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Introduction: Obscenity and
the Origins of Modernity, 1500-1800

Lynn Hunt

Pornography Has a History

Pornography still provokes intense debate, but in Western coun-
tries it is now generally available to adult consumers and schol-
ars alike. When you make your way to the Reserve Room of the
Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris, for instance, there are only a few
reminders of the secrecy formerly shrouding the famous Collec-
tion de I'Enfer. As late as 1992 you still had to fill out a form
explaining your “precise reason for request.” The asterisk on the
front of the form referred you to the back where it said, “general
or vague terms (‘scientific research,” ‘documentation,’ ‘personal
research’) will not be accepted.” When you read those words
of warning it is hard not to think of prim, worried librarians try-
ing to keep dirty books out of the hands of the wrong people,
most likely aging men in fraying suit jackets who would occupy
their seats in search of something other than scholarship. It is a
measure of the changing times that no one ever questions your
responses any more.

The very existence of the Collection de I’Enfer or its English
counterpart, the Private Case of the British Library, gives a sense
of definition and clarity to pornography that it has not always
had. Pornography did not constitute a wholly separate and dis-



INTRODUCTION

tinct category of written or visual representation before the early
nineteenth century. If we take pornography to be the explicit
depiction of sexual organs and sexual practices with the aim of
arousing sexual feelings, then pornography was almost always an
adjunct to something else until the middle or end of the eighteenth
century. In early modern Europe, that is, between 1500 and 1800,
pornography was most often a vehicle for using the shock of sex
to criticize religious and political authorities. Pornography nev-
ertheless slowly emerged as a distinct category in the centuries
between the Renaissance and the French Revolution thanks, in
part, to the spread of print culture itself. Pornography developed
out of the messy, two-way, push and pull between the intention
of authors, artists and engravers to test the boundaries of the
“decent” and the aim of the ecclesiastical and secular police to
regulate it.

Although desire, sensuality, eroticism and even the explicit
depiction of sexual organs can be found in many, if not all, times
and places, pornography as a legal and artistic category seems to
be an especially Western idea with a specific chronology and
geography. As a term in the modern sense, pornography came into
widespread use only in the nineteenth century. For some com-
mentators, consequently, the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries were critical in the development of a modern notion
of pornography. But the main lines of the modern pornographic
tradition and its censorship can be traced back to sixteenth-cen-
tury Italy and seventeenth- and eighteenth-century France and
England (albeit with important antecedents in ancient Greece
and Rome). Thus, the essays that follow shall focus on this time
period and these places.

Pornography came into existence, both as a literary and visual
practice and as a category of understanding, at the same time as —
and concomitantly with — the long-term emergence of Western



OBSCENITY AND THE ORIGINS OF MODERNITY

modernity. It has links to most of the major moments in that
emergence: the Renaissance, the Scientific Revolution, the En-
lightenment and the French Revolution. Writers and engravers of
pornography came out of the demimonde of heretics, freethink-
ers and libertines who made up the underside of those formative
Western developments. For this reason, a historical perspective
is crucial to understanding the place and function of pornography
in modern culture. Pornography was not a given; it was defined
over time and by the conflicts between writers, artists and engrav-
ers on the one side and spies, policemen, clergymen and state offi-
cials on the other. Its political and cultural meanings cannot be
separated from its emergence as a category of thinking, represen-
tation and regulation.!

Early modern pornography reveals some of the most important
nascent characteristics of modern culture. It was linked to free-
thinking and heresy, to science and natural philosophy, and to
attacks on absolutist political authority. It was especially reveal-
ing about the gender differentiations being developed within the
culture of modernity. Although no judgment is offered here on
the value of modern pornography, understanding its history is an
essential element in understanding the current debates.

The need for a historical perspective was recognized in the
1986 Meese Commission report on pornography, which com-
plained that “the history of pornography still remains to be writ-
ten.”2 The 1,960-page final report included only sixteen pages on
the history of pornography in all times and all places (that is, less
than one percent of the total report) and another forty-nine pages
on the history of the regulation of pornography. This dispropor-
tion between the history of the practice and the history of its reg-
ulation is significant, since pornography has always been defined
in part by the efforts undertaken to regulate it.

The Commission’s brief historical overview was, however, sur-
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INTRODUCTION

prisingly good. It argued that the control of written and printed
works in Europe from medieval times through the seventeenth
century was undertaken primarily in the name of religion and
politics, rather than in the name of decency, and it showed that
modern obscenity laws only took shape in the early nineteenth
century. The first conviction in the United States for the com-
mon law crime of obscene libel, for instance, took place in 1815
in Pennsylvania, in the case of Commonwealth v. Sharpless. As the
Meese Commission report shows, while regulation of pornography
was not invented in modern times, regulation in the early nine-
teenth century marked a clear departure from earlier concerns.3

In The Secret Museum, Walter Kendrick traced the origins
of modern attitudes toward pornography with more precision.
Kendrick attributed the invention of pornography to the conjunc-
tion of two very different events at the end of the eighteenth and
during the early decades of the nineteenth century: the creation
of “secret museums” for objects classified as pornographic and
the growing volume of writing about prostitution. Kendrick sit-
uated the secret museum (whether in the form of locked rooms
or uncataloged holdings) in the long-term context of the careful
regulation of the consumption of the obscene so as to exclude
the lower classes and women. With the rise of literacy and the
spread of education, expurgation of the classics was required; this
practice, insofar as English-language books are concerned, began
in the early eighteenth century, flourished throughout the nine-
teenth, and came to an abrupt though incomplete end at the time
of World War I. Thus, the prospect of the promiscuity of repre-
sentations of the obscene — “when it began to seem possible
that anything at all might be shown to anybody”* — engendered
the desire for barriers, for catalogs, for new classifications and
hygienic censoring.

In other words, pornography as a regulatory category was in-

12
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vented in response to the perceived menace of the democratiza-
tion of culture. As the Meese Commission itself noted, albeit with
a somewhat loose sense of chronology and a penchant for under-
statement, “until the last several hundred years, almost all writ-
ten, drawn, or printed material was restricted largely to a small
segment of the population that undoubtedly constituted the social
elite.”® It was only when print culture opened the possibility of
the masses gaining access to writing and pictures that pornogra-
phy began to emerge as a separate genre of representation.

As Kendrick argued, the concept of pornography was histori-
cally shaped, and its development as a category was always one
of conflict and change. Pornography was the name for a cultural

battle zone: ¢

‘ ‘pornography’ names an argument, not a thing.”
Obscenity has existed just as long as the distinction between pri-
vate and public behavior, yet around the middle of the nineteenth
century, according to Kendrick, something changed in the bal-
ance between obscenity and decency, private and public, and por-
nography emerged as a distinct governmental concern.®

The middle of the nineteenth century was certainly crucial
in linguistic terms. The word pornography appeared for the first
time in the Oxford English Dictionary in 1857, and most of the
English variations on the word (pornographer and pornographic)
date from the middle or the end of the nineteenth century. The
words emerged in French a little sooner. According to the Trésor
de la langue frangaise, pornographe surfaced first in Restif de la
Bretonne’s treatise of 1769 titled Le Pornographe to refer to writing
about prostitution, and pornographique, pornographe and pornogra-
phie in the sense of obscene writing or images dated from the
1830s and 1840s.7 The Collection de ’Enfer of the Bibliothéque
Nationale was apparently set up in 1836, though the idea had
been in the air since the Napoleonic regime and perhaps even
earlier.8 Thus, in the decades just before and just after the French

13
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Revolution, the term begins to gain consistency, a fact that is far
from accidental.

The earliest modern usage of the term pornography that [ have
been able to find is in Etienne-Gabriel Peignot’s Dictionnaire cri-
tique, littéraire et bibliographique des principaux livres condamnés au
feu, supprimés ou censurés, published in Paris in 1806. Peignot was
interested in cataloging not only the books but the reasons for
censoring them. In his preface, he established three classes of rea-
sons: religious, political and moral. Included in the moral class
were those books that disturbed the social order and contravened
good morals. This class of suppressed books was further subdi-
vided: books that, though not obscene, were filled with “bizarre
and dangerous opinions,” such as Rousseau’s Emile and the works
of Helvétius; immoral books written in prose which “one calls
sotadique or pornographic”; and works of the same kind written
in verse. Pornography is here clearly associated with immorality
and with the need to protect society.?

Peignot was trained as a lawyer and worked as a librarian and
school inspector. As a consequence, he was no doubt especially
alert to the concerns characteristic of modern discussions of por-
nography: legal regulation, library classification and consideration
of the effect on morals. Peignot began his dictionary in ways rem-
iniscent of all the early catalogers of pornography and of much
current commentary, that is, with assurances that he recognized
the “delicacy” of his subject: “I did my best to treat it decorously,
that is, in a fashion designed not to shock any opinion but to
inspire horror for these debaucheries of the spirit which have
justly provoked the severity of the laws.” Yet, again like his suc-
cessors, he insisted on the need to pursue such investigations
rigorously and evenhandedly. Some books have been unjustly cen-
sored, he argued, and many writers and booksellers were punished
too severely when all that was required was the simple suppres-
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sion of publication. Peignot was grappling with the problem of
print in a supposedly modern society; books should not be sup-
pressed just because religious and political authorities do not like
them but rather because they offend some basic shared sense of
the social order.10

Peignot recognized the contradiction implicit in openly dis-
cussing pornographic literature: 1If you write about the loathsome,
don’t you give it the very publicity that a good moral order would
try to suppress? To get around this problem, Peignot announced
that he had cited very few pornographic works even though they
were “unfortunately all too numerous.” He gave two reasons for
his reticence: it would be dangerous to make the books known,
and few of them had been publicly condemned. The police, he
claimed, ordinarily took these books away in secret. He then gave
a representative list of the most abhorrent and included several,
though not all, of them in his dictionary. Peignot thus placed him-
self exactly on the crucial battleground identified by Kendrick:
on the border between the zones of darkness and light, the secret
and the revealed, the hidden and the accessible. Peignot was
extending the zone of light by compiling his dictionary even while
supposedly condemning certain books to darkness.!!

From the way Peignot tossed off his list of the most repug-
nant, immoral books, it is clear that a kind of galaxy of the most
explicit pornographic writing was already in place in the minds
of connoisseurs at the beginning of the nineteenth century. At
the top of Peignot’s list of prose works was the P—des Ch—;
Th—ph—, and the A—des d—. Since the author of the first was
listed as well as the “translator” of the last, it is clear that Peignot
expected to fool no one by failing to list the full titles: Histoire
de Dom Bougre, portier des Chartreux (1741), Thérése philosophe
(1748) and L’Académie des dames (1660). He included in the same
category the libertine works of both Fromaget (author of Le Cousin

15
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de Mahomet, 1742) and Crébillon fils; Les Bijoux indiscrets, Jacques
le fataliste and La Religieuse of Diderot; Les Liaisons dangereuses of
Laclos; Le Poéte (Pierre-Jean-Baptiste Desforges, 1798); and the
Veillées conjugales and the Galerie des six femmes of Desf— (presum-
ably Galerie des femmes by Victor-Joseph-Etienne de Jouy, 1799).
He listed several works in verse as examples of that genre, includ-
ing the Pucelle d’Orléans of Voltaire (1755), Chandelle d’Arras of
Dulaurent (1765), the Ode d Priape of Piron (1710) and the Epi-
grammes of]ean-Baptiste Rousseau, in circulation since the early
eighteenth century (figure L.1).12

Peignot reserved his only extensive commentary in the preface
for the one work — seized by the police — that “includes all that
the most depraved, cruelest, and most abominable imagination
can offer in the way of horror and infamy”: Justine. His reference
to the two editions, to the engravings, and to the initials of the
author (M.D.S—) again make clear that Peignot expected many
if not most of his readers to be familiar with this work of Sade’s.
However, Sade does not appear in the dictionary itself, for, as
Peignot insists, we should “penetrate no further into the sewers
of literature.”13

Thus, by 1806 at the very latest, a French pornographic tradi-
tion had been identified. In the main body of his dictionary, how-
ever, Peignot listed suppressed books only in alphabetical order,
with no distinction made between pornography, heresy, political
subversion and philosophic radicalism. Aretino’s sonnets (1527)
and L’Ecole des filles (1655) are listed along with La Mettrie’s mate-
rialist tract L’Homme machine (1748) without much discussion of
their differences. If, as Peter Wagner has argued, pornography
“becomes an aim in itself” sometime after the middle of the
eighteenth century, rather than merely an adjunct to other forms
of criticism of church and state, the distinction was still not
widely understood.!* Robert Darnton has demonstrated that the
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FiGuRe 1.1. The Pornographic Author. Frontispiece to Histoire de Dom B—,

portier des Chartreux (Frankfurt edition, 1748).
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French government of the ancien régime prohibited all books that
threatened religion, the state or good morals, and all these were
indiscriminately labeled “philosophical books,” whether they
were politically motivated scandal sheets, metaphysical treatises,
anticlerical satires or pornographic stories.! By the time of Napo-
leon’s empire, critics such as Peignot were beginning to think of
pornography as a separate category of bad books, but the separa-
tion was still far from complete.

The Pornographic Tradition
In September 1800, Paris police commissioner Louis-Nicolas
Violette was ordered to search a bookstore on the Pont Neuf for
licentious books. He found a large cache, which he duly listed
for his superiors. Some of the books were beautifully bound with
gold bindings; others were more cheaply stitched. After confis-
cating the books, he went to the home of the bookseller, where
he found three more sets of forbidden books. In the same apart-
ment building he located a woman who worked as a bookbinder
and who had in her possession 200 unbound copies of Piron’s
Oeuvres badines, a collection of eighteenth-century erotic poetry
that had been republished in 1796 with pornographic engravings.
Commissioner Violette’s list is not identical to Peignot’s dic-
tionary entries of only six years later, but it overlaps in many
important respects: Thérése philosophe, L’Académie des dames and
the poetry of Piron were included, as well as La Philosophie dans
le boudoir of Sade. Not surprisingly, works published during the
revolutionary decade were especially prominent: Julie philosophe
(1791), Le Portefeuille des fouteurs (1793), Etrennes aux fouteurs (1793)
and the novels of André-Robert Andréa de Nerciat ( Félicia, 1775,
and its sequel Monrose, 1792). The police knew what they were
looking for.!6 Like the librarians, the police clearly had their own
lists, lists which resembled, indeed shaped, those of the librari-

18
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ans. By the late 1790s, the French police had a special Morals
Division which devoted some of its energies to the discovery and
confiscation of “licentious works.”1?

As this example from 1800 shows, the policing of pornogra-
phy seems to have been directed at a mixture of pornographic
classics and more ephemeral types of literature. In 1718, nearly a
century earlier, the Paris police reported a cache of bad books
typical of that earlier time. At the top of the list were copies of
L’Académie des dames and L’Ecole des filles, the leading seventeenth-
century classics. The list was filled out with political pornogra-
phy, anticlerical obscene works and potentially subversive but
nonpornographic political pamphlets as well. Listed alongside the
well-known classics of the pornographic genre were pamphlets
defending the powers of the courts against the crown or detail-
ing the loves of the recently deceased Louis XIV or other high-
ranking courtiers.!8

Pornography was a category constituted by both the regula-
tion of and the market for printed works. On the one hand, the
efforts of religious and political authorities to regulate, censor
and prohibit works contributed to their definition. On the other,
the desire of readers to buy certain books and of authors to pro-
duce them also contributed to the construction of a category of
the pornographic. The readers’ desire was heightened by the pro-
hibition, but the prohibition alone does not explain which books
readers sought out, because some prohibited books sold much
better than others regardless of the level of censorship. That read-
ers ordered the same books again and again and that authors made
constant references to their predecessors show that information
about pornographic books and engravings was quite readily avail-
able, at least to upper-class, educated men.

Readers knew which products were “hot” and which were
not, as Darnton demonstrated in his study of the best-selling

19
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books offered by the Société typographique de Neuchitel in the
last decades of the ancien régime. Prominent on Darnton’s lists
are many books that are also cited by Peignot in his preface.
Histoire de Dom Bougre, portier des Chartreux, Pucelle d’Orléans
and Chandelle d’Arras are on Darnton’s list of the ten best-selling
impious or obscene religious works, and Thérése philosophe and
L’Académie des dames rate among the top ten best-selling books
in Darnton’s category of pornography.1®

Darnton’s work has told us much more about French readers
of pornography in the eighteenth century than we know about
readers of pornography in other places and times. The frequently
cited case of Samuel Pepys in England is unfortunately the excep-
tion that proves the rule of general silence on these matters.
Unlike most diarists, journalists or memoir writers of the seven-

teenth and eighteenth centuries, Pepys actually described buying
L’Ecole des filles in his Diary in 1668:

Thence away to the Strand to my bookseller’s, and there stayed an
hour and bought that idle, roguish book, L’escholle des Filles; which
[ have bought in plain binding (avoiding the buying of it better
bound) because I resolve, as soon as I have read it, to burn it, that it

may not stand in the list of books, nor among them, to disgrace them
if it should be found.

A few days later, Pepys recounted in a kind of code language his
masturbation while reading the book. It was a “mighty lewd
book,” Pepys insisted, “but it did hazer my prick para stand all
the while, and una vez to decharger.” Afterwards he burned it as
promised, had supper and went to bed.2° Respectable men (not
to mention women) did not collect works known as “mighty
lewd” in their libraries, though they often did seek them out for
their own private pleasures.

20
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It is not surprising that Pepys bought a French book, because
the French pornographic tradition was central to European con-
sumption. The French were not the only source, however. English
writers contributed some important elements to the pornographic
tradition in the seventeenth and especially the eighteenth cen-
tury; the French translation of John Cleland’s Memoirs of a Woman
of Pleasure (popularly, Fanny Hill, 1748-1749) was the best-selling
pornographic work in the catalogs of the Société typographique
de Neuchitel.2! Fanny Hill may be the single most read porno-
graphic novel of all time (figure 1.2). It was translated into many
other languages during the nineteenth century — German transla-
tions were published in 1792, 1863, 1876 and 1906, for instance —
but it took its place alongside many translations from the French.
L’Ecole des filles, Histoire de Dom Bougre, Therese philosophe, and,
later, the novels of Sade appeared in German, Spanish and other
European languages throughout the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies. Translations from the English and especially the French
pornographic classics constituted the core of available pornogra-
phy in Spain, Germany and the Dutch Republic, as well as other
European countries, and these translations were of course sup-
plemented by works in the original French and English.?2

Some measure, however imperfect, of the predominance of
English and French titles can be found in the catalog of the Pri-
vate Case of the British Library. The overwhelming majority of
the 1,920 titles are either English or French. Those two languages
are followed by German (127 titles, twenty-eight of which were
translations from French or English); ltalian (thirty-eight titles);
Latin (thirty-two titles); Spanish (nine titles); Dutch (eight titles)
and so on to Hungarian (two titles) and Finnish (one title). More-
over, hardly any of the non-English or French titles, and even the
translations from those languages, were published before 1800.
There are three titles in German, all from the 1790s; one in Dutch
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FiGURE 1.2. French translation of Fanny Hill. La Fille de joie, ou Mémoires de
Miss Fanny (French edition, 1786).
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(a collection of prints); and none in Spanish, for example. Until
at least the middle of the nineteenth century, French and English
publications overwhelmingly dominated European pornography.

Although the catalog of the Private Case is no doubt biased
against non-English and French publications, it is the best source
for establishing a crude international chronology of pornography.
Of the 127 German titles, three were published before 1850 (all
in the 1790s); twenty-nine were printed between 1850 and 1899;
forty-six between 1900 and 1918; and thirty-two between 1919
and 1933.23 Although more pornography was published in French,
the first half of the nineteenth century seems to mark a similar
lull in publication of new works. The standard work on nine-
teenth-century erotic French prose, Louis Perceau’s Bibliographie
du roman érotique au XIX¢ siécle (1930), lists only twenty-six new
works for the period of 1800-1850, but lists seven times as many
being published in 1850-1900.2* The pace of publication picked
up again almost everywhere in the last decades of the nineteenth
century and the first decades of the twentieth. Significantly, it
was only in the decades of the emergence of mass politics — the
1880s and afterward — that most countries began to produce their
own indigenous pornography, a fact again suggestive of the link
between pornography and democracy.

The relative weakness of national pornographic traditions out-
side France and England is clearly evident in the recently studied
example of eighteenth-century Russian pornography.2* The larg-
est private Russian library in Catherine the Great’s time included
much of the well-known French and English pornography. Not only
was little indigenous pornography produced in Russia, but non-
pornographic novels were also under fire. Even nonpornographic
foreign novels were often only available as handwritten transla-
tions commissioned by high-ranking nobles. Production of both
novels and pornography seem to be related, and countries that
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did not produce novels did not produce much pornography either.
The one Russian writer who, in the eighteenth century, pro-
duced something close to pornography was Ivan S. Barkov. His
name became a code word for illicit writing: barkovscina became
the word for pornography in Russian. In his short and tumultu-
ous life, Barkov wrote odes, tragedies, fables, satires, idylls, songs,
epitaphs, epigrams, riddles and couplets (but, significantly, no
novels), most of which circulated only in samizdat manuscripts.
Barkov combined the classical forms he had learned from such
works as Piron’s Ode d Priape with elements of Russian folklore.
One collection was titled The Maiden’s Plaything, a reference to
the male member that he glorified in all of his pornographic writ-
ing. Although Barkov’s writing was quite tame compared to West-
ern models, it continued to exercise an influence in the Russian
literary underground until well into the nineteenth century. When
questioned about the source of his freethinking ideas, one man
arrested in the Decembrist conspiracy of the 1820s replied, “vari-
ous compositions (who does not know them?) of Barkov.”26
Although French works formed the core of the pornographic
tradition in the seventeenth and the eighteenth century, the
first modern source cited by every expert on pornography — and
by many of his would-be successors — is the sixteenth-century
Italian writer, Pietro Aretino. Aretino made two contributions
to the tradition, one in prose and the other in sonnet form. His
Ragionamenti (1534-1536) became the prototype of seventeenth-
century pornographic prose. In the Ragionamenti, Aretino devel-
oped the device of realistic and satirical dialogues between an
older, experienced woman and a younger, innocent one. This dia-
logue form had a long life; it completely dominated seventeenth-
century pornography in every language, and it still appears, for
example, in Sade’s La Philosophie dans le boudoir (1795), 250 years
later. The most influential section of the Ragionamenti was the
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dialogue in the first part, which deals with the lives of whores.
Soon, this section alone was widely circulated in Spanish, Latin,
German, Dutch, French and English.?7

Aretino also composed a series of sonnets, known as the Son-
netti lussuriosi (listed in Peignot’s Dictionnaire), to accompany
a series of erotic engravings in which the various positions for
lovemaking were graphically depicted. The engravings had been
published without text in 1524 and suppressed by order of the
pope. Aretino’s name was quickly associated with the illustra-
tions as well, even though they did not come from his hand, and
“Aretino’s postures” became the name commonly given to the
entire collection of imitations and variations supposedly drawn
from the sixteenth-century original. References to Aretino’s pos-
tures abound in seventeenth-century English drama, for instance,
and especially in works of pornography.2® When an English trans-
lation of L’Ecole des filles was advertised in a London newpaper in
1744, the advertisement described the book as adorned with
twenty-four curious prints, “after the Manner of Aratine [sic].”?°

In the minds of his successors, Aretino stood for the basic por-
nographic intention. The name Aretino represented what Peter
Wagner has defined as pornography: “the written or visual pre-
sentation in a realistic form of any genital or sexual behavior with
a deliberate violation of existing and widely accepted moral and
social taboos.”30 Aretino seemed to take this role on himself. In
a letter of dedication he defended his action as countering hypoc-
risy and celebrating bodily pleasures:

I renounce the bad judgment and dirty habit which forbid the eyes
to see what pleases them most.... It seems to me that the you-know-
what given us by nature for the preservation of the species should
be worn as a pendant round our necks or as a badge in our caps, since

it is the spring that pours out the flood of humanity.3!
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Aretino brought together several crucial elements to form the
basis of the pornographic tradition: the explicit representation
of sexual activity, the form of the dialogue between women, the
discussion of the behavior of prostitutes and the challenge to
moral conventions of the day.

In this book’s opening essay, Paula Findlen sets Aretino in the
context of sixteenth-century Renaissance culture and the creation
of a new marketplace for the obscene. Aretino was only one of
many authors and engravers who produced forbidden works on
the fringes of the new print culture. Images of amorous encoun-
ters, which had been previously confined to humanist circles and
were often in the form of high art, now circulated in cheap repro-
ductions designed for a more popular audience. Sixteenth-century
pornography relied heavily on classical models, including the
revival of Roman poems to the god Priapus, which circulated in
manuscript form during the fifteenth century. In its reliance on
classical themes, pornography in the sixteenth century was not
especially innovative. Rather, it was the diffusion through print
culture that marked a significant new departure.

Sixteenth-century humanists also wrote a kind of “academy
pornography,” designed for limited distribution to an educated
elite, in which local politics were dissected in sexual terms.
Findlen analyzes one of them, Vignali’s La Cazzaria (1525-1526),
which depicts Sienese factional struggles in terms of competition
between Pricks, Cunts, Balls and Asses. Such works provided the
prototypes for seventeenth- and eighteenth-century political por-
nography. In the sixteenth-century versions of pornography, sodo-
mites and prostitutes were already depicted as privileged observers
and critics of the established order, thanks to their membership
in the “third sex.” Aretino and his peers, when compared to those
who wrote in the pre-sixteenth-century literary forms, can be
seen to have inaugurated a literary tradition which was new in
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two respects: it appealed to a broader audience thanks to the use
of printing, and it employed political satire, which would play
an increasingly important role in the next two centuries.

Works inspired by Aretino appeared immediately, beginning
with the pseudo-Aretine La Puttana errante (1531). The next major
moment in the establishment of a pornographic tradition came a
century later in France, in the late 1650s, with the publication of
L’Ecole des filles and 1’Académie des dames (published originally in
Latin as Aloisiae Sigaeae Toletanae Satyra Sotadica de arcanis Amoris
et Veneris... in 1659 or 1660, figure 1.3). The last professed to be
a translation, by a Dutch philologist, from a work originally com-
posed in Spanish by a woman, Luisa Sigea. It was, in fact, writ-
ten by a French lawyer, Nicolas Chorier. This convoluted story
shows how the pornographic tradition was almost immediately
imagined, both by authors and readers, to be European rather than
narrowly national.

The publication of I’Académie des dames in Latin was proba-
bly designed to evade prosecution rather than to ensure an inter-
national audience, but the internationalization of the tradition
can be seen in the diversity of places of publication for such books
(figure 1.4). Experts disagree, for example, about whether L’Aca-
démie des dames was first published in Lyon, Grenoble, or the
Dutch Republic, the final being a well-established haven for
publishers of forbidden books. These books were immediately
available in England. Pepys bought his copy of L’Ecole des filles in
1668, and another English diarist records knowledge of the Latin
edition of [’Académie des dames in 1676 (the French edition ap-
peared in 1680). An English translation of [’Académie des dames
appeared in 1684.32 Likewise, in the eighteenth century English
pornography was quickly translated into French; the French trans-
lation of Cleland’s book appeared only two years after its English
publication.
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FIGURE 1.3. (above) Title page to one of the Latin versions of 1’Académie des
dames (1678).

FIGURE 1.4. (right) Title page to a nineteenth-century French reprint edition
of L’Académie des dames (despite its claims to being published in Venice by
Aretino — long since dead - it was published in Grenoble, 1680). This engrav-

ing may have been added in the nineteenth century.
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David Foxon has claimed that “pornography seems to have
been born and grown to maturity in a brief period in the middle
of the seventeenth century.”33 At that time sex became intellec-
tualized, particularly in the two books just cited. One sign of this
new experience of sex was the use of what are now called sex aids,
with the reading of pornography being a prime example. In the
1660s, imported Italian dildos, as well as condoms, first became
available in London.34 Almost all the themes of later prose por-
nography were present by 1660: the self-conscious aim of arous-
ing sexual desire in the reader, the juxtaposition of the material
truth of sex against the hypocritical conventions of society and the
rulings of the church, and, new in the seventeenth century, the
cataloging of “perversions” as so many variations on a self-justi-
fied, amoral gratification of the senses (even when some of these
perversions were supposedly condemned). These aspects, as well
as the emergence of libertinism as a mode of thought and action,
were related to the new emphasis on the value of nature and the
senses as sources of authority.35 From the beginning, pornography
had close ties to the new science as well as to political criticism.

Because pornography first emerged in the sixteenth century,
and developed concomitantly with print culture, it is hardly sur-
prising that its next big step forward in the seventeenth century
was closely related to the development of the novel, which was
the most important new genre of that culture. The publication of
L’Ecole des filles and 1’Académie des dames signaled the displacement
of the center of pornographic writing from Italy to France, and this
shift occurred just when French novels were increasingly being
differentiated from the romance as a genre. Marie-Madeleine
Pioche de Lavergne, countess de Lafayette, for example, pub-
lished her influential novels between 1662 and 1678.

Just how the development of the novel and pornography were
related in the seventeenth century is far from clear, however, and
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it is a topic that bears further investigation. As Joan DeJean shows
in her essay, the pornographic originality of L’Ecole des filles was
exaggerated by contemporaries and later literary historians because
it was included in the repression of texts linked to the Fronde
(1648-1653), the internal civil war of nobles and magistrates against
the crown and its ministers. L’Ecole des filles was linked to the nov-
elist Paul Scarron and his wife, Frangoise d’Aubigné, the future
Madame de Maintenon and mistress of Louis XIV, and to Louis’s
disgraced minister of finances, Nicolas Fouquet, who had in his
possession one of the few surviving copies. DeJean speculates that
the authors of L’Ecole des filles, whomever they were, were experi-
menting with various forms of prose fiction at a moment when
the novel as a genre was far from fixed or settled. Both L’Ecole
des filles and L’Académie des dames show traces of the effort to com-
bine Aretino’s dialogue between women with many of the ele-
ments of the emerging novel.

Between the publication of these two works in the middle of
the seventeenth century and the next major recasting of porno-
graphic writing in the 1740s, pornography stagnated as a genre.36
Pornography, however, continued to be published in this period,
and much of it was explicitly related to political issues, as is
shown in the essay by Rachel Weil on English Restoration politi-
cal pornography. During the Fronde in France, pornographic pam-
phlets had attacked the Regent, Queen Mother Anne of Austria,
and her presumed lover and adviser, Cardinal Mazarin. Libertine
and libelous pamphlets were also published against Queen Chris-
tina of Sweden after her conversion to Catholicism in 1654.37
Despite the continuing flow of pornographic pamphlets, no new
major works emerged to join the classics of the tradition.

Then, in the 1740s, pornographic writing took off with the
rapid-fire publication of a series of new and influential works:
Histoire de Dom Bougre, portier des Chartreux (1741); Le Sopha by
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Crébillon fils (published 1742, written 1737); Les Bijoux indiscrets
by Diderot (1748); Thérese philosophe (1748); and Cleland’s Fanny
Hill (1748-1749), to name only the best-known works. These
classics of the genre appeared in a very short period of time, all
of them now utilizing the extended novel form rather than the
previous Aretinian model of a dialogue between two women. Did
pornographers, as some have suggested, have to await the devel-
opment of the novel in its eighteenth-century form — Richardson’s
Pamela was published in 1740 — before they could advance their
own prose efforts? And if so, how was the new novelistic form of
writing so quickly assimilated into the pornographic tradition?

The link between pornography and the novel in the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries has been commented on by many. Steven
Marcus has argued, for example, that “the growth of pornogra-
phy is inseparable from and dependent upon the growth of the
novel.” Yet his analysis is very general and, therefore, vague. He
attributes both pornography and the novel to the “vast social
processes which brought about the modern world”: the growth
of cities and with them of an audience of literate readers; the
development of new kinds of experience, especially privatization;
and the splitting off of sexuality from the rest of life in an urban,
capitalist, industrial and middle-class world. Pornography, for
Marcus, is “a mad parody” of the new, private experience set up
by these social changes.38

Such a broad analysis, though not without merit, fails to ex-
plain the timing of the major bursts in pornography and espe-
cially the differences among countries. If pornography reflects
(and reflects upon) the growth of cities, literacy and privatization,
then why don’t the writers of the Dutch Republic — arguably the
most urban, middle-class, literate and privatized country — spe-
cialize in the genre? Much early modern pornography was pub-
lished in the Dutch Republic, but little was written originally in
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Dutch, as Wijnand W. Mijnhardt’s essay on politics and pornog-
raphy demonstrates. Although Dutch writers produced a few
home grown pornographic novels in the last decades of the sev-
enteenth century, sometimes as direct imitations of Aretino, the
increased pornographic output the French and English experi-
enced in the 1740s passed by the Dutch almost unnoticed. Instead,
as Mijnhardt argues, the Dutch turned away from their previous
openness about the public discussion of sexuality, which was so
evident in the numerous sexual and erotic manuals published in
the late seventeenth century, and removed all sexual references
from the public sphere, whether in brothels, paintings or porno-
graphic books.

It hardly seems coincidental that the rise in pornographic
publications in the 1740s also marked the beginning of the high
period of the Enlightenment as well as a period of general cri-
sis in European society and politics. The year 1748, so rich in
pornographic publications, was also the year of publication of
Montesquieu’s L’Esprit des lois and La Mettrie’s L’Homme machine.
Darnton has shown that pornography was often enlisted in the
attack on the ancien régime, but he describes such politically
motivated pornographic writing as the underside or lowlife of
Enlightenment literature.3?

Others have postulated a closer relationship between por-
nography and the Enlightenment’s stinging criticism of clerical
rigidity, police censorship and the narrowness and prejudices of
conventional mores. Aram Vartanian argues that eroticism in gen-
eral played an important, if neglected, role in providing creative
energy to the Enlightenment as a movement. His exemplary phi-
losophe, Diderot, wrote pornography (and was imprisoned for it
in 1749), and, according to Vartanian, the Enlightenment pro-
vided a climate favorable to the progress of “literary sexology,”
which began with pornography. He attributes the resurgence of
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the erotic in literature and painting in the eighteenth century to
the Enlightenment’s understanding of nature: sexual appetite was
natural; repression of sexual appetite was artificial and pointless;
and the passions might have a beneficial influence in making
humans happy in this world. Sexual enlightenment was conse-
quently a part of the Enlightenment itself.40

Margaret C. Jacob’s essay on the philosophical and social con-
tent of pornography in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries
traces this radical side of the Enlightenment. She shows that por-
nography was first naturalist and then profoundly materialist in
inspiration. Eighteenth-century pornography was Lockeian and
La Mettrian in philosophy, and a large part of its shock value
rested on its materialist underpinnings. Materialist thinkers such
as La Mettrie seemed to be drawn inexorably from their writ-
ings on the soul’s subordination by physical influences toward
efforts to theorize pleasure, as with La Mettrie’s own L’Art de jouir.
Diderot, also a materialist, wrote pornographic novels along with
his more conventional, philosophical, yet nonetheless threatening,
works. As Diderot remarked in one of his letters, “There is a bit
of testicle at the bottom of our most sublime feelings and our
purest tenderness.”4!

The burst of publication in the 1740s may have been related,
in addition, as Jacob suggests, to a more general crisis in the
French state caused by the unsuccessful prosecution of the War
of Austrian Succession. The war ended in 1748 in a stalemate that
carried with it the prospect of continuing decline in influence
for the French. Materialist philosophy and pornography were both
ways of criticizing the status quo at a time when the status quo
was weakening.

By the end of the 1740s, the pornographic tradition was becom-
ing well established and was clearly linked to the novel in form.
By then, French publications predominated in the genre, despite

34



OBSCENITY AND THE ORIGINS OF MODERNITY

the remarkable international influence of Fanny Hill. Between the
1740s and the 1790s French pornography turned increasingly
political. As criticism of the monarchy grew more strident, por-
nographic pamphlets attacked the clergy, the court, and, in the
case of Louis XV, the king himself.

In the 1790s, the French Revolution let loose another cascade
of pornographic pamphlets directly linked to political conflicts
and, at the same time, the early modern pornographic tradition
culminated in the writings of the Marquis de Sade. Virtually all
of the themes of modern pornography were rehearsed by Sade;
indeed, he specialized in the cataloging of pornographic effects.
Rape, incest, parricide, sacrilege, sodomy and tribadism, pedo-
philia and all the most horrible forms of torture and murder
were associated with sexual arousal in the writings of Sade. No
one has ever been able to top Sade because he had, in effect,
explored the ultimate logical possibility of pornography: the
annihiliation of the body, the very seat of pleasure, in the name
of desire. This ultimate reductio ad absurdum of pornography
would not have been possible without the prior establishment
of a pornographic tradition. By the early nineteenth century,
when efforts at regulation for moral purposes expanded dramati-
cally, the police, the writers, the printers and the readers all
knew what the models were.

Pornography as Politics and Social Commentary

From the days of Aretino in the sixteenth century, pornography
was closely linked with political and religious subversion. Aretino
decided to write sonnets to accompany obscene engravings when
he heard of the arrest of the engraver of the original sixteen pos-
tures. The identification between pornography and political sub-
version could also work in reverse: L’Ecole des filles was assumed to
be wildly pornographic because it was the subject of a determined
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political repression. As Rachel Weil argues, however, political
pornography was continuous with other forms of political com-
mentary and not always easily separated out as a genre. Charles
II’s potential tyranny was often represented in sexual terms, but
the argument that despotic kings resembled Eastern tyrants could
be found in more formal political works as well. The link between
debauchery and tyranny or despotism could be found through-
out the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It culminates in
the flood of pamphlets attacking Marie Antoinette and other lead-
ing figures of the French court after 1789, which I discuss in my
essay on pornography during the French Revolution.

Pornography’s relationship to the novel as a form of narration
heightened its reputation as an oppositional genre, because the
novel itself was under severe attack through the eighteenth cen-
tury. Jean Marie Goulemot has shown that pornography engaged
the same paradoxes of imagination and reality as the novel, and
novels were also regularly condemned for their capacity to incite
desire. Some pornography, then, is simply a specialized version
of the novel; it plays upon the imagination of the reader to cre-
ate the effect of real sexual activity, all the while, of course, being
purely imaginary. But there seems to be an important gender dif-
ferentiation that Goulemot misses in his analysis: women were
thought especially susceptible to the imaginative effects of the
novel, while men were usually assumed - rightly or wrongly —
to be the primary audience for pornographic writing, at least until
the end of the eighteenth century.#? If pornography is just a sub-
set of the novel, why is it imagined to be so different in its gen-
der audience and effects?

Pornography, like the novel, was often associated with liber-
tinism.*3 Libertinism followed the same trajectory as pornogra-
phy; under the influence, in part, of the new science, it took
shape in the seventeenth century as an upper-class male revolt
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against conventional morality and religious orthodoxy, and then
spread more broadly in the eighteenth century into the artisanal
and lower middle-class circles of many Western countries, espe-
cially England and France. Libertines were imagined to be free-
thinkers who were open to sexual, and literary, experimentation.
By the definition of their adversaries in church and state, liber-
tines were the propagators of and audience for pornography. As a
consequence, the thread of libertinism weaves through many of
the following essays.

Pornographic novelists explored realist techniques of writing,
which became increasingly important in the eighteenth century.
In La Philosophie dans le boudoir, for example, Sade parodied the
interminable scenes of seduction found in novels such as Richard-
son’s Pamela. This truth-telling trope of pornography went back
to Aretino. “Speak plainly,” the prostitute Antonia insists in the
Ragionamenti, “and say ‘fuck,’ ‘prick,’ ‘cunt’ and ‘ass’. .. .” Similarly,
in Histoire de Dom Bougre a libertine nun explains the true mean-
ing of the expression “to be in love”: “When one says, the Gen-
tleman...is in love with the Lady...it is the same thing as saying,
the Gentleman...saw the Lady...the sight of her excited his
desire, and he is dying to put his Prick into her Cunt. That’s truly
what it means.”#4

In her essay on the obscene word, Lucienne Frappier-Mazur
explores the significance of the language of transgression. The
obscene word played on the contrast between different social reg-
isters of language — crude and elegant, lower and upper class, mas-
culine and feminine — in order to achieve its effect. To enact
social transgression and a kind of hyperrealism, obscene language
fetishizes certain words related to sex; the obscene word substi-
tutes for the body part in question but, in the process, acquires
the status of a fetish. As a consequence, the original emphasis on
realism paradoxically devolves into a form of the grotesque, where
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penises are always huge, vaginas multiply in number and sexual
coupling takes place in a kind of frenzy that is hardly “realistic.”
This results in pornography that is imaginary and at times fantas-
tic even though its effects on its readers are very real.

One of the most striking characteristics of early modern por-
nography is the preponderance of female narrators. Frappier-
Mazur emphasizes the structures of voyeurism and eavesdropping
that are established by female narrators, which turn the male read-
ers of such works into complicit third parties. Both Margaret C.
Jacob and Kathryn Norberg address the issue of the female narra-
tor, but with a different focus. They emphasize the potential for
social and philosophical subversion in female narration. Materi-
alist philosophy, for example, required that women be materially
or sexually equivalent to men; otherwise, all bodies in nature
would not be equally mechanical. Randolph Trumbach argues in
his essay on eighteenth-century England that male sexuality was
codified before female sexuality to eliminate the legitimacy of
male homosexual relationships, with the result that men were less
likely than women to be represented as sexually polymorphous.
(Sade’s male characters are the exception in this respect rather
than the rule.) Thus the issue of the female narrator and her trans-
gression of expected female roles goes to the heart of questions
of sexual difference.

In her essay on the pornographic whore, Norberg focuses on
the privileged figure of early modern pornographic literature, the
prostitute. From Aretino’s dialogues onward, the female narra-
tor is often a prostitute by occupation. The pornographic whore,
such as Margot (the stocking mender who is the main character
of Margot la ravaudeuse, 1750), is most often portrayed as inde-
pendent, determined, financially successful and scornful of the
new ideals of female virtue and domesticity. Such texts, writ-
ten by men, consequently elide the very sexual difference that
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was increasingly coming into vogue in medical tracts and domes-
tic manuals.

Margot and the other prostitute narrators in the pornographic
novel were always astute social observers, and they saw much of
the social world because of their unique position. They resemble
in many respects the foundlings and bastards who are the staple
of the early realist novel. Both the pornographic and the realist
novel endeavored to reimagine and represent the social world
during the eighteenth century. The pornographic novel in the
eighteenth century was a kind of reductio ad absurdum of the
realist novel, and, as such, it is immensely revealing of the social
concerns of the time. Margot and characters like her are usu-
ally born poor and see much of the underside of life, but they
also make their way to the opera, to the world of the salons
and to the highest levels of church and government, thanks to
their profession.

This is not to say, however, that the pornographic novel trans-
parently represented the social. As Stephen Marcus has asserted,
the “governing tendency” of pornography “is toward the elimi-
nation of external or social reality.” In pornotopia, Marcus’s term
for the utopian fantasy implicit in pornography, space and time
only measure the repetition of sexual encounters, and bodies are
reduced to sexual parts and to the endless possibilities of their
variation and combination (a materialist vision if there ever was
one). As a result, pornography “regularly moves toward independ-
ence of time, space, history, and even language itself.”+5 In a simi-
lar vein, Angela Carter argues that pornography reinforces by its
very nature the tendency to think in universals:

So pornography reinforces the false universals of sexual archetypes

because it denies, or doesn’t have time for, or can’t find room for,

or, because its underlying ideology ignores, the social context in
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which sexual activity takes place.... Therefore pornography must

always have the false simplicity of fable.46

The ultimate in this tendency toward erasure of the standard coor-
dinates of time, space and social reality can be found in Sade’s
underground caverns, forest lairs and solitary castles, all of which
are so many versions of the ideal brothel.

Yet pornography also invariably engaged the social, whether
in its efforts to give realistic descriptions of characters or in more
abstractly coded ways. Carter insists that “sexual relations be-
tween men and women always render explicit the nature of social
relations in the society in which they take place and, if described
explicitly, will form a critique of those relations, even if that is
not and never has been the intention of the pornographer.”*7 In
the early modern period, it often was the intention of the pornog-
rapher to criticize existing social and sexual relations. Accounts
of conversations about whores or between them were perhaps
the favorite devices of early modern pornography, and they were
frequently used to reveal the hypocrisy of conventional morals.
Descriptions of brothels were used to attack leading aristocrats,
clergymen, and, in France, even Marie Antoinette. The porno-
graphic pamphlet Les Bordels de Paris, avec les noms, demeures
et prix... (1790), for instance, was devoted to denouncing the
queen’s own brothel and was filled with detailed descriptions of
her orgies with various aristocrats and clergymen. The prostitute,
moreover, was the public woman par excellence and hence an
essential figure for discussing the roles of women, the supposedly
excessive powers of some politically active women and the gen-
eral commercialization of social relationships.

As Trumbach demonstrates, the social context for the con-
sumption of pornography was most often a masculine one. It was
men who sang obscene songs in the street, cited gross verses at
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male gatherings and socialized at brothels, even though porno-
graphic prints seemed to have been aimed at women and men
alike. Male sexuality, paradoxically, is one of the obscure areas
in much pornography. Although early modern pornography was
written by men for a presumably male audience, it focused almost
single-mindedly on the depiction of female sexuality, as if male
sexuality were too threatening to contemplate. Implicit in much
early modern pornography is the question of sodomy: Were men
(except for the Catholic clergy, who were depicted as capable of
anything) to be imagined as sexually ambidextrous and polymor-
phous, that is, like women, or not?

Trumbach explores this question by focusing on the sexual ide-
ology of John Cleland, author of Fanny Hill, and his presumed
readers. Cleland and others like him were attracted to the reli-
gions and sexual representations of ancient Greece, Rome and
India. They may have dreamed of inaugurating a new deistic, lib-
ertine religion of their own that included homoerotic rituals. A
fraternity of this sort was established by Sir Francis Dashwood at
Medmenham Abbey in the 1750s, although those who partici-
pated, including the notorious John Wilkes, insisted on its het-
erosexuality. Similar notions were taken up later in the century
by Richard Payne Knight, who wrote extensively about the cult of
Priapus as an alternative stamped out by the arrival of Christianity.
Sodomy seems to be linked in various ways with these cults, and
Trumbach suggests that Cleland and Payne Knight might well have
been sodomites themselves. From the time of Aretino forward,
pornography and sodomy were intertwined in various ways, not
least in the minds of the police. Sade’s exaltation of sodomy in
his works in the 1790s grew out of and reinforced this connection.

A major turning point in the social and political functions
of pornography seems to have been reached sometime between
the 1790s and the 1830s, depending on the country (earlier in
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France, later in Britain). Until the end of the 1790s, explicit sex-
ual description almost always had explicitly subversive qualities.
At the end of the 1790s, pornography began to lose its political
connotations and became instead a commercial, “hard-core” busi-
ness. At this point, which Wagner attributes too narrowly to the
novels of Restif de la Bretonne and Andréa de Nerciat, “nothing
remains to be said on the ideological level...sexual pleasure is
the only aim left.”8

Obscenity continued to serve political purposes in England
until the early 1800s. Iain McCalman has shown, for instance, how
“obscene populism” animated radical printers during the Queen
Caroline Affair in the early 1820s, but by the 1830s, he claims,
the purpose of sexual arousal had replaced radical populist and
libertine elements in underworld publishing. As a consequence,
the social character of the audience for pornography was also
transformed, or perhaps merely reverted to an older configura-
tion. After the 1820s, pornography for sexual arousal was bought
by male aristocrats, professionals and clerks but not by the work-
ing classes. Printers of the new pornography left or were chased
from radical political circles.4?

There is less known about parallel developments in France,
although their turning point seems to have come earlier, during
the revolution of 1789. During the decade of revolution, as I argue
in my essay, pornography reached a wider audience in France,
both in social terms and in numbers, than it had ever touched
under the ancien régime. Kathryn Norberg demonstrates the sim-
ilar ways in which the image of the whore changed in the 1790s.
The whore comes down off her social pedestal and is available
to all men; even the pornographic prostitute is democratized.
By 1795, perhaps as an ironic result of this democratization,
explicitly political pornography began to die a slow death in the
country of revolution. Despite some revivals of political pornog-
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raphy at the end of the 1790s, most pornographic works thereaf-
ter were, as Wagner argues, entirely devoted to sexual arousal.
The police still found these works dangerous, as the determined
harassment of Sade shows, but the danger was perceived as moral
and social rather than political. The shock of the French Revolu-
tion helped galvanize the policing of pornography everywhere in
Europe. As a consequence, censorship for exclusively moral rea-
sons got under way just when pornography stopped being social
and political criticism.

Thus, pornography has a peculiar, even paradoxical relationship
to democracy. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, por-
nography was written for an elite male audience that was largely
urban, aristocratic and libertine in nature. In the eighteenth cen-
tury, the audience broadened as pornographic themes entered
populist discourses, a development given even greater impetus by
the French Revolution. But the democratization of pornography
was not a straight, one-way street. David Underdown has shown
how, during the English Civil War, a royalist newspaper could use
sexual slander to attack the revolutionary government, accusing
it of being composed of cuckolds and fornicators who allegedly
used words like “freedom” and “liberty” as passwords for entering
brothels.50 Similarly, in the first years of the French Revolution
of 1789, royalist papers and pamphlets used scatological and sex-
ual insults to attack the new constitutional monarchy and, in par-
ticular, its more democratic supporters. Pornography was not a
left-wing preserve. Moreover, pornography had much less appeal,
it appears, in the Dutch Republic, where there were no kings,
no effective courts, no entrenched privileged nobility and no
established church. Pornography seems not to have been just a
tactic of democratic propaganda, but a variable arm of criticism
whose use was shaped by local circumstances.

Pornography developed democratic implications because of its
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association with print culture, with the new materialist philoso-
phies of science and nature and with political attacks on the
powers of the established regimes. If all bodies were interchange-
able — a dominant trope in pornographic writing — then social
and gender (and perhaps even racial) differences would effectively
lose their meaning. Early modern pornographers were not inten-
tionally feminists avant la lettre, but their portrayal of women, at
least until the 1790s, often valorized female sexual activity and
determination much more than did the prevailing medical texts.
Thérése philosophe, Margot la ravaudeuse and Julie philosophe had
much more control over their destinies than was apparent in other
representations of women during that time.

Yet there was another side to this picture, which became more
apparent toward the end of the eighteenth century. In the novels
of Sade, determined, libertine women were the minority among
the legions of female victims. Women’s bodies might be imag-
ined as equally accessible to all men, whether in Restif de la
Bretonne’s tract, Le Pornographe, which advocated the establish-
ment of giant houses of prostitution, or in Sade’s proposal of mam-
moth Temples of Venus in La Philosophie dans le boudoir. The point
of such establishments was not the liberation of women but the
community of women to service men. In this period, ranging
from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, pornography as a
structure of literary and visual representation most often offered
women’s bodies as a focus of male bonding. Men wrote about sex
for other male readers. For their own sexual arousal, men read
about women having sex with other women or with multiple part-
ners. The new fraternity created by these complex intersections
of voyeurism and objectification may have been democratic in the
sense of social leveling, but in the end it was almost always a lev-
eling for men.

The male-bonding effect of most pornography no doubt ac-
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counted for its total incompatibility with the new ideals of domes-
ticity that were developing in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries.’! The ideology of a separate, private sphere for women
depended on a reassertion of fundamental male and female sexual
(and, therefore, social and political) difference. Pornography, in
contrast, always intentionally transgressed the boundaries estab-
lishing difference. As Mijnhardt demonstrates in his essay on the
Dutch Republic, the Dutch were among the first in Europe to
actively celebrate the private and domestic spheres of life, and this
may account, in part, for the Dutch rejection of pornography in
the eighteenth century. As new biological and moral standards for
sexual difference evolved, pornography seemed to become even
more exotic and dangerous. It had to be stamped out. Much —
though certainly not all — of our modern concern with pornog-
raphy follows from that conviction.
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FIGURE 1.1. Pietro Liberi, Man Fallen by Vice (ca. 1650).



CHAPTER ONE
Humanism, Politics and Pornography
in Renaissance Italy

Paula Findlen

Neither for all this will I affirm that this solitarinesse
of place is chosen of all, to bestow them selves in
laudable studies, and commendable speculations, for
that there are some who having in their handes all day
long bookes full of naughtinesse and leude examples,
roote and inure them selves in this doctrine, and make
an ordinarie practice of it: insomuch that these ill
disposed persons may well say that they have learned
more naughtinesse beeing by them selves, then they
should have done beeing alwayes in companie in
publick and frequented places.

— Stefano Guazzo, Civil Conversation (1574)

The seventeenth-century artist Pietro Liberi in his painting Man
Fallen by Vice effectively portrayed the tensions between the vir-
tues of humanism and its attendant vices (figure 1.1). In the fore-
ground, a man covers his head in shame and in self-defense, his
body arching backward as he falls. Above him stand the Vices,
whose actions precipitate his unsavory end. To the right, a volup-
tuous woman, the embodiment of lust, gracefully balances her
right foot on her chosen victim. It is uncertain whether she is
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contributing to his fall or attempting to anchor him to the mar-
ble portico in order to slow his departure. To the left, a Baccha-
nalian figure leans over the precipice, allowing the juice of his
handful of grapes to drip onto the falling man. In the center, a
dwarf precipitates the visual action of this scene of castigation:
his foot, firmly planted in the victim’s groin, sends the man reel-
ing over the edge. What does the dwarf, situated between the
twin poles of Lust and Excess, represent? Clad in courtly attire,
holding a book aloft, he links the fallibility of mankind with the
culture of the Renaissance courts. As the embodiment of all the
social vices and textual excesses that characterized the practices
of Renaissance elites, the diminutive but learned courtier alerts
us that Liberi has chosen to depict the Humanist Fall.

Shaping his image over a century after the Renaissance proper
had come to a close, Liberi had ample opportunity to reflect on
the impact of this political and cultural movement on his society.
His visual critique of humanism as a form of excess, a destabilizing
force, cannot be considered unique. Rather, his painting was the
expression of the conflicting emotions that his engagement with
the past produced. Humanist learning, as Liberi reminded his
viewers, was a product of a specific social and political environ-
ment whose leisurely ethos was suspiciously pagan in its origins
as well as its goals. The deck of cards, waved high above the fall-
ing protagonist and an emblem of the forces that combined to
force man into the abyss below, recalled the vice-ridden nature of
the activities that defined humanist culture. While not a canoni-
cal expression of learning, it nonetheless was a talisman of the lei-
surely forms of knowledge that circulated within the upper classes.
Learning, produced by courtly creatures, who were comfortable
with the behavior of Bacchanalian drunkards and charming seduc-
tresses, was not simply a by-product of this moral unraveling; it
was the source.
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Let us imagine, instead, that the hand of the dwarf held a book
rather than a deck of cards, for this would have been an equally
appropriate expression of the “fall.” While we can do no more
than speculate on exactly which book Liberi would have chosen
to put in the hands of his dwarf, if he were like many of his con-
temporaries, or the late nineteenth- and twentieth-century his-
torians who invented the Renaissance as a moral artifact, he would
not have found the writings of Pietro Aretino (1492-1556) to be an
inappropriate selection. Writing about Aretino, John Addington
Symonds remarked, “The man himself incarnated the dissolution
of Italian culture.”! Aretino is best known for two famous pieces
of pornography, the Sonnetti lussuriosi (1527) and the Ragionamenti
(1534-1536), though he authored many popular religious tracts,
plays and pasquinades and published a famous collection of his
letters as well.2 Frequentor of the Gonzaga and papal courts and
a resident of the Republic of Venice from 1527 until his death in
1556, Aretino was one of the first writers to make a living from
his pen. Shortly after his arrival in Venice, he established a circle
of friends that included painter Titian, art critic Ludovico Dolce,
sculptor Jacopo Sansovino and numerous printers, and his pres-
ence served as a magnet for aspiring writers like Niccolo Franco,
Lorenzo Venier and Anton Francesco Doni, who helped to trans-
form Aretino’s literary works from singular productions into a
well-recognized genre.

Because his pen spared no one, Aretino attracted many epi-
thets during his lifetime: “Scourge of Princes,” “Teller of Truth”
and “The Divine Aretino.”3 Others described him in less than
glowing terms. For disciples like Franco and Doni, who eventu-
ally severed their ties to Aretino, he became *the scourge of
pricks” and “Peter, writer of the vices of others,” possessor of
“the most horrible, vituperous and ribald tongue ever born.”* In
the 1540s, Doni had praised Aretino’s skill as a poligrafo — a writer
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of many genres — commenting, “your wisdom knew how to dis-
tinguish the tongue in which we should discuss Christ...from
that of the Dialogues on the state of women....”S By the 1550s,
he had joined the ranks of critics who shaped Aretino’s image as
the most infamous writer of a reputedly infamous and immoral
age. It is these characterizations that earned Aretino the retro-
spective label as the creator of a genre of representation that we
call pornography.6

Pornography, if we follow Jacob Burckhardt’s classic account
in The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1860), was the inevi-
table epilogue to a glorious but problematic age. While humanists
initially soared to great spiritual and intellectual heights, their
full-scale embrace of antiquity ultimately, in Burckhardt’s schema,
resulted in a new form of paganism: “the misleading influence
of antiquity. ..undermined their morality,” he wrote.” “Antiquity”
encompassed not only the works of “respectable” and edifying
writers such as Cicero and Virgil, but the lusty tales of Ovid,
Lucian and Petronius, the obscenities of Martial, Juvenal and
Catullus, and a host of other writers who offered their Renais-
sance readers no succor against the temptation to sin. It also
included a host of disturbing visual images: “diminutive Pans,
naked girls, drunken satyrs, and erections exposed in pictures,”
as Johannes Molanus, a sixteenth-century critic and official cen-
sor for Philip IT of the Netherlands, put it.® Like the eighteenth-
century boys who had been diagnosed as victims of onanism,
humanists, too, had turned their seed sour by masturbating once
too often with the classics. The proud lineage of scholarship,
stretching from Petrarch to Erasmus, ultimately produced Pietro
Aretino, the most famous of the pornographers of the Renaissance,
and - not coincidentally — the Reformation, in its final hour.

How might the Renaissance have facilitated the emergence of
pornography in Western Europe? All cultures produce some form
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of sexually explicit art and literature. But not every culture dis-
tinguishes the erotic from the pornographic, nor is pornography
defined in the same way in every instance. Pornography, a repos-
itory of multiple meanings with constantly shifting boundaries,
emerged from the literature and imagery that purported to recount
the lives of prostitutes, a genre that traced its origins to Lucian’s
Dialogues of the Courtesans. This genre flourished in the erotic
and obscene writings of sixteenth-century authors such as Pietro
Aretino, Francisco Delicado, Lorenzo Venier and Niccold Franco,
whose work contemporaries like Tommaso Garzoni judged “dirty
and immoral.”® More generally, Aline Rouselle’s definition of
porneia — “any manifestation of desire for another’s body.... a
measure of human weakness in the service of God” — reminds us
of the Christian roots of this concept.!? As it emerged in the early
modern period, pornography, among its many other functions,
charted the collision between competing representations of desire
and virtue.

While acknowledging that it is impossible to be sure exactly
what is defined as pornography when writing its history, none-
theless it is a history that needs to be written, particularly be-
cause its undefinability suggests that it is at once everywhere and
nowhere. If we begin by identifying some of the matrices most
relevant to the subject, we quickly amass a formidably heterodox
list. The history of pornography charts changing attitudes toward
male and female bodies, sexual practices and their respective rep-
resentations. It tells us something about the persistence of man-
uscript culture, the impact of printing, the nature of authorship,
the diffusion of literacy and the process by which words and
images circulated. In addition, early modern pornography was a
medium used frequently to convey the image of a “world turned
upside down,” and its strongly satirical components make it a sen-
sitive measure of shifting social hierarchies and the vicissitudes
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of intellectual and political culture in the complex network of
republics and courts that composed Renaissance Italy. Rather than
consigning pornography to the margins of the early modern world,
treating it as the product of an emerging subculture, let us put it
at the center.!! To define Renaissance pornography is, in an essen-
tial sense, to define the intersections of sexuality, politics and
learning — the constitutive elements of the culture itself. In the
pages of books like Aretino’s Ragionamenti, the moral fabric of
Renaissance society was laid bare for all to see. From this per-
spective, an inquiry into Renaissance pornography is an attempt,
first, to understand the sexual underpinnings of sixteenth-century
Italian society, and, second, to understand the sexual and moral

meanings of Renaissance cultural production.

Entering the Marketplace of the Obscene

At the end of the fifteenth century, Western Europe was a soci-
ety that had only recently acquired some of the tools necessary
for the development of a pornographic culture. The advent of
printing not only offered scholars the opportunity to disseminate
their learning with greater speed to a larger audience, but, sub-
sequently, generated subsidiary industries that capitalized on the
formation of an urban reading public, and on the power of repro-
ducible images.!2 The private circulation of manuscripts now
competed with the less regulated public marketplace of printed
goods; engravings by Marcantonio Raimondi and Agostino Car-
racci turned what had been unique artistic productions into pop-
ular and accessible commodities. While Titian’s erotic paintings,
which hung in the Escorial of Philip II, were hidden behind a
curtain and shown only to visitors of the monarch’s choosing, pop-
ular prints and books were available in bookstores in most urban
centers.!3 The reactions of various authorities to the appearance
of erotic and obscene materials in print reflected the uneasy tran-
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sition of a society from one in which access to knowledge was
restricted to the social and intellectual elite to one that divulged
its secrets daily and indiscriminately.'* The widespread circula-
tion of political, sexual and scientific secrets by the mid-sixteenth
century represented the fulfillment of the most dire prophecies
of learned men, who argued that the formation of a “marketplace
of ideas” would lead society to inevitable ruin. Printing, as the
formation of a new medium of exchange, had subverted the im-
plicit pact of the letterati that confined the circulation of words
and images to a circumscribed elite.

One method of dealing with the unchecked passage of morally
dangerous and improper materials from the restricted world of
the humanists to the wider public was to formulate mechanisms
of censorship that essentially defined the boundaries between licit
and illicit. While the Index of Forbidden Books, most compre-
hensively established by Paul IV in 1559, was primarily designed
to excise from the Catholic world heretical works and the writ-
ings of Protestants, it tangentially addressed the moral content
of art and literature. The Canons and Decrees of the Council of Trent
(1563) outlined the official view on this matter:

Books which professedly deal with, narrate or teach things lascivi-
ous or obscene are absolutely prohibited, since not only the matter
of faith but also that of morals, which are usually easily corrupted
through the reading of such books, must be taken into considera-
tion, and those who possess them are to be severely punished by the
bishops. Ancient books written by the heathens may by reason of
their elegance and quality of style be permitted, but by no means

read to children.!5

By 1558, Aretino’s work took its place alongside that of Machia-
velli and the expurgated editions of Boccaccio, and his work re-
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mained on the Index throughout the early modern period. Under
pressure from the Church authorities, civic governments increas-
ingly allowed ecclesiastical officials to inspect bookstores unan-
nounced, where they discovered numerous copies of prohibited
and unexpurgated books. These books were particularly plentiful
in the Republic of Venice, where attempts to curtail the freedom
of the printing industry met with considerable resistance.!6 While
castigating the works of contemporaries that violated this injunc-
tion, church officials were decidedly more ambivalent about the
censorship of the classics. The “elegance and quality of style” that
deterred officials from a wholesale condemnation of the writings
of the ancients effectively made the humanist virtue of eloquence
an excuse for licentiousness. Thus, the Tridentine characteriza-
tion of “things lascivious or obscene” implicitly defined the clas-
sics as works neither produced nor appreciated by humanists. It
was left up to those who acted upon this decree to put this clas-
sification into practice. :

By the end of the sixteenth century, literate Europeans had
developed a common understanding of the effects of the Index
on the circulation of prohibited literature. In Torriano’s Piazza
universale, an Italian phrasebook for Englishmen, the forty-second
dialogue, entitled “Stranger in Conversation with a Roman Book-
seller,” offered the following example of a model conversation
in an Italian bookstore:

“I am seeking the works of A[retino],” says the Stranger.

“You may seek them from one end of the Row to the other, and
not find them,” replies the bookseller.

“And why?”

“Because they are forbidden, both the Postures and Discourses, that
imbracing [sic] of men and women together in unusual manners,

begets a scandal, and the Inquisition permits no such matters, it con-
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demns all such sordid things, nay not so much, but the Amorous

Adventures in Romances it condemns.”!7

Rather than eradicating this sort of literature, the efforts of the
Inquisition and the Index gave it a special status by making it dif-
ficult to acquire. In the back rooms of bookstores, printers made
available a burgeoning erotic literature to an eager audience, as
exemplified by a Venetian in late sixteenth-century Paris who
claimed to have sold more than fifty copies of Aretino in less
than a year.!8

The same printers who produced the works of Aretino and his
imitators on the sly also contributed to the growing market for
erotic prints. The decrees of the Council of Trent had said little
about the restriction of images, though the proceedings of the
twenty-fifth session (December 3-4, 1563) advised that “all las-
civiousness should be avoided, so that images shall not be painted
and adorned with a seductive charm, or the celebration of saints
and the visitation of relics be perverted...”!9 By the 1580s, reform-
ing archbishops like Gabriele Paleotti in Bologna and Federico
Borromeo in Milan took it upon themselves to inspect the content
of paintings and sculptures and to pass judgment upon the appro-
priateness of the modes of portrayal chosen by artists. Even laymen
like Ludovico Dolce clamored for greater regulation of images.
“The laws prohibit the printing of immodest books,” he wrote
in his Dialogo della pittura intitolato I’Aretino (1557), “how much
more should they prohibit such pictures?”’20 Pagan imagery and
nudity, except where Holy Writ dictated, was systematically cen-
sured; the nudes in Michelangelo’s Last Judgement, which Aretino
claimed to find more obscene than his own writings, gradually
were garbed with wisps of fabric, and a program of sanitized ico-
nography was encouraged, though never successfully imple-
mented. As Paleotti wrote in his Discorso intorno alle immagini
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sacre e profani (1586), “for that which concerns obscenities,
painted in a lascivious and provocative manner, or showing un-
seemly limbs, one should impede even their private possession.
In the future, whoever dares to paint and sculpt them will be
severely punished as a corrupter of manners.”?! The visual scan-
dals of Giulio Romano, Marcantonio Raimondi and Titian, novel
in the 1530s, had been transformed into the “obscenities” of the
Carracci brothers by the 1580s.

In response, an illicit culture arose, which thrived on these
restrictions. In late sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Venice,
one could buy manuscript copies of Aretino and other forbidden
works, such as Lorenzo Venier’s La Puttana errante (1531) and the
anonymous Tariffa delle puttane (1535).22 Printers in less regulated
cities like London and Amsterdam profited from the misfortunes
of their Italian counterparts, while operating under the watchful
eye of the Inquisition. Englishmen traveling to Italy in the late
sixteenth century no doubt would have been surprised to discover
that their treasured copies of Aretino, usually bought in Venice,
were actually published in London by John Wolfe.23 Copies of
the infamous Aretine postures — Marcantonio Raimondi’s engrav-
ings of sixteen sexual positions, originally conceived by Giulio
Romano and later accompanied by Aretino’s sonnets — also con-
tinued their tenuous existence on the margins of print culture
and thrived in manuscript form.

It is in this widened circuit of popular printed goods and private
manuscript erotica that the beginnings of a pornographic culture
arose. Nanna, the famed protagonist of Aretino’s Ragionamenti,
who lived and thrived in the anti-humanist environment in which
her creator’s works were produced, was a self-described “mar-
ket bitch.”24 At the hands of Aretino and his followers, Mikhail
Bakhtin’s teeming, Rabelaisian marketplace was endowed with yet
another feature: the ability to create and sustain a pornographic
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culture.?’ By appropriating the site of popular culture, which was
inhabited by grotesque rather than courtly bodies, Renaissance
pomographers destabilized the site of artistic and literary produc-
tion by purporting to dissolve the boundaries between “high” and
“low.” In doing so, they also defined the conditions of authorship
as ambiguous at best, and problematic at worst. What identity
was left to writers who straddled the worlds of both the market-
place and the court? In the language of Renaissance pornography,
authors, as well as whores and sodomites, were classified as mem-
bers of the “third sex” and in the forging of their identities, all
the constitutive elements of the culture intersected and collided.

Eroticizing the Senses

While pornography was partly defined by the impact of print cul-
ture, with subsequent redefinitions of the nature of authorship
and readership, it also was the result of certain artistic and phil-
osophical trends that conditioned the act of seeing. The erotic
and obscene literature of the Renaissance developed an elaborate
visual currency integral to the formation of pornography. Once
again, such techniques were not particular to a special genre
delimited by the term pornography, but permeated the humanist
discourse of the arts. As Edgar Wind and more recently Leonard
Barkan have observed, Renaissance Platonism recuperated the
erotic.26 One aspect of this revival was the diffusion of represen-
tational strategies that we might characterize as voyeuristic. The
seductive and arousing powers of images had long been noted by
guardians of morals such as Clement of Alexandria (second cen-
tury A.D.), who admonished the Greeks for defiling their ears and
prostituting their eyes with profane images.?’ The appearance of
printing, in conjunction with the revival of classical culture, pro-
duced an unforeseen and largely uncontrollable “enrichment of
the erotic imagination.”?8
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From the 1520s onward, vast quantities of prints and paint-
ings depicting the amorous encounters of gods and men poured
forth from the workshops of Raphael, Giulio Romano, Titian and
the Carracci, were reproduced by engravers such as Marcantonio
Raimondi, Giulio Bocasone and Agostino Carracci, and were then
printed for popular consumption. Semi-pornographic prints, like
the popular images of courtesans that were sold on the streets,
allowed viewers to undress them with their hands, revealing the
male underwear which these women (scandalously) wore and leav-
ing in doubt the gender of the sex beneath (figure 1.2). Sequences
of engravings such as Agostino Carracci’s lascivie (ca. 1590-1595)
took viewers from the moment of discovery, in which a satyr
came upon a sleeping nymph, to her eventual “awakening” and
“embracing,” depicted in the fashion of Raimondi’s modi (figure
1.3).2 The availability of cheap reproductions made public, for
the first time, a series of images formerly confined to humanist
circles and the inner recesses of the courts, and popularized an
erotic discourse initially designed for an elite audience.

Renaissance writers and artists strove to replicate the effects
of such tales as that of a young man who copulated with the statue
of Venus in Cnidos, “leaving behind actual traces of his lust,” or
Terence’s more well-known story of a Roman depiction of Jove
coupling with Danaé in a shower of golden rain.3° Girolamo
Morlini’s pornographic Novellae (1520), for example, recounted
the story of a woman who was so moved by the sight of a statue
with an erect penis (erectus ille priapus) in a public square, that
she conceived of the desire to kiss it. When flesh touched stone,
she succumbed to the temptation to copulate, enjoying the plea-
sures of the statue until dawn.3! Morlini’s fantasy that images
could so move their viewers had a realistic counterpart when, in
the 1630s, several Venetian patricians were brought to trial for
allegedly copulating with a statue of Christ.32 While the sixteenth
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FIGURE 1.2. Anonymous engraving of a Venetian courtesan (ca. 1590).
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FIGURE 1.3. Agostino Carracci, A Satyr Approaching a Sleeping Nymph
(ca. 1590-1595).
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century had placed such images within the discourse of the arts,
the seventeenth century understood them to be potentially blas-
phemous. Morlini’s playful tale, an object of Renaissance mirth,
was now a matter of public morality.

By the sixteenth century, Renaissance artists and humanists
had constructed an image of the senses that increased the poten-
tial for danger. Writing to Federico Gonzaga in 1527, Aretino
commented on the anticipated pleasures of a statue commissioned
for the duke from Aretino’s friend Sansovino: “I understand that
the most rare Messer Jacopo Sansovino is about to embellish your
bedchamber with a statue of Venus so true to life and so living
that it will fill with lustful thoughts the mind of anyone who
looks at it.”33 In Aretino’s world, all forms of representation har-
bored an erotic potential. This potential lay, not so much in the
medium, as in the gaze of the beholder who could no longer con-
tain his emotional reaction to the viewing of provocative imagery.

Pietro Bembo, in a famous passage in Castiglione’s Book of the
Courtier (1528), described the follies of young men whose reason
was depleted by the “unchaste desires” of the senses. “[I]f the
soul allows itself to be guided by the judgement of the senses, it
falls into very grave errors and judges that the body in which this
beauty is seen is the chief cause thereof,” admonished Castiglione,
“and hence, in order to enjoy that beauty, it deems it necessary
to join itself as closely to that body as it can....”3* Castiglione’s
neoplatonic discourse was one of many texts that laid the theo-
retical groundwork for the Renaissance eroticization of the senses.
In this fashion, artists, writers and patrons constructed an image
of the senses that, Galatea-like, harbored the possibility that stone
might turn to flesh and painted surfaces might come to life. View-
ing a potentially erotic image, let alone enjoying physical con-
tact with it, was considered an intimate and therefore unstable
act, capable of transforming both the viewer and the object of
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contemplation. Certainly we need to distinguish the “proper” site
for “lustful thoughts” — that is, the bedchamber of a duke — from
the impropriety of having such thoughts in public, let alone per-
forming obscene acts on a statue of Christ versus a statue of Venus.
Nonetheless, Morlini’s tale, Aretino’s description of Sansovino’s
statue and the accusation against the Venetian libertines all indi-
cated the perceived power of images to move their audience.
Enhancing this tradition were images and descriptions of
famous couplings like that of Jove and Danaé, Venus and Adonis,
and Leda and the Swan. These were the “metamorphic lies” lam-
pooned by writers like Niccolo Franco, who felt that the images
proliferated “in order to say that one fucks even in heaven.”3?
They filled the canvases of most of the major Renaissance and
Mannerist painters, and they were popularized in prints like
Raimondi’s version of Leda and the Swan, in which the sexual
explicitness is unmistakable (figure 1.4). It is tempting for mod-
ern viewers to distinguish high cultural productions like Titian’s
Danaé and Venus and Adonis (figure 1.5), from scruffy porno-
graphic prints like Bocasone’s version of the Danaé tale, in which
Danaé’s legs are an open window on the scene (figure 1.6). How-
ever, we need to take into account descriptions from contemporary
viewers, who themselves did not necessarily distinguish Titian’s
eroticism — produced for courtiers and humanists — from popu-
lar pornography.3¢ As Anne Hollander aptly puts it, we are una-
ble to fully place ourselves in the position of the Renaissance
viewer because, to our eyes, the images are “wearing” the Ren-
aissance nude.37 All the more reason to inspect the words of con-
temporaries carefully, to better understand what effects the words
of Aretino and the images of Titian or Raimondi could produce.
Writing to Alessandro Contarini in the 1550s, Ludovico Dolce
described his encounter with Titian’s Venus and Adonis. Praising
the image for its virtuosity — “in her intimate parts we recognize
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the creases on the flesh caused by her seated position” — Dolce
recounted how seeing the painting had caused “a warming, a
softening, a stirring of the blood.” Recalling classical descriptions
of the effect of a statue of Venus, he concluded, “if a marble statue
could by the stimuli of its beauty so penetrate to the marrow of
a young man, that he stained himself, then, what must she do who
is of flesh, who is beauty personified and appears to be breath-
ing?”38 While Dolce’s assessment of Titian’s paintings built upon
the imagery present in both Aretino’s assessment of Sansovino’s
sculpture and in the writings of Castiglione, and left open to inter-
pretation whether he described the effect of the painting’s erot-
icism or its artistry, the statements of Counter-Reformation critics
about similar images were unambiguous in their condemnation.
By the 1570s, art critic Pirro Ligorio described any nude image
of Venus as “a filthy, obscene thing.” His contemporary, Molanus,
exclaimed, “What is disgraceful to name is freely painted and
presented to the eyes. These subjects stand forth in public, in the
taverns and marketplace, and are willy-nilly thrust on our view.”3°
The fear of “things lascivious and obscene,” formalized by the
Tridentine decrees, now encompassed the presentation of the
erotic in the visual arts,

Erotic imagery that played with the techniques of seeing was
not relegated only to the domain of the visual arts, but also was
developed in great detail in the writings of Aretino. Beginning
with the sonnets that he attached to Raimondi’s engravings of
Giulio Romano’s sixteen modi, Aretino constructed a world regu-
lated by the logic of the gaze. In the first sonnet, the male lover’s
testicles are described as “witnesses of every fucking pleasure,”
the only anatomical part with a privileged view of all sexual secrets
(figure 1.7). Two other sonnets dealt ironically with Ovidian
themes by debasing them. In sonnet 11 (figure 1.8), the dynamic
between the two participants is described in the following terms:
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FIGURE 1.4. (above) Marcantonio Raimondi, Leda and the Swan (early 1500s).

FIGURE 1.5. (above right) Titian, Danaé (1553-1554).

FIGURE 1.6. (below right) Giulio Bocasone, Danaé (mid-sixteenth century).
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FIGURE 1.7. Reproduction of Aretino’s first posture from the original

engraving by Marcantonio Raimondi (1524).
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Open your thighs so [ can look straight
At your beautiful ass and cunt in my face,
An ass equal to paradise in its enjoyment,
A cunt that melts hearts through the kidneys.
While 1 compare these things,
Suddenly I long to kiss you,
And [ seem to myself more handsome than Narcissus

In the mirror that keeps my prick erect.

Similarly, the male in sonnet 14 exclaims, “l mirror myself in your
ass...” (figure 1.9).%0 In Aretino’s language, the genitals were a
window to the soul. In contrast to Castiglione’s purified image of
the soul — which resisted such debasement — Aretino suggested
that seeing was an act of (male) sexual power. Like the pool of
water into which Narcissus gazed, falling in love with his own
reflection, the coupling of men and women in the modi became
an opportunity for Aretino to meditate upon the way in which all
forms of sexual experience were self-referential. By playing with
mirror imagery, Aretino connected his verses to the more sani-
tized images of courtesans, whose erotic gaze also turned inward
(figure 1.10), or to the tale of Susanna, whose nakedness was
unsuspectingly revealed to the Elders as she gazed into a mirror
(figure 1.11).#! Aretino’s Sonnetti lussuriosi firmly associated voyeur-
ism with pornographic imagery, from the internal dialogue of the
senses that the different positions produced to the external dia-
logue between the sonnets and the reader:

Just as people toss pepper or other spices
Up a nose to make them sneeze very suddenly
Thus by the smell of clamorous fucking you are corrupted.

Feel between your legs if you don’t believe it.*?
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Prilecofcie,accio ch’io ueggia bene
1 tuo bel culo ¢ ia tug potta inuifo,
Culo da compire un pare un paradifo,
Potta,eh’i cori flilla per le renes
Mentre, ch’io uagheggto, egli misiene
Capricciodi bafciarui a Pimprowifo,
E mipar cfser piv bel, che Narcifo
Nel fpecchio,che’l mio cazz o allegro tienes
AD; ribalda,abiribaldo,in terra, ©r inletto
Io tiueggio puttana,ct'apparecchia
Ch’io tirompadue coftole del petto;
Ioten’incaco franciofata wcechia,
Che per quefto piacer plusquamperfetto
Entrarciinun pogzo fenza fecchia,
E non fi treua pecchia
G'iiottad'i fior com’ioLunnob:l cazzo,
E no” prouo ancho,e¢ per mirarlo [guazzos

FIGURE 1.8. Aretino’s eleventh posture (1527).
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N On tiver futtutelo di Cupido
Luacdrriols, firmatibifmulo

Cheioo fotter inpotta,e non inculo
Cofteiche mi to®l cazzo,¢ me ne ridog

E nele braccia,e nele gambe mi fido,

E fldifconcio flo, ¢ non ¢"adsilo,
Checimorrebbe ¢ flarci un’bord un mulo,
B perd tanto ¢o' cul [offfio ¢ grido;

B feuoiBeatrice flentay faccio
Perdonar midougte,perch’io moffro
Che fottendoa disfaggio mi disfaccio,

E fenon,cb"io mu fpecebip neleul uofiro
Stando fofpefo inPuno g'nlaltro braccio
Ndi non i fiuirebbe d fattopofiro,

O, euldilatte,e £'oftr0
S¢nouchio fon per mirarti i wena,
Nowms flarebbe d eaz 30 drittod penes

FIGURE 1.9. Aretino’s fourteenth posture (1527).
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FIGURE 1.10. Giovanni Bellini, Young Woman at Her Toilet (1540).
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FIGURE 1.11. Tintoretto, Susannah (ca. 1560).
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As Aretino told Battista Zatti in 1537, Raimondi’s images had pro-
duced this effect on him, and he envisioned his poems as the con-
duit through which he could convey this sensation to others.
More than any other writer of this period, Aretino reinforced the
dangerous powers of the senses through his repeated textualization
of them in his pornographic writings.

The manipulation of the senses was refined and extended to
an even greater degree in his Ragionamenti. Divided into two
parts, with each part comprising three days of conversations,
Aretino’s dialogues made full use of erotic visual currencies. The
first part, as Giulio Ferroni observes, was significantly more voy-
euristic than the second.*? This voyeuristic theme was particularly
true of the first day, in which Nanna recounted her experience
as a nun. Finding herself in a room that was a veritable erotic
panopticon, the then innocent Nanna is initiated into the plea-
sures of sex by observing the different images of couplings dec-
orating the walls of the monastery and by watching others through
various peepholes. After Nanna has recounted what she has seen

at length, her friend Antonia interrupts:

Antonia. How could you control your desire for a man after seeing
all chat fucking?

Nanna. I was all alather with lust.

Nanna’s senses are bombarded throughout her early adventures. A
lover gives her a book which, though “crammed with pictures of
people amusing themselves in the modes and postures performed
by learned nuns,” is disguised as a prayer book; she devours it.
She is constantly “[o]vercome by the scent of... pleasure....”#*
During the period before she becomes a prostitute, Nanna repre-
sents Aretino’s ideal reader, susceptible to every sight, sound and
smell she encounters. While it could be concluded that Aretino’s
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imagined audience is female, Nanna’s gender is not unambigu-
ously “female.” Because she is identified most frequently with the
author of the text she remains, in a sense, outside the sexual cir-
cuit of the dialogues. Her early persona — not unlike Aretino’s
before he arrived in Venice — is best described as courtly, and as
feminine without necessarily being female.

After experiencing the disappointments of the convent and the
marriage bed, Nanna chooses whoredom as the best profession
for a woman and transforms herself from a consumer of erotica
into a creator and manipulator of the pornographic gaze.** Both
Antonia and Nanna’s daughter, Pippa, comment on her ability to
arouse them with words. After hearing Nanna’s story about a book
of obscene postures, Antonia tells her:

Antonia. Do you know, Nanna, what happens to me when [ hear
you talk?

Nanna. No.

Antonia. What happens to someone who smells a purge, and with-
out even taking it, goes twice or three times to move her bowels.

Nanna. Ha!

Antonia. Yes, 1 tell you, your stories are so natural and vivid
that you make me piss, though 1 have eaten neither truffles nor

cardoon.

To the less experienced Pippa, who is initiated into the life of a
prostitute in the second part of the Ragionamenti, the effect of

Nanna’s words is even more intoxicating:

Pippa. Oh, you are a wonderful painter with words; and as |
listened to you, I got all excited. I had the feeling that the hand you
described touched my nipples and was just about to feel.... T won’t

say what.
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Nanna. 1 saw the passion on your face, which changed com-
pletely, then blushed red while I was showing you what one does

not see.46

In this fashion, Aretino challenged the Horatian commonplace
that images were more vivid than words, drawing heavily upon
the artistic vocabulary of the day to do so.

In a passage near the end of the dialogues, Aretino identified
the social and political matrix out of which the pornographic gaze
emerged. Describing the foibles of nobles, Nanna warns Pippa,
“Sometimes they get a huge mirror, undress us and make us go
about completely naked, and then they force us to hold the most
obscene postures and positions that the human fantasy can con-
coct. They gaze longingly at our faces, breasts, nipples, shoulders,
loins, cunts, and thighs, nor could I possibly tell you how that
satiates their lust and the pleasure they get from looking.”” These
aristocratic whims are contrasted to the practices of “ordinary
folk” who do not “dislocate your bones. .. .”*8

While Tridentine reformers would fret about the public dif-
fusion of lewd and improper images to the illiterate masses, to
which engravers like Raimondi and Carracci materially contrib-
uted with their modi and lascivie,*® the complex emotions asso-
ciated with the refinement of the senses continued to be the
domain of the upper classes throughout the sixteenth century.
Within twenty-five years of the publication of Aretino’s Sonnetti
lussuriosi, Brantdme could describe a noblewoman at the French
court who “kept a figure of Aretino in her room...[for] ‘books
and other devices had served her well.” %0 For men of learning,
as well as for men and women of high social standing, the erotici-
zation of the senses was accomplished through the viewing of
these images and the reading of such books.
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Masturbating with the Classics

The very bookishness of early modern pornography, replete with
sly allusions to Ovid’s Metamorphoses and other classical works,
returns us to another central feature of this genre: its indebted-
ness to the past. While writers like Aretino delighted in telling
their readers that they despised the classics, equating novelty
with iconoclasm, they nonetheless drew heavily upon ancient
erotica to create an essentially new literary genre. The tensions
between the desire to both emulate the past while celebrating
the virtues — or the vices — of the present met in the semantic
field of “pornography.”

Renaissance pornographers often presented their work as the
end of metaphor, a negation of the eloquence and erudition that
defined humanist culture. They loudly proclaimed that their
works laid bare the truth, stripped of all the metaphorical wit-
ticisms and allegories that characterized the contemporary cul-
ture of learning. “But because the subject is somewhat immodest,
I want you to approve of the fact that I will call everything by its
name,” Zoppino tells Ludovico before he launches into a descrip-
tion of the practices of Roman courtesans, in the anonymously
written Ragionamento del Zoppino (1539).5! Most famous, of course,
is the statement of the prostitute Antonia during her conversa-

tion with Nanna in Aretino’s Ragionamenti:

Oh, I meant to tell you and then I forgot: Speak plainly and say ‘fuck,’
‘prick,’ ‘cunt’ and ‘ass’ if you want anyone except the scholars at the
University of Rome to understand you...why don’t you say it straight
out and stop going about on tiptoes? Why don't you say yes when you

mean yes and no when you mean no — or else keep it to yourself?52

Pornography purported to unveil “the thing” itself, and, in doing
so, it participated in the strong current of anti-classicism pres-

77



EARLY POLITICAL AND CULTURAL MEANINGS

ent in sixteenth-century thought. Renaissance pornographers
were not the first to react strongly to a perceived canon. As the
Priapeia made fun of Roman intellectuals whose pretensions led
them to substitute Greek words for Latin, and as the medieval
fabliaux attacked troubadour lyrics for being too allegorical, writ-
ers like Aretino lampooned the pretensions of a Latinate culture
in an increasingly vernacular world. Pornography, as he portrayed
it, was a new literature for a new age. Freed from the constraints
of subject and the dictates of style that made the mills of the
humanists grind ever so slowly, writers like Aretino purported to
shock their audience into the present.

Without denying that there is some truth to this view, Re-
naissance pornography can also be portrayed as a product of rather
than a reaction to ancient canons. Aretino partially relied on Ovid
and Boccaccio for the material in his Ragionamenti, and he surely
must have been familiar with the Italian translations of Lucian
then in circulation. While Aretino attacked the humanists at every
opportunity, he no doubt took some satisfaction that he, like
Ovid, had been forced to leave Rome for carmen et error — a poem
and an indiscretion. Even the novelty of Romano’s modi recently
has been thrown in doubt, since they bear a striking resemblance
to the Roman Spintriae, a series of chits used as a form of pay-
ment in brothels and illustrated with similar couplings. Romano,
who fancied himself a collector of antiquities, may have owned
a set.>3 Renaissance writers and artists drew heavily upon all forms
of classical imagery, so it should hardly be surprising that pornog-
raphers drew inspiration from ancient erotic codes.

Yet pornographers and their audience did not interpret these
codes in quite the same way as the Romans. In a sense, Burckhardt
was right: for a Christian audience raised on the prohibitive writ-
ings of Saint Augustine and the Church Fathers, two of the most
alluring and disturbing aspects of pre-Christian culture were its
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attitudes toward and portrayals of sexuality. In attempting to cre-
ate a culture modeled on antiquity, humanists had to come to
terms with all of its values and practices, however antithetical
those might be to the goals of a Christian society. Forays into
the monastic libraries of Europe revealed not only the lost let-
ters of Cicero, but also a widespread documentation of an openly
erotic culture that depicted acts best left unseen and honored
practices later defined as contra naturam. Like the nineteenth-
century archeologists whose unearthing of Pompeii revealed
incontrovertible proof of the “scandals” of the ancients, human-
ists were forced to reevaluate their commitment to the restora-
tion of antiquity in toto, when their own “excavations” yielded
such disturbing fruit as the cult of Priapus, the ever-erect god
whose statues were ubiquitous in ancient Rome (figure 1.12), or
explicit images of Leda and the swan, whose coupling inspired
several generations of Renaissance artists.

Humanism was hardly a monolithic enterprise. It allowed room
for scholars who preferred their editions of Ovide moralisé, with
the understanding that pagan mysteries were best seen through
the veil of religion, as well as for editors and translators of the
unexpurgated Ovid, like Aretino’s friend Ludovico Dolce, who
argued that textual purity took precedence over content, and who
preferred to embellish upon the spicier tales.5* The fortunes of
the Carmina Priapeia are a good case in point.>* The Priapeia, a
series of playfully erotic and obscene poems dedicated to the god
Priapus, circulated widely in manuscript form during the fifteenth
century; the earliest surviving version was copied by Giovanni
Boccaccio.’¢ All seventy-five extant manuscript versions date from
the early Renaissance and their presence during that period, when
compared to their absence in previous centuries, certainly tes-
tifies to the widening definition of “appropriate subjects” for
scholars to pursue. By 1517, twenty-two editions of the Priapeia
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FIGURE 1.12. Attic bowl (470 B.c.). Pan chasing a shepherd with a statue

of Priapus.
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had appeared in print, signaling their immediate popularity dur-
ing the transition from manuscript to print culture.57

The Priapeia, initially attributed to Virgil, first appeared as part
of his complete works, which were published in Rome in 1469.
They were subsequently issued by numerous presses throughout
Europe, most frequently by the most important humanist press
in Italy, the Aldine Press of Venice.’8 Quite often, this section of
the Virgilian corpus was torn out. Readers were either ashamed
to have it associated with Virgil or preferred not to display their
copies openly, saving the “Virgilian Appendix” for more private
uses. Having established Virgil as a poet of no inconsiderable vir-
tue, critics were loath to drag his reputation through the mud -
“For what could be more wanton than these poems?” exclaimed
Pomponio Leto’? — and searched for clues that the poems had
been authored by writers of uneasy reputation, such as Ovid and
Martial. By the late sixteenth century, the Priapeia had attracted
no less a commentator than Joseph Scaliger, that “bottomless pit
of erudition,” who took time away from his many other textual
exercises to establish the multiauthorship of the poems and to
debate the significance of a particularly problematic line about a
young homosexual who curled his hair: num tandem prior es puella,
quaeso, / quam sunt, mentula quos habet, capilli?¢0 Did this mean,
Scaliger wondered, that the boy had plucked out his pubic hairs to
appear girlish, or was it simply an acknowledgment that anatomy
would always give one away? He also found one of the Priapeia —
a poem about an impotent man unable to achieve an erection in
the arms of a young boy — so delightful that he translated it into
Greek iambics.®!

While men like Scaliger, who were committed to a widescale
program of restoring the literature of antiquity, viewed their edi-
tions of erotic and obscene writings as another exercise in textual
purification and were quick to condemn the 1606 edition by
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Gaspar Schioppius when the commentary appeared too obscene,
they nonetheless made this literature accessible to a wider audi-
ence that appreciated the content more than the grammatical
twists and turns. Rereading Giovanni di Pagolo Morelli’s advice
to his son about reading Virgil alone in the study — “he will never
say no to you...and will give you pleasure and consolation”6? —
it is easy to imagine a double entendre, not so much present in
Morelli’s own words, but in the way later writers would define
this act of solitude. The garden of Priapus, more accessible than
Eden, was a tempting paradise that humanists entered over and
over again. By the sixteenth century, priapic images abounded in
art and literature. Giulio Romano painted them on the walls of
the Palazzo del Te in Mantua, while the engraver Marcantonio
Raimondi churned out images of a satyr attempting to couple
with a priapic herm in his “Bacchanal” and surrounded the cou-
ple in the first Aretine posture with priapic herms (see figure
1.7). Pacifico Massimo invoked “holy Priapus” in his Hecatelegium
(1489), an elegy to his penis, and many of the humanist sexual
encomia were composed in the garden of Priapus.

Prominent humanists like Pietro Bembo and more popular
writers like Niccolo Franco, Aretino’s protégé in Venice, dubbed
their own sonnets Priapea; Franco even made Aretino the “gar-
dener” of this sexual paradise. “What do you think of poets?”
leered Franco in Le Pistole vulgari (1542), “[d]o you believe that
they could sleep nude (senza braghe) with their Priapea?”¢3 The
transition of the image of Priapus from a witty household god into
an object of textual interest, and, finally, into a euphemism for
obscene and pornographic writing, indicates the ambivalence
with which humanists viewed their engagement with the past.
While Scaliger could maintain that proper scholarly detachment
lent decorum to the reading and writing of priapeia, writers like
Franco undermined these efforts by reinforcing the idea that it
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was the subject, as much as the mode of presentation, that mat-
tered. Rather than muting the relationship between humanist
textuality and Renaissance sexuality, writers like Aretino and
Franco strove to reveal their common origins. Literary produc-
tion, as satirists like Ariosto proclaimed, was a profoundly sexual
act, the product of a male humanistic culture. Recalling Franco’s
joke about sleeping poets, Ariosto remarked to Pietro Bembo,
“The vulgar laugh when they hear of someone who possesses a
vein of poetry, and then they say, ‘It is a great peril to turn your
back if you sleep next to him.’ 764

The most famous of the Renaissance priapeia was Antonio
Beccadelli’s Hermaphroditus (1425). Unlike Scaliger, who dis-
tanced himself from the production of such literature through his
role as commentator, Beccadelli chose to follow the time-honored
tradition of imitatio by authoring his own priapic poem. Initially
praised by such prominent humanists as Guarino da Verona and
Poggio Bracciolini and such patrons as Cosimo de’ Medici and
Gian Francesco Gonzaga, the Hermaphroditus became a cause célé-
bre within a year. Copies of it were publicly burned in Bologna,
Ferrara and Mantua, after it was attacked by preacher Bernardino
da Siena and condemned by Eugenius IV and influential scholars
such as Francesco Filelfo, Pier Candido Decembrio, Lorenzo Valla
and Leonardo Bruni. Even early supporters began to recant.6* By
1435, “Il Panormita” found himself apologizing to Cosimo for
being so presumptuous as to dedicate this obscenity to him: “If
memory serves, Cosimo, I dedicated a little book with the base
title of Hermaphroditus to you. In that little book I described many
obscenities and vices against nature.... Now that renowned men
judge it base, forgive me. Oh yes, even I acknowledge my guilt
with a partial retraction.”6 What had led Beccadelli from suc-
cess to scandal?

In his dedication, Beccadelli directed Cosimo to “disregard
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the common herd and read this little book, despite its lascivious-
ness, with a serene mind....”67 Throughout the book, Beccadelli
reaffirmed the classical roots of the poem, while continuing to
draw on contemporary experience. Beccadelli, responding to an
imagined critic, chastised him for not knowing the ancients thor-
oughly. “Odo surely has not read the tender Catullus, nor caught
a glimpse of your penis, phallic Priapus. Why should anything that
was permissible to the [Romans]...brand me as morally corrupt?”
Elsewhere, he affirmed, “I simply follow in the footsteps of the
Ovids and Virgils of this world,”é8 and he urged his patron Cosimo
to do the same.

Situated squarely in the priapic tradition, the poem was divided
into two parts, a textual hermaphrodite that “has both a penis and
a vagina.”é® As in the original Priapeia, matrons and virgins were
advised to shun the text because it contained verba impudica, or
unseemly words. In some seventy verses, Beccadelli highlighted
the places into which Priapus led him, among them the “gaping
ass” of a young boy, the “voracious vagina[s]” of several prosti-
tutes, and the libraries of prominent manuscript collectors like
Giovanni Aurispa, Beccadelli’s former teacher, who loaned him
precious copies of Martial and Catullus to fuel his fantasies.”
Poetry, in Beccadelli’s terms, was the ultimate foreplay, and
a good poet was defined as an “expert at getting the last drop
out of penises.” Erotic response was the ultimate test of literary
power, something Niccolo Franco also understood when he made
his penis his “pen.”

Although the hermaphrodite wandered into the schoolrooms
of former teachers, commenting on their pederasty, and paused
in the workshops of several humanists to gaze at the secrets hid-
den in Greek and Roman manuscripts, its final resting place was
a Florentine brothel. Beccadelli concluded that there, surrounded
by prostitutes, “You can say smutty things and do naughty things
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with them and you won’t meet with a refusal that makes you blush
for shame. How and as you please, you can do there what you
want, you, dear book, who have long been used to fucking and
being fucked.””" With this witty epilogue, Beccadelli summarized
the prostitution of all authors who passed their texts from hand
to hand in search of patronage and recognition.

In a letter to Giovanni Lanola, Guarino da Verona described
his initial delight in Beccadelli’s eloquence, despite the ques-
tionable subject of the poem: “Nor would I modify my approval
because of its playfulness, lasciviousness and impudence. Would
you praise Apelles, Fabius and other painters any less because they
painted those parts of the body that should remain covered, for
propriety’s sake?” It was, he affirmed, approved by “serious, con-
tinent Christians who do not abstain when the subject demands
the use of very free language.””2

Both the production of and reaction to the Hermaphroditus tell
us something about the paradoxes of classical culture in a Chris-
tian society. As early as the fifteenth century, leading intellectuals
had begun to puzzle over the extent to which the terrain mapped
out by the ancients might also be made their own, even when reli-
gious prudence dictated otherwise. Humanists like Beccadelli
struggled with the proscriptions of a learned culture that, tied
closely to the Church, was uneasy with any discussion of sexual-
ity, let alone the problematic subject of homosexuality.” The ini-
tial praise and subsequent condemnation Beccadelli received, at
times from the same people, amply reflected the tensions of a
society that had not come to terms with its perception of the
past, and the past as revealed through its artifacts and documents.
Nor had they reconciled the chasm between their own sexual
practices and official pronouncements on normative sexual behav-
ior. Was Beccadelli’s work pornographic? By our standards, prob-
ably not. And yet it was condemned, burned and largely forgotten.
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Certainly the fortunes of the Hermaphroditus provide some insight
into the less publicized aspects of humanist culture, in which
homosocial bonds were often imperceptible from homosexual
relationships, and the playful relationship between textuality and
sexuality was not simply noted but celebrated. What Beccadelli
had done, in making his textual genitalia tell the “truth,” was to
expose the sexual foundations of humanist culture, and this was
unforgivable to Christian humanists like Valla, author of the
famous exposé of the Donation of Constantine. The erotics of
humanism, as Leonard Barkan has observed, were profoundly
homosexual, tied more to the exaltation of Jupiter’s possession
of Ganymede than to equivalent heterosexual myths.” From a
private joke, read aloud to dinner guests at the Palazzo Medici,
to a public scandal that eventually caused Beccadelli to return
south — where he enjoyed the patronage of the king of Naples
until Beccadelli’s death in 1471 — the Hermaphroditus signaled the
beginnings of a pornographic culture that both celebrated and
reviled the classics, and commented on the masculine and human-
ist culture that reinvented the sexual, political and intellectual
traditions of antiquity.

The Prattling Pricks of Siena

Beccadelli’s Hermaphroditus was soon replaced by even more elab-
orate displays of the juxtaposition of humanist erudition and por-
nographic imagination. The smutty conversations that Beccadelli
had deemed appropriate for Medici banquets gave way to the
more formal discourses conducted in the academies and courts
of late Renaissance Italy, where humanists produced the erotic
Ficheide, in imitation of Homer’s Iliad, and cleric Giovanni Della
Casa composed his In laudem sodomiae.”™ While Aretino and other
poligrafi were responsible for a great portion of erotic and obscene
literature, the literary academies also contributed their fair share.
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In sixteenth-century Siena, members of the Accademia degli
Intronati produced such works as Antonio Vignali’s La Cazzaria
(1525-1526) and Alessandro Piccolomini’s La Raffaella (1539). In
seventeenth-century Veneto, the Accademia degli Incogniti had
among its ranks Francesco Pona, Ferrante Pallavicino and Antonio
Rocco, authors of La Lucerna (1625), La Rettorica della puttana
(1642) and I’Alcibiade fanciullo a scola (1652) respectively.’6 If
anything, the academies made visible the association between
humanism and libertinism to those not privileged to participate
in this social world. Filled with men who occupied their leisure
time writing about prostitutes and sodomy, and — even worse —
invited prominent courtesans like Veronica Franco to join their
literary conversations,”” the academies seemed to bear out the
idea that young men, left to their own devices, would do no good.
Implicit in this evaluation was the idea that they would read and
produce literature that was potentially “uncanonical.”

[lluminating the essential features of academy pornography is
an analysis of Antonio Vignali’s La Cazzaria.’® Founder of the
Intronati and member of a Sienese patrician family, Vignali (1501-
1559) lived there until 1530, when he left Siena during its period
of political unrest. It is quite likely that the libelous content of
La Cazzaria, which portrayed Siena as a literal “phallontocracy”
run by a party of tyrannical and aristocratic Pricks, as he dubbed
the supporters of the recently fallen signorial government, led to
his exile.” Writing under his academy name of Arsiccio Intronato,
Vignali fabricated a series of conversations among academicians
about sex, philosophy and politics in Siena during the final days
of its last republic.

The story began as a conversation between Bizzarro (Marcello
Landucci) and Moscone (Giovan Francesco Franceschi), who were
actual members of the Intronati. One evening, Bizzarro found
himself in Arsiccio’s library, waiting for a street whore to arrive
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so that he could experience the pleasure of “true fucking.” To pass
the time, he browsed through “certain bad books” and discovered
the manuscript of La Cazzaria, “the greatest tangle of pricks that
there [ever] was.”80 Aroused by what he read, Bizzarro thought
immediately of his friend Moscone, and he purloined the manu-
script so that they could share its pleasures together. Significantly,
the woman he awaited never came to mind. The unspecified tex-
tual pleasures were subsequently revealed as those masculine
delights that join “males together in various sorts of friendship,”
as Gian Paolo Lomazzo would later put it8! — in short, the forms
of exchange that were the stuff of academy life.

From the start, Vignali painted a vivid portrait of the humanist
and libertine culture to which pornography appealed. Arsiccio’s
library, filled with illicit works, is a veritable “secret museum” —
to borrow Walter Kendrick’s phrase — teeming with sexual and
philological secrets. The studio, traditionally a site of contempla-
tion and devotion, turns out to be nothing more than a pornog-
rapher’s den in which humanists read, collect and create further
obscenities. “Friends take each other in[to] the study,” pro-
claimed the protagonist of Antonio Rocco’s I’Alcibiade fanciullo
a scola, suggesting the pervasiveness of the image of a space in
which secret learning and secret pleasures intertwined.82 In La
Cazzaria, the textual gaze of humanists has become a pornographic
one. Arsiccio’s friends, also connoisseurs of this material, are
the voyeurs whose viewing of the hidden manuscript places it in
circulation. And there is the promise of more to come. Fearful
that Arsiccio might discover his transgression, Bizzarro swears
Moscone to secrecy; he does not wish to be “deprived of the abil-
ity to see several other beautiful things, or little works, that he
mentions in this dialogue, which I have seen and partially read.”83

La Cazzaria is a dialogue between Arsiccio and a young aca-
demician, Sodo (Marc’ Antonio Piccolomini), who, except for a
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cursory reading of Aretino, is relatively innocent in the ways of
the world.®* Their dynamic might be imagined as a textual par-
allel to Giulio Romano’s image of Apollo with a young lover, in
which the god fondles the boy’s genitals.®s Arsiccio initiates Sodo
by presenting sexual knowledge as the core of natural philoso-
phy. Someone who aspires to “knowledge of natural things” must
be versed in “the most natural things” to claim any philosophi-
cal competence. Wouldn’t you be ashamed, Arsiccio asks Sodo,
to find yourself unable to participate in the discourse of learned
men, due to ignorance? Sodo’s reply — “[M]y philosophy does not
deal with pricks or asses, and I am not ashamed to not know them
since my studies are founded upon neither the ass nor the cunt,
but in more perfect things...” — does not satisfy Arsiccio at all.
“[M]Jaking yourself touch your prick with your hand is one of the
first things one should learn in philosophy...,” he replies, adding
that “Then, from the mixing of the cunt, prick and ass, knowledge
of fucking and buggery follows, and thus scientia is enlarged.”8¢

Arsiccio gives a lengthy paean on the male organ as the most
perfect of all creations, adding a characteristically humanist remi-
niscence about the Golden Age before Babel, when providential
design ensured that each man was made to fit each woman per-
fectly. He then develops an Aristotelian justification for male
homosexual practices, in which the “fit” of the different anatom-
ical parts justifies the variety of non-procreative sexual practices.
Sodo, who has already confessed his experiences with his priest,
is aroused by Arsiccio’s logic (“Arsiccio, tu mi tocchi i lombi con
questo tuo ragionare”), and the conversation moves to a bedroom
where, in the tradition of Sade, pornography and philosophy hap-
pily intermingle.87 “Scholars...” — as Arsiccio constantly reminds
Sodo — “know many secrets.”® This is a theme underlying the
entire work.

Vignali justifies the language and subject of La Cazzaria by
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underscoring the need for decorum “with women and men of
some gravity,” but notes the need for the absence of this con-
straint on conversation among young men of similar social stand-
ing (“un ritrovo di giovani a te e per eta e per esercizio conformi”).
With young men, he tells Sodo, it is “licit to discuss all those
things that come to mind” [ci venivano a bocca].8? This defense is
borne out by the nature of his imagined conversations with Sodo
in bed. As an exchange for Sodo’s succumbing to his advances,
Arsiccio reveals the plan of his opus eroticum. It entails a tripar-
tite work under the rubric of the Lumen pudendorum, a parody of
a popular religious genre, and is composed of De la genealogia e
battesimo del cazzo, De la nativitd e opera de la potta and De la vita
e passione del culo. It is written in Latin “in order to preserve the
honesty of women” and also to quiet ignorant pedants who saw
no danger in learned obscenities:

And thus when | say priapum, mentulam, nervum, reading these
[words], they will not believe that it means “prick.” Likewise, when
they see vulvam and cunnum written, they will not know the names

for cunt, and thus they will be quiet.?®

While Arsiccio and Sodo do laugh at the pedants, who are inca-
pable of naming “the thing itself” when they see it, they also
wish to protect this form of knowledge from outside encroach-
ments. The humanist reading of texts is more transparent than
its scholastic counterpart, but it still maintains the boundary
between learned and unlearned discourse. Vignali’s protagonists
castigate the “traitors” who vulgarize the classics so that even por-
ters, whores and blacksmiths can have “all of Pliny, Livy, Ovid,
Apuleius and many other excellent authors on the tip of their
tongue.”®! For them, erotic and obscene dialogue is a closed cir-
cuit that includes only the men of wit, honor and social promi-
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nence who are capable of flirting with dangerous subjects without
contributing to public vice.

As soon as Arsiccio has sated his passion, he recounts the fable
of a fallen government dominated by a tyrannical Big Prick (I
Cazzone) and composed of four competing parties: the patrician
Pricks and Cunts, the aristocratic Balls and the plebeian Asses.
After the Little Pricks and Ugly Cunts, with the help of the Asses,
overthrow the Big Prick and Pretty Cunts who are his followers,
they debate the best form of government. The more conservative
Pricks are concerned that the participation of the Cunts and the
Balls in the governance of the city will lower their status. For their
betrayal of the other factions, the Balls are assigned a subsidiary
role to the Pricks and the Cunts and that is why, Arsiccio con-
cludes, returning to a theme that figured prominently in Aretino’s
sonnets, “the balls never enter the ass...”®?

The story, of course, was no fable, but a thinly veiled retell-
ing of the events in Siena that led to the overthrow of the sig-
norial government of the Petrucci family by members of the four
Monti — the Noveschi, Libertini, Riformatori and Gentilhuomini —
in September of 1524.%3 The subsequent struggles between the
Noveschi, former supporters of the Petrucci who were generally
in favor of an oligarchical government, and the Libertini, the peo-
ple’s representatives in favor of a communal government, culmi-
nated in the ascendence of the latter by 1527.9¢ Vignali’s family
had belonged to the sector of the Noveschi that had switched alle-
giance from the Petrucci family to the Libertini. The debates
about the proper form of representative government, so effectively
satirized by Vignali, soon became irrelevant as Siena eventually
fell victim to the Medici’s expansionist policies for the Tuscan
state. In Vignali’s tale, the body becomes a moral map onto which
the sexual and political divisions of the day are grafted. Writ-
ten in a world of shifting and unstable political allegiances, La
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Cazzaria is the prototype of the political pornography that ap-
peared with increasing frequency in the mid-seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries.

Like other scurrilous works, La Cazzaria circulated first in
manuscript among Sienese notables and then in surreptitious
printings, like the one that appeared in Venice in 1531.95 Vignali
had written it as a form of private entertainment for his fellow
Intronati, and he probably had little to do with its later circula-
tion. By 1541, however, it was a centerpiece of Niccolo Franco’s

attack on Aretino in his Priapea:

Priapus, I am Arsiccio Arcintronato

And in enthroning the greatest [person],

Who today brings you perfumed honor

I have brought you my little book as a gift.
Here there are pricks of every kind,

Cheap pricks, valuable pricks,

Widow’s pricks, nun’s pricks,

Pricks for the Granmaestro and the Prelate,

Pricks one touches only with gloves. . ..%6

Franco’s allusion to La Cazzaria in his own poem, in which he
proposed to castigate Aretino with language more obscene than
Aretino’s, suggests how quickly the work had traveled from the
academy to the marketplace. While not intended for the reading
public, as Aretino’s Ragionamenti would be, it nonetheless took
its place in the pornographic canon of the sixteenth century.

In characterizing La Cazzaria as “a map of sixteenth-century
libertinism,” Nino Borsellino interprets the work as both a prod-
uct of and a critique of humanist practices.’ In Vignali’s text,
sexual and social hierarchies collide. Patrician politics are linked
to patrician sexual practices, and sodomy is presented as the log-
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ical expression of nobility and learning. For different reasons
this was reaffirmed by Aretino, who has Nanna tell Antonia:
“The really frightful things occur among the great ladies and
gentlemen.” Nanna also advises Pippa to dress like a boy to entice
noblemen.®® In his Sonnetti lussuriosi, sodomy is portrayed as some-
thing “important people” (i grandi) do. Men insist upon anal
intercourse in several sonnets, crying out that “He who is not a
buggerer, is not a man,” and “May my lineage die out with me!”

Clearly, Aretino’s parody of the practices of nobles was the
antithesis of Vignali’s affirmation of the virtue of these actions.
And yet both served to undermine the social and political foun-
dations of the humanist culture that had made them possible.
Vignali’s portrayal of the humanists who fostered the academies
and governments of Renaissance Italy as nothing but a “bunch of
pricks” was ultimately as subversive as any message that later writ-
ers such as La Mettrie and Sade imparted about the sexual net-
works buttressing the political and intellectual culture of the
ancien régime. If republics were the place in which pricks, cunts
and asses could form indiscriminate alliances, as Vignali’s politi-
cal allegory suggested, then the republic’s decline was inevitable.
In contrast, the aristocratic culture, which preferred either the
fruitful union of “big pricks” and “pretty cunts” or the hierar-
chical coupling of pricks and asses, was bound to thrive. While
Vignali’s work cannot be said to have had the same impact as
Aretino’s — like Beccadelli’s Hermaphroditus it was successfully
obscured in its own time — it nonetheless sheds light on the uses
of the erotic as a medium for philosophical and political expres-
sion among the Renaissance elite, and, once again, reaffirms the
strong ties between humanism and the emergence of a porno-
graphic culture.

The allusions from Boccaccio — evident in the statement ped-
agogus ergo sodomiticus — that the teaching of grammar will lead
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to sodomitic practices are amply borne out in the writings of
Vignali and his seventeenth-century follower, Antonio Rocco.190
Eloquence, as Rocco has his pedagogue Filotimo instruct his
pupil Alcibiade, arises from the mixing of tongues. Such actions
are a decisively male prerogative. With women, Filotimo warns
Alcibiades, echoing Leon Battista Alberti’s admonishments about
the necessity of separating the affairs of men from those of women,
“one must leave behind serious affairs and lose oneself.”10! [den-
tity, in the humanist sexual universe first articulated in print by
Vignali, is also a profoundly masculine prerogative. To spend too
much time in the company of women is to “lose oneself.”” For
these reasons, in the rhetoric of Italian Renaissance pornogra-
phy, sexual initiation must accompany instruction, “thrusting
knowledge up the ass,” as Rocco inelegantly puts it. The path to
erudition and the proclamations of friendship that accompany
intellectual affinities must begin with a sexual transfer of “vir-
tue” from master to pupil in order that a scholar be turned out
“perfectly learned.”192 Most importantly, the emulation of the past
must begin with sexual imitation. Only after one has established
the sexual foundations of a society can its political and cultural
life be articulated. What Vignali did explicitly for Siena, Rocco did
implicitly for Venice, both uncomfortably reminding their read-
ers that the alignment of politics and learning that shaped Re-
naissance society could not be divested from its sexual practices.

“Whorish Hierarchies”

While idle academicians animated penises to discover what truths
they might tell, Aretino and the Venetian poligrafi constructed
a world of chattering cunts that revealed an equally shocking,
and competing, set of secrets. Like sodomites, prostitutes were
considered a “third sex,” and this ambiguity enabled them to
gaze dispassionately at society, as did the pornographer or, later,

94



HUMANISM, POLITICS AND PORNOGRAPHY

Montesquieu’s Persians.!03 While Beccadelli restricted the cir-
culation of his obscene poems to a select circle of patrons and
learned friends — a practice followed by many other academy por-
nographers like Vignali — Aretino made this type of literature
accessible to a wider reading public and altered its content to
meet the demands of his perceived audience.

Aretino’s first foray into the world of pornography came about
by accident. In 1524, Marcantonio Raimondi published sixteen
engravings depicting various sexual positions (see figures 1.7
through 1.9). The originals had been done by Giulio Romano
who, conveniently, was working for the Gonzaga in Mantua when
the scandal broke. As Vasari notes, “[S]ome of these sheets were
found in places where they were least expected,” presumably at
the papal court.10 At the urging of the papal datary, that “clown
of religion”!05 Gian Matteo Giberti (later known for his role as a
model reforming bishop in Verona), Clement VII had Raimondi
thrown in prison. There he languished for almost a year until
the efforts of Aretino, sculptor Baccio Bandinelli and Cardinal
Ippolito de’ Medici gained his release; in return, Raimondi prom-
ised to burn the prints and destroy the plates from which the
prints had been made.!% However, Aretino’s involvement in
Raimondi’s affairs made him curious to see the pictures that were
the talk of Rome. As he recounted in a letter to the Battista Zatti:

No sooner had I obtained from Pope Clement the release of Marc-
antonio of Bologna, who was imprisoned for having engraved on
copper the Sixteen Positions, etc., than I desired to see those pictures
which had caused the complaining Giberti and his followers to cry
out that the worthy artist ought to be crucified. As soon as 1 gazed
at them, I was touched by the same spirit that had moved Giulio
Romano to draw them. And since poets and sculptors, both ancient

and modern, in order to amuse themselves, have often written or
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carved lascivious objects such as the marble satyr in the Chigi Pal-
ace attempting to rape a boy, I tossed out the sonnets at the foot
[of each figure]. With all due respect to hypocrites, I dedicate these
lustful pieces to you, heedless of the scurvy strictures and asinine
laws which forbid the eyes to see the very things which delight
them most.

What wrong is there in seeing a man mount a woman? Should
beasts be free-er than we are? 1t would seem to me that that thing
which is given to us by nature for the preservation of the species
should be worn around the neck as a pendant, or as a medal on the
hat, for it is the spring from which all the rivers of people gush forth,
and the ambrosia which the world drinks on feast days. It made you,
one of the greatest living surgeons. It created me, and I am better
than bread. It produced the Bembos, Molzas, Fortunios, Varchis,
Ugolin Martellis, Lorenzo Lenzis, Dolcis, Fra Sebastianos, Sanso-
vinos, Titians and Michelangelos, and after them the popes, emper-
ors and kings. It generated handsome boys, and the most beautiful
women with their “holy of holies.” Hence one should order holi-

days, vigils and feasts in its honor, and not shut it up in a bit of cloth
or silk.107

By 1527, Aretino had printed “the book of sonnets and the lust-
ful figures” which he promptly sent to patrons like the Genoese
noble Cesare Fregoso. Even before their official publication,
members of the Accademia degli Intronati in Siena had acquired
a copy. By 1528, they were sufficiently well known outside Rome
that Ludovico Ariosto could, in a play written for the d’Este
court at Ferrara, make a casual joke about the “diverse acts, forms
and various postures... that in our day are revived in holy Rome,
printed more beautifully than honestly so that all the world may
have a copy.”18 More maliciously, the barbed tongue of Franco
suggested that Priapus should try all the positions in “this little
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book Pietro Aretino presents to you” with Aretino’s sister, be-
cause she reputedly knew them all.10?

The book’s assault on the senses was judged by contemporaries
to be more complete than that of any previous work. In the open-
ing lines of the sonnets, Aretino loudly proclaimed their novelty

of intent as well as form:

This is not a book of sonnets. ..
But here there are indescribable pricks
And the cunt and the ass that place them
Just like candy in a box.
Here there are people who fuck and are fucked
And anatomies of cunts and pricks
And asses filled with many lost souls.
Here one fucks in more lovely ways,
Than were ever seen
Within any whorish hierarchies.
In the end only fools
Are disgusted at such tasty morsels

And God forgive anyone who does not fuck in the ass.

Variations of this stanza appeared in the introductions to well-
known licentious works like the Tariffa delle puttane and the
Dialogo di Maddalena e Giulia, suggesting the extent to which
the “novel” content of pornography had become associated with
a certain literary novelty soon after the appearance of Aretino’s
sonnets.!!0 Echoing the indignant words of Clement of Alexandria
to the Greeks, artist and art critic Giorgio Vasari later wrote, “I
know not which was the greater, the offense to the eye from the
drawings of Giulio, or the outrage to the ear from the words of
Aretino.”!!! Despite their origins in the artistic work of Romano

and Raimondi, the sixteen plates, now printed with the sonnets
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beneath them, were subsequently known as “Aretino’s postures”
by connoisseurs of erotica all over Europe.

Shortly after their appearance, a plethora of imitations sprang
up that were often attributed to Aretino but that had been written
by his disciples. The Tariffa delle puttane, for example, was adver-
tised as a work “not unworthy perhaps of the pen of Aretino.” On
the altar that Aretino created, numerous aspiring pornographers
made their “sacrifice to Saint Fuck.”!2 Within a decade, the num-
ber of sexual positions had swelled as other writers competed
with Aretino in the chronicling of every conceivable position
for intercourse. A 1531 edition of the pseudo-Aretine Dialogo di
Maddalena e Giulia, also known as La Puttana errante (a title taken
from the poem of the same name by Lorenzo Venier), counted
forty-four positions, although other versions restricted themselves
to a modest thirty-five.!!3 In La Rettorica della puttana (1642),
Ferrante Pallavicino suggested that “the figures of Aretino are ex-
emplary, and whenever someone becomes infatuated with caprices
(stravagenze), he imitates the model.”!14

The themes introduced by Aretino in the Sonnetti lussuriosi
were expanded further in his Ragionamenti. The famous dialogues
on the best professions for women — nun, wife or prostitute —
brought together the sexual imagery of the sonnets and the scath-
ing criticisms of the social practices and political culture of Re-
naissance Italy, themes first put forth by Aretino in La Cortigiana
(1525) and in his pasquinades, and further developed in the Ra-
gionamento delle corti (1538). From the beginning of the work,
Aretino further flaunted convention by dedicating the first book
to his pet monkey and refusing to cite any classical precedent
(while liberally scattering classical allusions throughout). “[1]f you
were without taste, as princes were,” he informed his monkey,
“I would try to excuse the licentious speech in this work...by
mentioning in its behalf Virgil’s Prispea [sic] and all those sala-
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cious works which were written by Ovid, Juvenal, and Martial.”!15
Rather than drawing on the stock of old images, as humanist
pornographers like Beccadelli had done, Aretino claimed to take
his portraits directly from the streets of the Roma lasciva that
he knew well.

Highly anticlerical, like most early modern pornography,
Aretino’s work vividly portrayed a world in which the courtiers
were whores, the whores courtiers and the clergy sodomites.
Making a joke out of the linguistic relationship between cortigiano
and cortigiana, courtier and courtesan, Aretino suggested that
the relationship between words revealed even stronger affinities
between the groups they described. “So courtesans are even as
great sinners as courtiers?” asked Aretino’s Pippa. “If they gave
us their name, it’s in the cards that they also gave us their faces:
verbo et opere, as the Confiteor says,” responded Nanna.!'¢ While
recounting the lives of prostitutes and the debauched practices
of their clients, the Ragionamenti also purported to be a book of
manners in the fashion of Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier or Della
Casa’s Galateo. Pippa is instructed in all the social and sexual man-
nerisms of the nobility. “By my faith, yes, it needs something
more to be a whore than lifting up your petticoat and crying: ‘Go
ahead and screw, I'm ready,” ” Nanna warns her.!17 Imitating the
practices of the most successful courtesans who cater to a human-
ist clientele, Pippa has filled a table with the works of Petrarch,
Boccaccio and Ariosto — in short, the vernacular classics — in order
to provide the “conversation” that humanists crave.

In the moral economy of Aretino’s dialogues, a whore is the
only honest creature. Scornful of the cortigiane oneste — like
Matrema-non-vole and Veronica Franco, who belonged to the lib-
ertine culture of the courts through their knowledge of the clas-
sics, their writing of Petrarchan poetry and, ultimately, their
willingness to engage in anal intercourse — Nanna represents a
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different sort of civility, una civiltd puttanesca. “We whores, even
if we are sly, vicious, close-fisted, thieving, and faithless never
leave the straight path of whoring,” she affirms.!8 This unswerv-
ing sense of purpose stands in marked contrast to the slippery
practices of nobles, who would “interrupt a conversation about
the state...to be introduced to a bawd,” and the “indulgence-
scratchers” who “drink, sodomize, and whoremonger.”!"® Through
the creation of such taxonomies, Aretino reaffirmed the bound-
aries between humanist and nonhumanist culture, and between
courts and republics, which other writers like Vignali had estab-
lished for entirely different purposes.

Excepted from Aretino’s criticisms are the Venetians, who,
living in a republic known for its antagonism toward the institu-
tional church and its antipathy toward Rome, engage in more
“honest” practices; “with them you can put aside all your cour-
tesan’s tricks and gratify them with your own person...,” Nanna
advises Pippa. Undoubtedly this was the reason why, as Aretino
would have described it, so many prostitutes and pornographers
came to Venice in the sixteenth century.!20 The antithesis of
courtly Rome, Venice rested on its reputation as a city of infinite
possibilities and freedoms. In their respective mythical represen-
tations, the political liberties of Venice, which were grounded
in the virtues of republicanism, competed with the moral “lib-
erties” of Rome, which were the products of its paradoxical sta-
tus as a city of Christian sanctity and pagan antiquity.

In Aretino’s vision of the world, sex is not fueled by philoso-
phy, but serves as its replacement. This anticlassicism stands in
marked contrast to the juxtaposition of these two elements in
humanist academy pornography. Nanna’s genitals — elusive and
mysterious — are the ultimate source of power in this sexual the-
ater.12! As she well knows, “a pair of luscious buttocks can accom-
plish more than all that the philosophers, astrologists, alchemists
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and necromancers have ever wrought.” Nanna has no need to read
because she possesses all the secrets of the world “between the
legs.”122 The only book that she treasures is a “book of recipes,”
in which she has recorded all the secrets of maintaining and en-
hancing her beauty.!23 Not unlike the popular “books of secrets”
then in circulation — for example, the Venetian Isabella Cortese’s
Segreti (1561) — it is the symbol of all the dangerous and subver-
sive knowledge that springs not from reading the classics but from
being a whore.

In an era when “pornography” was defined as much by the
novelty of its message as by its graphic sexual content, Aretino’s
sonnets and dialogues represented the worst of all possible worlds
to the authorities who banned them. By using pornography as a
vehicle to attack everything from the humanist educational pro-
gram to clerical piety to the vicissitudes of court life, Aretino
exposed the vices of the upper classes to an indiscriminate read-
ership. He further offended the upper-class sens