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To the very dear and well-beloved friend
of my prosperous and evil days –

To the friend who, though in the early stages of our acquaintanceship did ofttimes scream and howl at me, has since become to be my most harmonious comrade –

To the friend who, however often I may wring his neck, is never (now) discordant in revenge –

To the friend
who, marked with coolness by all the female members of my household, and regarded with suspicion by my very cat, nevertheless seems day by day to be more drawn by me, and in return to more and more impregnate me with the resonance of his friendship –

To the friend who never tells me of my faults, never wants to borrow money, and never talks about himself –

To the companion of my idle hours,
the soother of my sorrows,
the confidant of my joys and hopes –

My finest and sweetest guitar,
this little volume is
gratefully and affectionately dedicated.

WITH APOLOGIES TO JEROME K. JEROME


 

 

 

I like my sex the way I play football, one on one with as little dribbling as possible.
LESLIE NIELSEN
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INTRODUCTION


This book is about sex, but it is not a how-to book, it is a cheerful history of the subject. There again, it is not exhaustive, though it may be exhausting because it’s such a gigantic field. If you don’t believe me, try putting the word ‘sex’ into an internet search engine. You will find that it brings up about 2,830,000,000 (two billion eight hundred and thirty million) results in less than a twentieth of a second. Near the top comes the female deep-sea anglerfish, a monstrously ugly cross between Vincent Price and a huge and hideous screwed-up paper bag. The only job the female anglerfish’s tiny husband has in life is to attach himself to her body and dissolve, leaving nothing sticking out but his testicles, a single – or rather double – doleful reminder that he ever existed at all. Luckily, human sexual relations are more equitable, and it is these with which Slap and Tickle is chiefly concerned.

Here you will find the unusual history of sex in all its variety as practised by various human cultures down the years: the Ancient Egyptians, the Greeks and Romans, the Puritans, the Regency sex maniacs and those hypocritical naughty Victorians. The book goes right up to, and beyond, the Sexual Revolution and the freedom-soaked grooviness of the recent past, before the rise of HIV/AIDS put the kibosh on all that. Stirred into the mix is the science of sex, from the basic biology to what it is that makes us fancy certain people and not others. You can discover why women encourage promiscuity in men, find out all about ‘monkey-gland’ transplants, read about curious and incredible sexual maladies and, for good measure, learn about Ulysses, the stupendous-sounding, first ever, ‘copulating machine’.

Slap and Tickle covers the sexual spectrum from ‘vanilla’ to ‘fetishistic’, looking also at sundry sex aids down the years. There is an investigation of some hilarious front-page sex scandals and a peek at dirty books and filthy language. At the back, for aficionados, you will find some choice unexpurgated excerpts from the decidedly saucy erotica of yesteryear.

The volume is arranged in chapters, and the history is chronological, but you can read it in any order you like without missing anything. In that way it is more like Midsomer Murders than EastEnders. There is a bit of technical vocabulary sprinkled about and a few old-fashioned short words that one is not supposed to shout out in the library, but I’m sure you are sophisticated enough not to have an attack of the vapours when you read these terms in context. In case you are puzzled by any of them, there is a brief glossary at the back of the book.

Digging the golden nuggets from the rich seam of sex has been a labour of lust and I was obliged to consult a small mountain of books, some of which you will find mentioned in the ‘Further Reading’ table. My library researches have been augmented by the stories of various sex-havers, professional and amateur, who kindly answered my questions on the nitty-gritty. Talking to them has been a breath of fresh air. As sex worker Kitty Stryker put it to me, ‘We get so much bullshit in this work I decided I’m gonna tell it like it is.’

I hope you find it all educational, informative and entertaining. I know I have.

Tom Cutler



I

THE HISTORY OF SEX, 1

FROM THE RUDE GIANT TO STONE PHALLUSES


[image: image]

‘Remember, if you smoke after sex
you’re doing it too fast.’
WOODY ALLEN

Cut into a chalk hillside near the village of Cerne Abbas in Dorset stands the biggest and most famous ‘dirty postcard’ in Britain, the Cerne Abbas Giant, which was once, but is no longer, supposed to be prehistoric. The figure is a 180-foot naked person (unmistakably male), holding a knobbed club. He is sometimes referred to as the Rude Man because of his stupefying erection, his thing being 120 feet long. His club, I mean. His penis is much smaller – though, scaled down, it is equivalent to a 10-incher on your average chap.

[image: image]

Many people still believe the Giant to be prehistoric but the earliest written reference to him was made in 1694. In The History and Antiquities of the County of Dorset (1774), Revd John Hutchins writes that the giant had only been carved the previous century. So it is most likely that the Rude Man is a pretty modern earthwork and not an ancient fertility symbol after all. Still, barren couples traditionally used to dance around a maypole on the white giant’s thigh in an effort to evoke ancient pagan magic and encourage conception. Even today hopeful youngsters copulate on the site, points being awarded for performance by people with binoculars in the nearby National Trust car park. Not really; I made that up about points. But being what it is, the Cerne Abbas giant remains a magnetic tourist attraction, pulling in not only the long-lensed Japanese but also the occasional oddball. In August 2007 the Dorset Echo reported that a chap visiting the Giant, calling himself the ‘Purple Phantom’, had painted his penis purple (the Giant’s penis).

Body of evidence

Few modern people go through life without sex. I mean, if they aren’t actually getting any, they are probably thinking about it much of the time – especially if they are men. Indeed, Aldous Huxley characterized chastity – what people often now call ‘celibacy’ – as ‘the most unnatural of the sexual perversions’. I think he put his finger on it there, if you will pardon the rude picture that conjures up.

Although it’s as old as the hills, sex isn’t the method used by all living creatures to reproduce their genes. Simple organisms like bacteria don’t bother with it: they just divide, making identical copies of themselves for ever. This might save on expensive dinners and the fear of sexually transmitted infections but if humans reproduced non-sexually it would be a disaster. Just imagine endless identical copies of Piers Morgan or the Duchess of York replicating down the generations. Absolutely frightful! No, the chief biological benefit of sexual reproduction is variety of offspring. But more important, to most of us, is that while you’re propagating your genes you can have an enormous amount of fun – which people have known since long before recorded history.

About four million years ago, which isn’t long in evolutionary time – some African chimpanzee-like creatures stopped walking on all fours and began wandering about on their hind legs instead. The sexual organs of these newly upright walkers (our distant ancestors) now became hard to spot. The vertical female of the species had no breasts to speak of and the male’s penis was vanishingly small.

As the creatures evolved, the forest of body hair began to disappear and breasts took up residence on the female chest. The prominence of these sex organs indicated a female’s suitability as a mate, but males learned, over hundreds of thousands of years, that staring at a woman’s breasts was as dangerous as staring at the sun and could damage your eyes, in the sense that you could end up with black ones.

Likewise, much larger and more obvious genitalia developed on the male. Modern men may boast about their small mobile phones and large penises, but size, it seems, was already becoming important a couple of million years ago.

Charles Darwin pointed out that losing body hair and walking upright would be hard to explain from a natural-selection (survival of the fittest) point of view – you’d be colder and slower – but that they both had ‘sexual-selection’ (survival of the sexiest) advantages. In essence, our distant ancestors were finding less hairy partners ‘sexier’, and preferring mates with larger sexual organs. These upright partners could now use their hands more easily too, a significant evolutionary (not to say sexual) advantage.

One of the first things the less hairy upstanding male of the species did was to give the female some prehistoric chocolates and take her out to a romantic Stone Age restaurant. After the cheese and coffee he banged her on the head with his club, and dragged her back to his cave for a bit of postprandial monkey business.

It is of course conjecture just how much fun our sex-having antecedents were getting from sexual intercourse, but possibly it was a great deal. There are some primates today who spend much of their time in a kind of sex-maniacal non-stop orgy which has no reproductive function. For example, bonobos, so-called ‘pygmy chimpanzees’, have sex a lot. They indulge in ‘French kissing’ and oral sex too, neither of which makes babies. After a big fight, two bonobo males are inclined to defuse the situation by rubbing their scrotums together in an apish version of that Truth and Reconciliation Commission which Archbishop Desmond Tutu (a different kind of primate) was involved with. Perhaps British pub punch-ups and football riots could be resolved in the same way.

Modern man and his women

Anyway, as the upright-walking sex-havers reproduced down the generations they continued to evolve. Modern humans (Homo sapiens, meaning ‘wise human being’) are believed to have emerged in Africa about 195,000 years ago. The earliest known human art – a sign of intelligence – doesn’t appear until the Upper Palaeolithic period (Late Stone Age), roughly between 40,000 and 10,000 years ago, give or take 30,000 years, but when it does, surprise surprise, sex seems to be one of the major preoccupations.

Of the few remaining examples of early human art, the Venus of Laussel, a Stone Age carving, has frankly sexual subject matter, being a naked woman with the horn – or at least with a horn. This voluptuous (fat) lady also has prominent sex organs. The Venus of Willendorf, a small stone-carved female figure from some time between 22,000 and 20,000 years ago shares the fat figure and large breasts of other ‘Venuses’ of the period, of which hundreds have been discovered. Although, like the others, her head is present, her features, interestingly, are not. Political correctness doesn’t seem to have bothered the artists of the time.

Sexual subject matter is indisputably visible in cave paintings dating from around 5,000 years ago in the Val Camonica, in northern Italy. These works clearly depict a man copulating with what looks like a donkey. Similar odd scenes are also visible in Siberian rock paintings. Quite what these images of bestiality mean is the subject of vigorous dispute among archaeological academics with beards. Anyway, sex was quite clearly all over the place and it looked the same then as it does now – donkeys aside. Some of the sexual depictions resemble modern-day porn. In a fascinating piece of Mongolian rock art a lady is to be seen effecting fellatio on one gentleman while having sexual intercourse with another – one of the earliest examples of multi-tasking, a skill for which women are now famous.

The carving of small figurines like the ‘Venuses’ lasted into the Mesolithic period (Middle Stone Age), while huge upright stones from the Neolithic period (New Stone Age) are still visible today in parts of Britain and France. These can be suggestively phallic, especially with the sun behind them. Le Grand Menhir Brisé is a huge one of these, and at some sixty feet in height was once the largest known standing stone in Europe. Today it is broken into huge pieces which lie where they fell, possibly at the moment of unsuccessful erection, if you understand me.

Early sex books

As civilization progressed, sex remained, along with the weather, a main topic of conversation amongst gentlemen around the globe, as well as a few ladies. Ancient Indian, Greek, and Roman texts overflow with sex, and some were lavishly illustrated. The Bible is famously stuffed with sex, and violence too, and the subject was clearly on everybody’s mind, as well as in nearly everybody’s bedroom. Indeed, since our forebears started walking upright, sex and hunger have been the two vital motivating forces. Things haven’t changed much either: food and sex continue to sell very well. I was in Wardour Street recently and I saw a man selling hot dogs outside a porn cinema.

Although examples of sex books are fairly few before the Classical period, India has long had a reputation in this area, taking a practical approach to sex education through literature as well as art. Among the oldest books in the world are the Vedas, a large body of Sanskrit texts from Ancient India, dating from around 1500–1000 BCE, roughly the period of the Late Bronze Age and Iron Age. These Hindu writings show that in Ancient India sex was regarded as a marital duty. They also reveal differences in moral attitudes and sexual practices between the rich and powerful and the man in the street. Polygamy, for example, was practised by the rich but not by the poor, which is interesting as I find few men survive one wife, let alone two, three or more.

The Kama Sutra, the best known of the old Indian sex books, contains practical advice on sexual intercourse in many different positions. Its separate parts were written between about 400 BCE and 200 CE, though many of the sex positions look to me like recipes for slipped discs and twisted quadriceps. After doing some of the more acrobatic ones I think a large tin of Ralgex would be on the cards, though care would be required. A rugby-playing friend of mind once sprayed his thigh with the stuff but overshot the runway, liberally squirting his nether regions. He told me he suddenly felt as if his scrotum was on fire and found himself performing an involuntary dance – with noises – around the changing room.

In case you are wondering, ‘Kama’ means sensual pleasure, and ‘Sutra’ may be translated as ‘a collection of aphorisms in the shape of a manual’. It’s not just about sex, though; it also concerns thoughts on virtue, the nature of love, family life and how to start your car on a cold morning. (Not really.) The Kama Sutra was first translated into English in 1883 by the exotic not to say Byronic Sir Richard Burton, an intrepid explorer and fan of sex and sex books. Burton was a funny chap, who recorded the length of the natives’ penises in the various places he went to and then put them down in his travel books – a sort of Hitchhiker’s Guide to Knobs. He was helped in the translation of the Kama Sutra by his chum F. F. Arbuthnot, an orientalist and phallus expert. The book was privately printed by the Kama Shastra Society, an entirely made-up body consisting only of the strange couple, Burton and Arbuthnot. By this sleight of hand the pair dodged the obscenity laws of the time.

In China the I Ching, an ancient and rather inscrutable text, deals surprisingly straightforwardly with sex, at one point describing heaven metaphorically copulating with earth. The size of the condom required for that one boggles the mind. The Chinese Taoist tradition, beginning some time around the sixth century BCE, extolled something called ‘The Joining of the Essences’. The theory was that by practising this, you would do your ‘energetic substances’ a world of good and be healthy and possibly even immortal. But the cost seems to have been high. For example, one of the Taoist ‘energetic substances’ is jing, and once this has all been used up, say through the loss of body fluids, the body dies, or so they reckon. The fluid claimed to contain the most jing is, wait for it, yes, semen, so Taoists recommended decreasing the frequency of, or complete avoidance of, ejaculation so as to conserve ‘life essence’. Assuming, for argument’s sake, the truth of the Taoist assumptions (which are plainly crackers), there can’t be many chaps who would sign up to have their assets frozen in this way.

The Chinese thinker Confucius (551–479 BCE), who had a thing or two to say about sex, prefigured the thinking that developed later in the Christian church, proposing for example that marriage should be a monogamous relationship. But in works from the Tang dynasty (618–907) and from the much later Qing dynasty (1644–1912), a broad spectrum of sexual practices is recorded, including homosexual as well as hetero-sexual goings on.

Confucius’s monogamy idea was certainly not taken up by the Japanese, whose attitudes were much more relaxed. Married men often dallied with courtesans, and the Japanese novel The Tale of Genji, written in the early eleventh century, treats eroticism as an important part of life, not just a duty. Prostitution too has a long tradition in Japan, with ladies of questionable virtue becoming especially popular during the ‘Japanese economic miracle’ following the Second World War – mainly because evening entertainments were tax-deductible. This is an example of having your tart and eating it too.

Japanese pornography has acquired an international reputation in modern times owing partly to their technical nous, and partly also to the diversity of the subject matter. The Japanese fetish scene flourishes today, reminding me of a man I once worked with who had been a sailor in the Far East during the Second World War. ‘Those Japanese girls,’ he said to me one day as he scrubbed a plate, ‘will do anything.’ It was an idea to conjure with as a young chap, and I did.

The sex-mad Egyptians

The Ancient Egyptians have been a bit left out of the story of sex, partly because the Greeks and Romans cast rather a long shadow. We normally think of the Egyptians either as desiccated mummies with their guts in jars or as haughty pharaohs ordering slaves about in another pyramid-building project. But they were not so different from the rest of us. Hidden away in Ancient Egyptian temples you can today find all kinds of rude religious iconography. In several temples religious images of gods with stupendous erections are to be found, including a cracking one of Geb, the god of the Earth, indulging in a bit of auto-fellatio. This is not the kind of religious picture the Archbishop of Canterbury would be likely to commission for the wall of Lambeth Palace. We have become more puritanical in the modern age.

Pith-helmeted archaeologists have discovered several fascinating sexual illustrations which show that Ancient Egyptian party makers behaved very much as modern party makers do. For instance, enthusiastic sex-havers often appear in the same pictures as people making music and drinking alcohol. It’s the old story of wine, women and song all over again.

The rudest of all known Egyptian artefacts can be seen in the Museo Egizio in Turin. Evasively known as Papyrus 55001, or more informatively as the Turin Erotic Papyrus, it is well over 1,000 years old, dating from the twentieth dynasty of Ancient Egypt 1186–1069 BCE. Though damaged, the Bronze Age artwork remains intact enough for scholars – or just men in raincoats – to make out a number of supernaturally endowed and acrobatic old fellows giving a few young ladies the benefit of their experience. So graphic are the illustrations that the papyrus has been described as ‘the world’s first porn mag’, and, ‘the filthiest book in all of ancient history’.

The papyrus is long and skinny and full of holes, and owing to the ravages of time it has had to be preserved between glass sheets. According to Ancient Egyptian porn experts, the girls in the pictures are under the influence of the narcotic lotus flower, which is painted above their heads (drugs now). In between the illustrations of the ladies sitting stark naked on pointy things, and couples having explicit and enthusiastic sex, two of them in a rather spiffing chariot, the papyrus is sprinkled with dirty talk. This is not a religious piece; it is an ancient example of that modern phenomenon: the dirty book, just much more elegant, and it makes the Egyptians seem a lot less remote and more like us than those chilly, if gorgeous, sarcophagi.
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The first record of a possibly homosexual couple in history is an Egyptian relief from 2400 BCE showing a male pair, Khnumhotep and Niankhkhnum. They are pictured in a nose-kissing position, the most intimate pose in Egyptian art.

Those Greeks

For their part, the Ancient Greeks left behind them a cornucopia of rude writing and sexual imagery and are particularly well known for their relaxed, not to say encouraging, attitude to homosexual relationships, which are even depicted on vases and whatnot. Greek writers, including Plato, have filled us in a bit on the detail of male homosexual relations. In his Symposium, Plato also mentions female homosexuality. Sappho, a lady poet from the now famous island of Lesbos, wrote many love poems addressed to the female sex, thereby accidentally lending her island’s name to the love that used not dare to speak its name but, as Robertson Davies put it, now won’t shut up. Male same-sex relations were openly practised, and officially sanctioned, from the seventh century BCE. Known as ‘pederasty’ or paiderastia, meaning ‘love of boys’, these relationships, which went on all over the place, including in the military just as today, were subject to an elaborate social code and were intimately entwined with Greek culture and philosophy. The spiritual and erotic relationships between men and boys were thought superior to the bluntly sexual sort, being a kind of Carpentry-and-Media-Studies apprenticeship, maybe with a bit of sex on the side, just as in the English public school system.

The first Athenian pederasts were aristocrats whose role was to educate, protect and provide a model for their eromenoi (‘loved ones’). Their payment, intellectually anyway, was supposedly the boys’ beauty, youth and promise, so there was more to it than just jumping too low in the leapfrog, which is what it looks like on those vases. These relationships were not quite what we would term ‘homosexual’ today, because the men involved would commonly also have wives, and/or ‘girlfriends’. And, in any case, the ancient concept of ‘homosexuality’ was much vaguer than the modern one.

Marriage was not the same then, either. Marriage today is based on ancient cultural practices and on the doctrines of the medieval Christian church. Until modern times marriage had been a practical business transaction between two families, who often arranged the deal. The British royal family only stopped doing it this way fairly recently.

Greek husbands in their thirties commonly took very young teenagers as their wives. Moreover, they regarded them as little more than commodities: baby factories whose function was to put aside their supposed envy of the male sex organ and get on with having children. Neither were these unlucky wives mistresses in their own boudoirs, being obliged to compete sexually with their husbands’ eromenoi, and with courtesans too. These courtesans were not just good-time girls, they were sophisticated and well-educated female ‘companions’, though they often did have sexual relations with their bosses, rather in the style of today’s more enthusiastic au pair girls. So being a Greek wife wasn’t necessarily a load of fun.

Not surprisingly, modern Greeks are very touchy about all this, especially the gay thing. In 2002 a conference paper on the subject of Alexander the Great’s homosexuality caused such outrage that the meeting was invaded by protesters, and when a film, Alexander, came out two years later, spluttering Greek lawyers threatened to sue the film’s makers.

The first properly recorded stirrings of medico-sexual science began in Greek times with Aristotle (384 BCE–322 BCE), one of the fathers of Western philosophy. Unfortunately, old Aristotle was a beginner in the subject of female sexual anatomy, believing that the uterus moved around a woman’s body during the month, changing her mood according to where it was. When her womb was in her heart she cried more and when it was in her head she would go bonkers (the first recorded identification of PMS). Indeed, the word ‘hysteria’ comes from the Greek hystera, meaning ‘womb’. I’d better get off this subject or I’ll get letters.

The other thing the Greeks are famous for is their celebration of the phallus, sometimes in the shape of a herm, a statue in the form of a square stone pillar surmounted by a bust or head, especially of the phallic god Hermes. Hermes’ name comes from the pillar (herma), not the other way round. Anyway, these pillars had erect penises eye-catchingly carved in just the right spot, and passers-by would rub them with olive oil for good luck. You might like to try that yourself on the beach next summer. Just get yourself a bottle of cooking oil and a sign saying, ‘Roll up, roll up for free good luck.’ Let me know how you get on.

Amongst the other gods worshipped by the Ancient Greeks was Eros, who gave his name to ‘eroticism’, and whose statue you can see in Piccadilly Circus, firing one of his arrows at the Japanese tourists. He was the god of love, lust and sexual intercourse, who bestowed the gifts of sexual desire and pleasure, while driving people mad.

Roman scandals

Hard on the heels of the Ancient Greeks came the rude Romans, who have since acquired an unrivalled reputation for excess and sexual licence. Although the Romans didn’t take wholeheartedly to the Greeks’ sexual philosophy, culture and practices, they did worship a similar love god, Cupid by name. They also adopted the famous herm. Sexual variety was big with them and the sex orgies of Ancient Rome have become something of a cliché.

The ancient festival of Lupercalia, observed in February, included an archaic fertility rite, and the Floralia festival saw Roman temples decked with flowers, as citizens donned bright clothes and stood around watching nude dancing. While this was all going on, Roman prostitutes did a brisk trade. Sex was not a separate behind-closed-doors thing for the ancients; it was a celebratory part of everyday life.

When the Roman Republic ended in some annoying civil wars and was replaced by the Roman Empire, Rome’s first emperor, Augustus, oversaw the introduction of legislation to try to control adultery. For example, married women who had affairs were now to be punished, though not the men, which you might think was a naughty boys’ charter, seeing as how they could get off scot-free.

When Pompeii was excavated in the 1860s, much Roman erotic art saw the light of day for the first time in 2,000 years. The Obscene Publications Act of 1857 had already prohibited the publishing of much of the jolly, cheerful and life-affirming rudery that people had been turning out around the globe since Palaeolithic times, and the Victorians, who were alleged (quite falsely, actually) to cover their piano legs for fear of alarming the servants, went white with shock when they saw the Roman ‘porn’. So they just hid the rude images in a cupboard (after having a good look themselves) and the only people then allowed access were ‘scholars’, members, naturally enough, of the rich-and-powerful brigade. The working classes were kept well away, in case they might be turned into werewolves by the sight of a chap in a toga rogering a lady, a goat or even another chap.

The Romans were flexible about sex labels and there are no Latin words for ‘homosexual’ or ‘heterosexual’. Just like the Greeks, they saw nothing wrong with men being attracted to teenage boys, and girls too, and the Greek practice of pederasty was continued, though effeminacy was frowned upon. Remaining masculine and dominant was important.

In Ancient Greece and Rome the modern concept of ‘sexual orientation’ was unknown. Sex between men was considered part of normal, ‘straight’ behaviour, although chaps who took the passive role were regarded as being of a ‘different’ and inferior ‘gender’. Modern non-Western concepts of male sexuality are comparable to this view, as any fellow who has visited the Arab world, say Tangier, Algiers or Morocco, will tell you, sometimes through gritted teeth, especially if he’s been propositioned up the Casbah.

The idea of a more ‘plastic’ male sexual identity seems to have a universal history, and exists in animals too. Sheep and monkeys who swing both ways are ten a penny, or so I understand, and I recently read of an apparently gay penguin who, when a female was introduced into the pen he shared with his boyfriend, turned out to be bisexual when he ‘left’ him. Alexander Selkirk, who was the real-life model for Robinson Crusoe, and who first went to sea at fifteen to escape a formal charge of ‘undecent beaiviar’, wrote about the goats on his island, with whom he used to dance, in terms that one might find rather off-putting. But what was he to do? There weren’t any humans on there and he was a red-blooded man, just possibly exploiting the plastic nature of his sexuality. As he might have said to his rescuers, ‘If God had not meant man to have sex with a goat, why did he put the horns in such a handy position?’ It is the same in prisons, on ships and in single-sex boarding schools, where you take advantage of what’s available. After all, as Churchill said of Lord Boothby, buggers can’t be choosers (see chapter XI).

The Roman aristocracy was unabashed about sex and much explicit erotic art survives from the ruined buildings of Pompeii and Herculaneum. A series of paintings from the Suburban Baths at Pompeii depicts a variety of activities including oral sex (let’s hope those aristocratic ladies weren’t speaking with their mouths full) and group sex with partners of both sexes in combinations of all kinds.

Prostitution was legal, public and widespread throughout the Roman Empire and the discovery of Roman coins with a very rude picture on one side and a Roman numeral on the other (called spintriae) led archaeologists to pronounce them ‘brothel tokens’. However, in his 2007 paper, ‘Is That A Spintria In Your Pocket, Or Are You Just Pleased To See Me?’, Geoffrey Fishburn of the University of South Wales argued that the tokens might actually have been used for admission to the theatre, and bang went another theory.

Roman literature gives us an insight into the place of the golden weft of sex in the Roman robe of life. The comic playwright Plautus (died 184 BCE) wrote a number of successful sex comedies, and Ovid (died 17 CE) also presented a variety of sexual doings in his writings. The poet Horace is said to have had a mirrored room in his home, which he used to get an all-round perspective when a prostitute came calling, while Emperor Tiberius’s bedrooms were adorned with ‘lascivious’ paintings and sculptures. Tiberius also kept a notorious sex manual by the renowned Greek poetess Elephantis.

As usual, sex and social class went hand in hand. If you were an alpha male, you got the lion’s share, while the ideal Roman marriage was seen to be an affectionate partnership, in which behaving properly and having babies were important. The intertwining of the interests of the State with human sexuality and reproduction was exemplified in the Roman cult of Venus, the goddess of love, beauty, sex, seduction and fertility. No wonder her arms fell off.

While the Greeks had been keen on naked men in their art, keeping women for the most part clothed, the Romans began to show ladies like Venus with their clothes off. By the first century CE, the female nude was depicted doing all kinds of things, including sexual things. In contrast, Roman men increasingly kept their genitalia covered and were less often shown starkers, in the manner of Greek art.

The phallus

The phallus was another big thing for the Romans. The penis amulet (fascinum), meaning both phallus and magical spirit, was so common that many still survive, especially in the form of phallic wind chimes (tintinnabula). Like the modern smiley, the fascinum hung on everything from jewellery to lamps, a bell dangling from the tips of a multitude of penises.

Keeping the theme going, the Romans had a god called Priapus, whose chief attribute was his outsize erect member. You can see him and it for yourself today in Roman frescoes. If you upset Priapus he might punish you by causing a state of permanent erection in your own member, without means of relief. This was and is no laughing matter and Priapus has leant his name to the uncomfortable condition of ‘priapism’, an eye-watering medical emergency to this day (see chapter XV).

The phallus was worshipped worldwide, in Babylon, Egypt, Europe, India – where the god Shiva is represented by a penis – Italy, Mexico, Persia, Scandinavia, Spain, Syria, as well as Greece and Rome. There are some huge stone phalluses to be seen cocking a snook at passers-by on various Pacific islands too. Even today in Bhutan your host will dip a wooden one in your cup before offering you tea, and possibly a custard cream.

The penis having evolved as a ‘badge’ of masculinity, it is no surprise that it should have been celebrated for so long, and so graphically, by men and boys. Indeed, the stylized depiction of the male genitalia engraved into the top of his school desk is the first graffito a boy is likely to encounter. But nearly equal in popularity to this tuberous pictogram is its female equivalent, the pair of gigantic breasts. Generally these are sprayed onto an underpass wall in gargantuan parabolic curves, a pair of monstrous nipples added – Rolf Harris-like – with a single squirt of the aerosol paint can. The preoccupation with this double-barrelled badge of femininity is as vigorous today as it was in the time of the Venus of Willendorf. So in the next chapter we examine breasts in more detail, to see what all the fuss is about.



II

TITBITS


A QUICK LOOK AT BREASTS
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‘Scientists now believe that the primary biological function of breasts is to make men stupid.’
DAVE BARRY

Breasts are the round things on a lady’s chest that contain the milk-producing mammary glands. Sometimes, if oestrogen and testosterone hormone levels go wrong, they can also grow on boys and men, a condition known as gynecomastia, or, more rudely, ‘moobs’ (man boobs).

Apart from their brief use as convenient milk bottles, breasts play a large part in human sexual behaviour. For example, on sexual arousal, breasts get bigger and the nipples harden (the well-known ‘peanut smuggling’ look). But let’s be honest, if it weren’t for their sexual purpose they would be in the way just sitting there most of the time.

Beyond what they look like, few men know much about these cuddly glands, so it’s good to know about a groundbreaking German study which reported that staring at women’s breasts for ten minutes a day has the health-promoting benefits of a thirty-minute bike ride, adding five years to a man’s life by exercising the heart and improving circulation.

Some comparable research from Victoria University of Wellington uncovered the related and not very surprising fact that men often look longer and harder at a woman’s breasts than at other parts of her body. The researchers observed that, ‘Men may be looking more often at the breasts because they are simply aesthetically pleasing, regardless of the size.’ Which is a kind of ‘never mind the width, feel the quality’ approach. This shows not only that men make excellent art critics, but also highlights the pointlessness of Breast Awareness Week as far as men are concerned. Chaps are perfectly well aware of those things, thanks very much, sometimes painfully so.

Many hills and mountains have been named after their resemblance to breasts. The delightful sounding Maiden Paps in Scotland, and the Irish Paps of Anu sound good for a brisk hike. The US Teton Range is named after the old word for ‘tit’ or ‘nipple’, which is shared by various European languages, as in the Tetica de Bacares in Spain, and the Cerro Las Tetas in Puerto Rico.

As we all know, human knockers vary pleasingly in size and shape, and it is common for a woman’s left breast to be slightly larger than the right. Symmetrical breasts are a signal of a woman in tip-top breeding condition, which might account for the male fondness for close examination of a lady’s credentials. This reminds me of the limerick about a lady from Wiltshire.

There was a young girl of Devizes

Whose breasts were of different sizes.

The one that was small

Was no use at all,

But the other won several prizes.

Pretty obviously, girls don’t have breasts until puberty, when female sex hormones trigger sexual development and the boobs start to make their presence felt. Their shape depends mainly on support provided by the suspensory ligaments of Cooper, on which they are hung from the collarbone.

But ladies continue to change shape and size over time, sometimes dramatically. In her twenties, a woman’s breasts are made of fat, milk glands and connective tissue, which keeps them looking pert. But over the years the Cooper ligaments become slack, and fat replaces much of the other stuff. The breasts then sag and fall forwards like bread dough on the edge of a table under the inexorable influence of the Earth’s gravitational pull.

Sizing up the competition

Even before her boobs head south and start getting under a lady’s feet, size variations are remarkable, with everything from the fried-egg look to the appearance of having been shot in the back by two torpedoes. In 2009, The Guinness Book of World Records recognized fifty-year-old Norma Stitz, who has a non-standard bra size of 72ZZZ, as the unrivalled owner of the world’s biggest unadulterated hooters. Each of Norma’s un-augmented breasts weighed in at a not-to-be-trifled-with two stone.

The cliché that big breasts are a compensatory function of reduced intellect may be politically incorrect but one scientist thinks there’s some truth to it. Dr Erwin O. Strassman, of Houston, Texas, surveyed more than 700 childless women and found that, on average, bigger breasts meant lower IQ scores.

But it is not only size in which nature is occasionally over-generous. When the goddess of boobs is handing out the breasts and nipples some women – and some men too – get given an extra one or two. So-called ‘supernumerary nipples’ are fairly common, with about one in eighteen chaps and one in fifty ladies having a spare one. West Ham footballer Jonathan Spector claims to intimidate opponents by judicious use of his third nipple, which he keeps up his sleeve – metaphorically speaking, obviously.

In 2005, Radio 1’s Jo Whiley reported that a doctor had told her that a ‘mole’ near her breast was actually an ‘accessory nipple’. Swiftly nicknamed Scaramanga by her husband, after the James Bond baddy who not only had an extra nipple but was a bit of an all-round tit, she had it removed. Like supernumerary nipples, multiple breast syndrome can also be treated with surgery – for those who believe you can have too much of a good thing.

The over-shoulder boulder holder

Holding the things up has been a bit of a task for centuries. The bra is a pretty modern invention, and even now it is a somewhat inflexible and less-than-perfect tool.

The most popular bra size in the world is B but in 2004 market research from Mintel revealed that between 1998 and 2004 British breasts had got bigger, even allowing for people’s increasing girth. Bra maker Triumph discovered that the biggest breasts in all of Europe now belong to the British, with more than half of Britain’s women wearing a D cup. Second place in the Triumph survey went to Denmark, followed by third-place Netherlands, but the smallest knockers belonged to the Italians, with sixty-eight per cent of Italian ladies wearing a B cup, despite all that spaghetti. In 2010 the most common bra size sold in the UK was 36D but by 2011 the biggest bra available in the shops was a whopping KK. This size increase has been attributed to all kinds of things, including the growing popularity of boob jobs, and ‘better nourishment’.

In his delightful book about bra history, Bust-Up: The Uplifting Tale of Otto Titzling (1972), Wallace Reyburn tells how his hero loses a legal bra fight with one Phillip de Brassiere. Unfortunately, this story is entirely made up, as the fellow’s name ought to indicate. After all, ‘tit sling’ is playground slang for a bra.

Bra-like garments appear in Minoan images from the fourteenth century BCE, and during the Ming Dynasty a cloth with cups and shoulder straps was used to support the Chinese bosom. Prototype Roman bras dating back to 62 CE can also be seen depicted in the art of Pompeii.

The word ‘bra’ is short for ‘brassière’, not to be confused with ‘brasserie’, which is a sort of French bar or restaurant, or ‘brazier’ which is a kind of metal bucket of holes, full of fire, that builders warm their hands around. ‘Brassière’ comes from bracière, an Old French word meaning ‘arm protector’ (bras in French means ‘arm’). Over time the word changed to refer to a military breastplate, and later to a corset.

Before modern bras, ladies wore corsets to hold things in place. The corset developed from the sixteenth century until, by the nineteenth century, nifty gizmos for hanging the breasts from the shoulder were being played around with. Vogue magazine first used the term ‘bra’ in 1907, and a bra patent was issued in the 1930s. Large-scale commercial production of what look like modern bras did not begin until the 1930s, about the time ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ became the US national anthem.

The word ‘cup’ was first recorded in 1916, when stretchable cups were used to fit the wide variety of breast sizes. Fixed cup sizes themselves were only invented in 1932.

But bra design is not an absolute science and, unfortunately, cup sizes have never been very consistent, or uniformly comfortable – I’m told. I don’t know for sure because I’ve never had to wear a bra. Bra-fitting methods, also invented in the thirties, don’t work beyond a 38D and exasperated ladies with especially big ones are advised to match any bra they wish to buy with a good one they already own. This makes you wonder how they are ever going to find out what size they really are other than by endless trial and error. In many cases it’s error: apparently more than eighty per cent of women wear the wrong size bra for their bosom. The commonest reported bra faults are: 1) straps that cut into shoulders, 2) cups that are too small and, 3) narrow side panels that cause ‘bulging’. Maybe there’s a niche here for a new breast-sizing consultancy. You’d just need a pair of callipers, chaps, and a notebook for home visits.

In an effort to get bras to fit better, adjustable bands with hook-and-eye fastenings were introduced, and by the end of the Second World War most with-it European women were wearing a bra. The adoption of this new technology was accounted for partly because corsets, which is what ladies had been wearing till then, contained rather a lot of metal, which was needed during the war to make guns and aeroplanes.

Early bras were stiffened with bone but metal was introduced after the end of hostilities, such that today the US Transportation Security Administration recommends that women flying by plane should avoid wearing bras containing metal because they set off the detectors. Sensing a gap in the market, Triumph unveiled its ‘Frequent Flyer Bra’ in 2001. It has non-metallic clasps, and underwires made of resin.

But not all ladies took bras to their bosom. In 1968, during the Miss America contest, some four hundred women protested by throwing false eyelashes, stiletto shoes, make-up, corsets and bras into rubbish bins. In an effort to make a better newspaper picture they decided to burn the contents but were forbidden. Undaunted, newspapers nonetheless began referring to the ‘bra-burning’ stunt, conjuring up in their readers’ fevered imaginations a mental picture of flaming brassières being waved about by humourless bare-breasted feminists. As one wit put it at the time, ‘I bet it was a small fire.’

As the bra had encircled the bust, it now encircled the world, lifting the bosoms of Asia, Latin America and parts of Africa. Indeed, the bra racket is now a multi-billion-dollar industry. Hong Kong Polytechnic University even offers a degree in Bra Studies, which focuses on the nitty-gritty of design and manufacture, including modules such as ‘underband tension’, ‘bottomband pressure’, ‘loop density’, ‘elastic yarn tension’ and ‘cup strain’.

For nearly half a century, the Queen has taken a lively interest in the subject. In 1960, while granting Somalia its independence, Her Majesty bestowed on Rigby & Peller – the famous Knightsbridge bra and pants firm – the Royal Warrant of Appointment, making them her official ‘Corsetières’, and, at the same time, augmenting her own role as the country’s titular head. Rigby & Peller are big on proper, personalized measurements, taken by a professional. They believe that the tape measure alone leaves a great deal to be desired because so much hangs on the measurements, and because women are all different.

Guessing a woman’s bust size

There’s even a delightful game that men, and women, if they like, can play to entertain themselves and their friends: it’s called ‘Guessing a woman’s bust size’. The bust size is the distance around the fullest part of a woman’s breasts and is governed by rib-cage size. In guessing this, you need to begin with a bit of trial and error, a few game ladies and a tape measure. You should start getting the hang of things before too long. But beware, it’s easy to underestimate a circumference.

Anyway, let’s suppose, for practice, that you’ve guessed a bust size of 38 inches. Remember this.

Next estimate the circumference around the chest under the hooters. If you guess an even number, add four; if odd, add five. Your final figure is the lady’s hypothetical band size. Suppose you guess 32 (even) and add four, you get a theoretical band size of 36.

To get the cup size, compare the band size with the bust size. If the numbers are the same, then she’s an A cup; if the bust is an inch larger than the band, then she is a B cup; two inches larger, a C; and so forth, spasmodically through the alphabet. In our example the bust size (38) is two inches larger than the band (36), so she is a C cup. But beware: funny cup sizes like DD at the Mae West end of the scale can confuse the novice. Whatever happens, though, you’ll have a lot of fun weighing the evidence and working it all out. It’s better than telly, anyway.
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