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        PREFACE

        I was extremely heartened by the responses to Filthy Shakespeare from all over the world when it was first published - from critics, playwrights, authors, theatre directors, film directors, actors, students, and especially from fellow Shakespeareans.  And it was particularly pleasing that so many remarked on what they felt to be an advantage that the subject was being explored by a scholar who is also a dramatist - the book’s emphasis on the ways in which Shakespeare used sexual puns for serious issues such as politics, philosophy and morality, and to express profound and complex emotion.  And how so often Shakespeare uses subtext for heightening the dramatic impact of his scenes.

        So the somewhat hysterical reaction of two high-profile ‘media-friendly’ academics to the book’s publication was a little surprising - to me and to many of my fellow Shakespeare scholars.

        Jonathan Bate seemed particularly upset, employing a rather overdetermined phrase in an interview, saying : ‘We abhor the over-the-top approach to Shakespeare’s bawdy practised by people like... Pauline Kiernan’. Stanley Wells, promoting his own book,  Shakespeare, Sex and Love which followed publication of my own, seems to have been exceedingly disgruntled, condemning Filthy Shakespeare and its author in numerous press interviews, in all his talks at literary festivals, and even, speaking to camera, in his advertising promotional video for his book. If these were only personal attacks there would be little point in responding to them, but it’s perhaps worth pausing to reflect on the reasons for their objections. Their squeamishness has important implications for the ways in which academics who are not themselves dramatists, continue to approach the works of Shakespeare.

        Wells complained that Filthy Shakespeare ‘goes too far, inventing rather than elucidating sexual meanings’, that it is ‘a work of grotesque caricature … It is pornographic,’

        In his own book, Wells describes Shakespeare’s use of the bed trick in Measure for Measure and All’s Well That Ends Well as constituting ‘the rape of the man’ because the two male characters are tricked into having sex with women that they would reject if they had known their true identities. This, one might say, ‘goes too far... inventing rather than elucidating sexual meanings.’  But what is more serious, to pair these encounters with the gruesome gang rape of Lavinia in Titus Andronicus is grotesquely insulting to a dramatist who always treats victims of male assault with the utmost sensitivity and sympathy and whose many depictions of the horrors of war and conflict show particular revulsion for acts of rape (of women). To characterise the bed trick as a rape and to make Angelo and Bertram victims analagous to Lavinia and her horrific experience betrays an astonishing lack of understanding of how Shakespeare’s drama works.  But more importantly, it is a complete disparagement of the playwright’s deep humanity and moral integrity.

        The reluctance of academics to explore the brilliantly inventive dramatic purposes and effects which Shakespeare brings to his use of sexual wordplay makes their study of the playwright, in an important respect, seriously deficient. It matters desperately for actors to be able to recover the horrific subtext in the most disturbing of all acts of violence in Shakespeare, when Lavinia comes on stage, blood pouring from the stumps where her hands have been chopped off and blood seeping through her lips where her tongue has been cut out.  It matters greatly that Capulet’s screaming ferocious obscenities at his daughter are given their full repulsive force by the subtext Shakespeare’s audience would have heard: You pox-diseased piece of dead, putrefying flesh! You whore! So that Shakespeare’s tender compassion for daughters of such monsters is properly conveyed. It matters hugely for an actor’s understanding of the complexity and ambiguity of Henry V’s character to identify the terrifyingly graphic images of soldiers raping virgins in the sexual subtext of his speech at Harfleur.

        One of the most extreme examples of this failure to attend to the dramatic use of sexual wordplay is the gloss on the famous ‘Nunnery Scene’ by the editors of the most recent scholarly individual edition of Hamlet.  A dramatist would have no difficulty in understanding what Shakespeare is doing here, and how he makes meaning not just in the words that are uttered but in how he structures scenes and sequences so that the structuring itself makes his meaning.

        The Arden glossary reads: ‘nunnery convent i.e. a religious community vowed to chastity. It has been suggested that nunnery is used here in a slang sense meaning “brothel” ... Folg and Norton record this meaning, though it does not seem very relevant, given that Hamlet is trying to deter Ophelia from “breeding”.’ This betrays a staggering literal-mindedness and inability to do justice to one of the most dramatically powerful scenes in all Shakespeare.

        In fact, ‘nunnery’ was such a common term for brothel in Shakespeare’s time that any use of the word on stage would automatically have the double meaning of both convent and brothel. To deny the underlying meaning is to ignore the kind of language Hamlet has used in the earlier scene when he described Ophelia to Polonius as ‘breeding maggots in the sun’, and the obscenities he will use in the next scene where his words blatantly pun on her cunt. In a later scene, Ophelia comes on stage with her mind torn apart singing bawdy songs about sex and pricks and vaginas. The utter skill in which Shakespeare weaves the themes of loss, madness and sexual betrayal with their underlying subtext is breathtaking.

         So it matters desperately for the actors to be able to recover the subtext so that the full complex, harrowing force of the scene can be conveyed. A dramatist would immediately see that Shakespeare is showing a divided self speaking here. Hamlet’s vicious cruelty complicates our response to him. He’s painfully torn between his love for Ophelia and his revulsion of all women. It is an exquisitely structuring of the sexual subtext.

        It is interesting to note that the comparison Wells made between his book and my own had an effect opposite to the one apparently intended. Several reviews accused him of the very objections Wells had made to Filthy Shakespeare: ‘It is not always clear when meanings are “invented” rather than “elucidated” within [Wells’s] work’.  ‘At some points, his methodology does not appear significantly different from Kiernan’s “translations” of Shakespeare's sexual language.’ And: ‘The content is unnervingly similar.’

        Wells believes that he discerns a certain fastidiousness in Shakespeare’s approach to bawdy by comparison with his contemporaries. This insistence that Shakespeare was somehow detached from the cultural norms of his times is interesting. When, in 2009, in a related sentiment, Wells insisted that the ‘Cobbe’ painting was a portrait of Shakespeare and done from life, despite being forcefully contradicted by one who is a foremost expert on 16th-century portraiture, he explained: ‘I’m pleased that the picture confirms my own feelings—this is the portrait of a gentleman.’

    

A NOTE BEFORE YOU BEGIN
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Shakespeare must have been mercilessly ribbed all his life. He was a walking, talking, breathing sexual pun. In fact, he was a double-sexual pun. His name meant Wanker – to shake one’s spear. So much for his surname. His Christian name was a pun on prick, cunt and sexual desire.

Will Shakespeare was called a Prick Wanker. Or A Wanker On Cunts. Or a sexually aroused Wanker. Even if you substitute the slang for more polite expressions, he’s still a Penis Masturbator, or Penis Shaker.

But without the sexual puns, both his names suggest strength of will and determination. So, although many of the following examples of his sexual punning cloak the ribald meanings and significances of a word, it doesn’t necessarily mean that the subtext cancels out the surface meaning.

Will Shakespeare, then, meant a Prick Wanker. But the names also meant someone strong and courageous. And with this particular Will Shakespeare, they stood for someone unafraid to shake others out of their complacent assumptions about sexual identity, politics, war, and morality.
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INTRODUCTION

Sex in Shakespeare’s time
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PIMPS, WHORES AND A SWOLLEN PRICK

Around the corner from the Globe Theatre where Shakespeare’s most famous plays were performed was a brothel, one among untold numbers that lined London’s Bankside in those days (bank – brothel district). It was one of the more sophisticated knocking-shops and it was called ‘The Cardinal’s Hat’, named for the colour of the tip of an engorged penis.

Everyone, of course, knew why it was called what it was, just as they would have known that ‘tongue’ was something in the mouth used for speaking, but could also mean a woman’s clitoris; that ‘noon’ was the name for midday but also for the erect penis at its height (as in pointing up to twelve on a dial); and that if you called someone ‘slippery’, you were most likely describing a bisexual.

It is quite amazing how little attention has been given to Shakespeare’s vulgar, lewd, downright filthy puns. His plays and poems are stuffed with the kind of double entendres and obscene wordplay that would make our most risqué stand-up comics blush. Puns on cunt, sodomy, VD, masturbation, semen, same-sex fucking, male whores, female whores, impotence – you can find all of them in nearly every play.
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THE TANTALISING SUBTEXT

Shakespeare’s audiences were fine-tuned to hearing what we now call subtext in a way that we can hardly begin to imagine. When they talked of going to the theatre they called it going to hear a play, not to see one. In the playhouses, open to the skies, with performances in daylight, with nothing like our elaborate set design and lighting to create mood, establish location, and provide visual signals for the audience to follow, listening closely to the words was essential.

At the Globe, the actor was surrounded by three thousand spectators, or six thousand listening ears. And those ears were trained to hear every nuance of meaning in a word, including, and especially, ones with sexual undertones. This was because so many people used language in this way and because, quite simply, they went to so many plays. Two hundred of them every season, different plays performed six days each week, with one in eight Londoners going to them every week, many going twice or three times a week. And with each theatre holding up to three thousand playgoers at a time, it is little wonder Shakespeare’s audiences were such skilled listeners and could decode a sexual pun instantaneously.
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LONDON – A THEATRE OF PUNISHMENT, GREED AND DISEASE

But there is another reason why the audiences of the time were habituated to the language of the street, and it lies in just that: the street. It is important to remember when exploring Shakespeare’s obscene puns that he inhabited a world that can, to us, seem indecent, vulgar, and brutal. People spoke a language that was full of figures of speech – bawdy, colourful, or just plain gross – to describe or disguise the cruel facts of life: poverty, the plague, venereal disease, a high infant mortality rate, slow painful death, the brutal violence in many forms that was everywhere around them.

Life in Shakespeare’s England was – for many of its population – brutal, hard and raw. Mass unemployment in the country as a whole, combined with failed harvests which forced the price of grain up 400 per cent, meant that thousands were starving to death. Shakespeare’s last tragedy, Coriolanus, actually opens on a scene of hungry protesters wielding weapons and demonstrating against the famine the authorities have created by the hoarding of corn to push prices up. There were popular uprisings like this throughout the country, including one in Shakespeare’s home county of Warwickshire, at the time he was writing this play.

The number of homeless increased every day – they drifted from town to town, sleeping rough, begging. A quarter of London’s population was lost to the plague in 1563, the year before Shakespeare was born. In 1593, when eleven thousand people died of the plague the playwright would have walked streets where the stench of putrefied corpses piled up was as horrific as the sight of the black skin stretched over skeletal bodies, rats and maggots eating their eyes, beetles and flies nesting in their open mouths behind blue, blotched lips. When he lived north of the river, he would have had to walk to work through the appalling squalor of the town ditch and passed the pitiful chained inmates of the mental asylum, Bedlam, who provided unwanted entertainment and amusement to sightseers.

As well as the theatres, there was another spectacle Londoners flocked to. Punishment of crime was made ghoulishly public. Traitors would be strung up till only half dead, have their bowels ripped out, their legs hacked off, and their head sliced from their bodies. Or you could watch traitors tied to a stake and see their bodies licked by flames, a human bonfire, slowly burning to death. Almost every day, you would have been able to watch a form of public execution at one of several London sites. Gruesome rituals and violent death figure again and again in Shakespeare, and often the language which describes them is a grotesque form of sexual wordplay.

These were the realities of a world where life was a daily battle against starvation and disease and above all, by our standards, short. The average life expectancy for men has been estimated as 30–35 in wealthy London districts and 20–25 in the poorer parts, although some people did live on into their 50s. Between 30 and 40 per cent of the country’s population were poor, and the gap between rich and poor grew wider during Shakespeare’s lifetime.

It was also the time of rising capitalism, of the creation of the middle classes, growing rich and powerful – often through questionable business practices – and of an attitude of every man for himself. Shakespeare’s Timon of Athens shows a world where luxury goods pouring into the ports from all corners of the earth were prompting greed on an unprecedented level. And with greed, came credit – borrowing vast sums to maintain an extravagant lifestyle. Pawnbrokers and loan sharks – the equivalent of our banks today who charge us exorbitant interest – were always kept busy. It may please some of us today to learn that Shakespeare’s contemporaries called bankers financial prostitutes. The court of Elizabeth I was a byword for depravity, with aristocrats ruthlessly jostling for power and for the lucrative monopolies on luxury goods.

Greed for money is often likened to lust and sexual perversion in Shakespeare. The upwardly mobile desire of the self-loving servant Malvolio in Twelfth Night is characterised in terms of sex, and gives rise (if you’ll forgive the pun) to one of the most uproarious examples of Shakespeare’s play on the word ‘cunt’ (see Pertaining to Cunt).
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FAECES, FLATULENCE AND FESTERING POX

Shakespeare’s London cannot begin to be imagined without feeling it on the senses. The city was bursting at the seams, its population exploding from 200,000 in 1574 to 400,000 in 1642. The assaults on the sense of smell and of hearing were ferocious. The bellowing of hawkers and the clatter of traffic competed with the bells of 114 churches ringing out every hour, day and night.

And the smell. The Thames itself a fetid sewer that was also London’s water supply, the streets and thoroughfares used for evacuating bowels and bladders, the belching, putrid smoke from factories (the hazelnuts found at the site of the Rose and Globe theatres were waste products from a nearby soap factory), everything conspired to make the battle against disease and bubonic plague an impossible one. The 1593 epidemic closed the theatres and led to the banning of all public gatherings. It’s little wonder the plays of the time are full of references and puns on faeces, and flatulence and bodies encrusted with festering, putrid plague and boils. Venereal disease was rife, and Shakespeare frequently alludes to the plague to talk about that other disease and those other boils – of the pox.
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WHORES, WHEELER-DEALERS AND PICKPOCKETS IN THE HOUSE OF GOD

In the old St Paul’s Cathedral across the Thames, opposite the Globe, hundreds of English and foreign merchants from the great trading countries of the world crammed the aisles, wheeling and dealing, using the marble tombs and even the baptismal font for counting out money, to the sound of the divine services being sung by the Cathedral choir. Punters picked up prostitutes, male as well as female, lawyers made deals, pickpockets picked pockets, while others came to look at the small ads posted on the walls, for jobs, services, and language lessons – Arabic, French, Russian, Polish and Dutch were in great demand as more and more people wanted to find out about those foreign lands whose tall three-masted ships unloaded their cargoes at the crowded wharves and warehouses of London’s dockland.

St Paul’s was also an extraordinary bazaar, lined with shops on two levels – you could pick up your groceries on the way out and then browse among the many bookstalls that were set out in the courtyard, and buy a quarto copy of a Shakespeare play.
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THE BISHOP’S TARTS

The theatres themselves were built in the district of the whorehouses and Molly-houses (male brothels) on the south bank of the Thames, which were licensed by the Bishop of Winchester who made a fortune from them and who was satirised by Shakespeare for his hypocrisy of growing fat on the sins of the flesh. The Southwark whores were known as ‘Winchester geese’, and the sound of the word ‘geese’ was the hiss or wheeze that VD sufferers made. In these brothels there would be ‘all the equipments needed by sadists and masochists, with the necessary female (or, if need be, male) partners’. People called the brothels ‘stews’, named after the vapour baths customers sweated through in the hope of steaming venereal disease from their bodies.

Bankside was the site of London’s sex industry which Shakespeare most famously recreates in his plays – the brothel madam called Mistress Quickly (Quick-Lay/Quick-Fuck) who appears in three History plays and a comedy is one of Shakespeare’s most sparkling characters. More disturbingly, in Measure for Measure the whole plot revolves around ridding the city of its pimps and whorehouses by a Puritan deputy ruler who is seized with lust and tries to blackmail a novice nun into having sex with him. Bankside was London’s underworld, outside the jurisdiction of the Lord Mayor and the Puritans, a place where criminals operated, and the convicted were thrown into one of its five prisons.

East along the river was the Tower of London. Here, coming from the theatre having watched one of Shakespeare’s most gruesome, violent scenes, playgoers could witness another spectacle: a political prisoner mounting the scaffold and having his head chopped off, stuck on a pike, and displayed on London Bridge. One foreign tourist counted 34 such heads. (Shakespeare himself has the severed heads of Macbeth and Richard III brought on stage, moments which would have been a lot less chilling for his original audiences than they are for us.)

London Bridge was the only bridge over the Thames. Lined with houses and shops, and clogged with a permanent traffic jam, it was a sight that all tourists of the time came to see. ‘The most beautiful bridge in the world,’ one French visitor called it. A playwright of that time wrote that ‘in every street carts and coaches make such a thundering as if the world ran on wheels’. Bankside was always packed too – some 4000 people crossed the river by boat every day to visit the theatres. And who knows how many more made the crossing using London’s 2000 wherries (river taxis), to buy sex, watch the grisly spectacle of bear-baiting, or to pick pockets. This mass of heaving humanity would jostle against one another in the streets and alleys of Bankside – what was aptly called ‘the margins’ of society.

It was here that Philip Henslowe, famous theatre impresario, money lender, property speculator and brothel-owner, took out a lease on a whorehouse called The Rose (rose – vagina and brothel). When he built a new theatre on the site he probably kept the brothel going as well. The wife of the actor Edward Alleyn, one of the two A-list celebrities of the day (the other was Shakespeare’s chief actor, Dick Burbage), was probably a brothel madam there. For her sins she was drawn through the streets of Southwark, like many prostitutes, in an open cart – this being the shaming ritual for captured whores. At the time, theatres were viewed as no better than the brothels and bear pits. They were lumped together with all manner of lewd and grotesque entertainments.
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SHAKESPEARE’S ARISTOCRATIC PATRON GETS A PAINFUL DOSE

It was not just bishops and theatrical entrepreneurs who dealt in the flesh trade. Queen Elizabeth I gave her Lord Chamberlain, who was the patron of Shakespeare’s acting company, the licences for brothels in the area of Paris Garden not far from the Rose. The aristocratic patron, then, of Shakespeare’s company, grew rich from prostitution (as well as property speculation), but he also, unfortunately, grew painfully ill with venereal disease, and was known to subject himself to the agonising mercury treatment believed at that time to alleviate syphilis. It is also worth mentioning that Chamberlain was renowned for his foul mouth. A contemporary wrote of ‘his custom of swearing, and obscenity in speaking’. He had ten known illegitimate children, one of whom became the Bishop of Exeter. His venereal disease does not seem to have put a stop to his sex life – it is believed he fathered a daughter at the age of 70. There was another public figure known for the coarseness of his language: Queen Elizabeth’s successor, James I, was known for being a foul-mouthed king.
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COVERT SODOMITES AND ‘LASCIVIOUS WRITHINGS OF TENDER LIMBS’

A whore cost less than going to a play or the bear pit – where you could watch half a dozen mastiffs let loose on and rip apart a bear tied to a stake. The theatres were the subject of outraged condemnation by the Puritans and other ‘anti-theatricals’, one of whom, Phillip Stubbes, ranted:


‘Mark the flocking and running to the theatres … daily and hourly, night and day, time and tide, to see plays and interludes, where such wanton gestures, such bawdy speeches, such kissing and glancing of wanton eyes and the like is used … Then these pageants being done, every mate sorts to his mate, every one brings another homeward of their way very friendly, and in their secret conclaves covertly play the Sodomites or worse.’



Reading such diatribes, it’s tempting to imagine such men watching plays, working themselves up to a fever pitch of fear of contamination, a veritable froth of sexual frenzy, terrified of being aroused by such a disturbing contamination, that their condemnation feels like an ejaculation of rage against the ‘Evil Temptress’ – The Theatre! All the ‘anti-theatricals’ of the time comment on the sexually provocative nature of plays and playgoing.

There were no women actors at the time, the female parts being played by boy-actors or ‘play-boys’, as they were called. One poor man unwittingly damns himself with a particularly sexy description of what he’s supposed to be denouncing. He has clearly been aroused by what he describes as ‘the lascivious writhings of their tender limbs and gorgeous apparel’. You can almost hear the heavy breathing.
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HOMOSEXUAL AND LESBIAN DESIRE

Society in Shakespeare’s time did not divide sexuality into heterosexual and homosexual as we do today. No one then would have actually called themselves ‘a homosexual’. That’s because the sexuality of the individual was not the starting-point for defining personal identity. The Elizabethans acknowledged that same-sex desire existed, and the literature and the visual arts of the period offered many examples of homoerotic and lesbian desire. But the whole subject was highly blurred and full of inconsistencies.

The word ‘sodomy’, for example, was a catch-all term that covered anal penetration by a penis, a finger, a dildo or other object involving men and women; but also masturbation, bestiality, rape, and child sexual abuse. Male friendship was generally felt to be more important than relationships between men and women. The love of men for men seems to have been accepted as a fact of life, and the language of male friendship in literature and the arts is passionate and often talks about same-sex love. In Shakespeare’s plays, male bonding is sometimes shown to be bound up with aggression and with male erotic desire. And passionate female–female desire figures strongly in some of his comedies.

In religious and legal pronouncements, sodomy was treated as a heinous sin and a felony punishable by death, but it was rarely prosecuted. King James I was known for his male–male attachments – in a letter to one of his young lovers he writes: ‘God bless you, my sweet child and wife [sic]. James’. Nicholas Udall was sacked as headmaster of Eton in the 1540s and prosecuted because ‘he did commit buggery … sundry times’. However, this did not stop him being appointed headmaster at Westminster School some years later! The Lord Chancellor and essayist, Sir Francis Bacon, was quite open about his relationships with his male servants and was described in print, with little sense of disapproval, as a pederast.

Officially, homosexual activity was considered an abomination. There are numerous examples of statements of revulsion and hostility towards it in the abstract. But in practice, there seems to have been a tacit acceptance of male–male sex, particularly between men and their servants, and of male prostitution. Homosexuality certainly did exist on a considerable scale. Unless violence was involved or a same-sex act disrupted social order, the courts seem not have done much about it. One reason for this could be that since the average age for men to marry was in their late 20s and early 30s, homosexual behaviour was allowed as a form of birth control. With the population already rising at an alarming rate, there was an urgent need to stop young unmarried men from having sex with women – it needed to be kept in line with the economy’s resources. Sex that didn’t produce babies would have been one answer to the problem.

There was also a certain vagueness about lesbianism at the time. The law did not criminalise, or even recognize, lesbian acts. It was treated as something implausible but it was nevertheless practised, and awareness of female–female desire certainly existed. There were increasing references to it throughout the 16th and 17th centuries. A woman convicted of sodomy with a man or woman was given a death sentence, just as men were. But not all sodomy statutes specified female–female acts, and where they did, few were actually prosecuted. A law expert writing just after Shakespeare’s time said that a woman could only commit buggery with an animal, and that the only time a case was cited was ‘a great Lady who had committed Buggery with a Baboon, and conceived by it’!

In The Golden Age, a play by Shakespeare’s fellow dramatist, Thomas Heywood, the young women attending on the goddess Diana are paired off as lovers: ‘Madam, we are all coupled / And twinn’d in love, and hardly is there any / That will be won to change her bedfellow’. Queen Elizabeth I, who ordered all her PR exercises to portray her as The Virgin Queen, once joked that she should marry a Princess and play the husband’s part in the relationship.
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DILDOS AND THE REDISCOVERY OF THE CLITORIS

References in all kinds of literature of the time to dildos and women with unusually large clitorises all testify to a male anxiety about women’s sexuality. This is the era of the ‘rediscovery of the clitoris.’ And the reason it has ramifications for our understanding of attitudes to sex in Shakespeare’s time is that it had long been thought that women’s sexual organs were simply inferior versions of men’s sexual organs – turned inside out, and positioned inside, and not outside, the body. So the vagina and ovaries were thought to be the mirror images of the penis and testicles. (This notion of male and female anatomies fitted to one another was challenged by no less an authority than Leonardo da Vinci.) The rediscovery of the clitoris in 1559 (it was known to Greek medical writers but then somehow got forgotten) showed that a woman’s pleasure could be outside the control of a man. This is probably why there are so many references to dildos in the plays and pamphlets of the time.
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