the age of eighteen and embarked on a personal quest to turn his romantic fantasies into reality. Despite his tendency to remain in bed until the early evening— when he often washed down his breakfast with a buck-etloadof fine wine—Ludwig did manage to see his visions realized in the form of three fairy-tale castles he had built, complete with underground grottos and hidden swan boats for his personal entertaining. But it was Ludwig’s uniquely charitable indulgences that set him apart. He loved nothing more than heading out under the cover of night in his horse-drawn sleigh, covered in ermine blankets with plumes of peacock feathers jutting from the back of the sleigh, to pay surprise visits to the local townspeople on whom he would bestow gifts of jewels and coins. Another of Ludwig’s little hobbies became increasingly evident over time as soldiers leaving their horses at the royal stables noticed that several of the more attractive stable boys were always sporting sizable pieces of jewelry encrusted with precious gems. Eventually, the powers that were conspired to topple Ludwig, and just days after being declared insane and sequestered in one of his own castles, Ludwig drowned under mysterious circumstances in Lake Starnberg.
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