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When I’d got so far, presto, he opened his quiver, selected
An arrow to lay me low,
Then bent the springy bow in crescent against his knee, and
Let fly. ‘Hey, poet!” he called, ‘you want a theme? Take that!’
— Ovid, The Amores
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PREFACE

Not too terribly long ago, scholarship that concerned itself either directly
or indirectly with erotic literature was generally assumed to partake of the
prurience attributed to its subject. This was the case because that schol-
arship was recognized — quite rightly — as having descended in part from
a small group of amateur book collectors, bibliographers, and historians
who were passionate about ‘curious books’. That phrase, ‘curious books,’
often just meant books that were ‘rare’ or ‘interesting,’ but it also meant
books that were especially rare or especially interesting because they were
in some fashion erotic, obscene, or pornographic. Attracted as they were to
things that were more rather than less difficult to collect, nineteenth-century
English book collectors, for example, recognized that erotic books provided
a significant challenge for even the most seasoned of bibliomaniacs. Not
only did these ‘curiosities’ comprise a small and difficult-to-acquire portion
of the market, but they were also prone to deception: they routinely faked
publisher, date, or place of publication, in addition to author or title. They
often pretended to be translations from nonexistent originals, and they had
no reason to disclose when they were pirated or borrowed piecemeal from
another source. Occasionally, too, they offered themselves as works of sci-
ence or medicine or history when in fact their allegiances were quite dif-
ferent. Often, for example, they began as biography or travelogue or trial
proceeding, only to fantasize their way into sensational fiction. As a group,
then, they were rather devious; they disrespected generic boundaries, infil-
trated fine, upstanding disciplines, and moved easily from language to lan-
guage across time periods and over national borders. Collectible they most
certainly were, and, as a result, they were afforded respect by both book-
seller and auctioneer. But there was no disguising the fact that the collectors
themselves — no matter how well educated, wealthy, or scholarly — were able
to enjoy this material sexually as well as aesthetically.

The case in point here is Henry Spencer Ashbee. He was a wealthy
London textile trader who devoted himself to collecting and documenting

X1
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PREFACE

erotic literature. He published three substantial bibliographies in the 1870s
and 1880s and bequeathed his book collection after his death in 1900 to the
British Museum. He also continues to be a prime candidate for the author-
ship of My Secret Life (1888-1895), an anonymous eleven-volume sexual
autobiography that makes Casanova look like an amateur. Ashbee’s claims
to respectability — socially, culturally, and scholarly — were undermined from
the outset by the suspicion that his achievements were tainted by perversion.
His gift to the British Museum, for example, was accepted only because
officials there wanted his collection of Cervantes, and Ashbee had been
smart enough to make them take the erotica as well. Famously, the latter
collection became the ‘Private Case, for decades and decades completely
invisible in the Museum’s catalogue and even today subject to bizarre, now
comical, restrictions. Ashbee’s legacy, in other words, was one that perpetu-
ated the idea that any scholarly attention shown to erotica must be to some
degree unseemly. That changed in 1966, when Stephen Marcus published
his groundbreaking study The Other Victorians. Marcus was a scholar, not
a collector, and he was interested in what erotica and pornography actually
signified about the nineteenth-century cultural imagination. He considered
Ashbee and My Secret Life and concluded that literary history was best
served by inclusive inquiry — by thinking about ‘literature’ as potentially all-
encompassing — rather than by exclusionary presuppositions.

The world does not change overnight, least of all the scholarly world,
but after Marcus’s efforts Ashbee proved much less powerful a specter.
Gone was everyone’s creepy uncle, and in his place there seemed a new
and genuine curiosity about the role of sex and sexuality in literary culture.
According to a logic all their own, scholars of different periods and differ-
ent nations began asking similar questions about gender and genre, pleasure
and aesthetics, desire and decadence.

When, ten years after Marcus, Michel Foucault published the first volume
of his Histoire de la sexualité and feminist scholars in Britain, France, and
the United States offered their significant and far-reaching challenges to sta-
tus quo scholarship, the way was finally clear to understand the connections
between somatic and textual pleasure within the context of different disci-
plinary mandates. In literary studies, for example, feminist pressure on the
canon and canon-making made it much easier to understand the historicity
of the idea of the ‘literary’ and the degree to which critical practice contin-
ued to be driven by Victorian assumptions about the sanctity of art. Aided
by pioneering work in history and philosophy — Thomas Laqueur, Robert
Darnton, Lynn Hunt, Walter Kendrick, and Judith Butler come immediately
to mind — literary scholars moved forward into more versatile ideas about

xi1
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sex, gender, and performance and into cultural contexts that were no longer
exclusively Eurocentric. Ashbee’s ghost now appears rather quaint in the
cultural scheme of things, although looking at one of his books at the British
Library still requires that you sit at a special desk under the watchful eyes
of the librarians.

Contributors to this volume have expertise in a variety of literatures —
Greek and Roman, American, English, French, Italian, and Dutch - and
range predictably over a variety of time periods — including ancient, medi-
eval, Renaissance, eighteenth-century, Romantic, Victorian, and modern.
Even so, the volume itself could never claim to do anything more than ges-
ture towards inclusivity. Given the scope of the subject matter (where, after
all, doesn’t eros flourish?) and the many authors and nations and periods
that it cannot directly examine, this volume can only be considered an intro-
duction to the wealth of materials that exist beyond its boundaries. In the
chapters that follow, the experts take up a variety of topics and pursue a
variety of approaches. Some consider questions of influence (Daniel Orrells,
James Grantham Turner), while others explore the archives (Ian Frederick
Moulton, Colette Colligan), and still others contemplate alternative sexuali-
ties (Amy S. Wyngaard, Deborah Lutz, David Greven) or alternative discur-
sive influences (Sarah Salih, Sarah Toulalan). Some chapters focus on close
readings of key texts (Elizabeth Robertson, Marianne Noble), while others
range more widely over genre or period (Bradford K. Mudge, Richard C.
Sha, Gert Hekma). Some of the topics discussed include textual pleasure;
venereal disease; religious ecstasy; sadomasochism; necrophilia; reproduc-
tion; rape; homosexuality; bibliomania; obscenity; satire; and pornography,
among others. Regardless, however, of their widely different interests and
varying approaches, the contributors are in agreement about the centrality
of eros to literary studies and the importance of continuing a free and frank
discussion. To that discussion, all interested parties are welcome.

xiil
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