                       Prologue

         Sex and the Short Story

Dirty Weekend is a collection of short stories with some extracts from longer fiction. Much of the material is unequivocally erotic. Some has an admixture of war and individual gallantry. Some is about helping the poor and vulnerable. The material relates to events of the last eighty years. The stories were written during the half-century from 1954 to 2009.


Over that fifty-year time-span, Western and especially Anglo-Saxon societies experienced enormous social change. Puritanical attitudes gave way, overtly at least, to permissiveness in much of our social behaviour, including sex.

In the 1950s, as one of the characters in our stories says –

 “Because of the pervasive social attitudes to sex, I always felt that I was being ‘dirty’ for wanting to make love to a woman - even if she was my wife and we were living together within a sanctified Christian marriage.”

Such attitudes must seem antediluvian to young married couples today – as well as to unmarried couples whether they are seriously in love or just enjoying an inconsequential, happy-go-lucky fling.

Changes in the degree of frankness with which the more intimate physical relationships between men and women have been either discussed orally or articulated in writing have usually been a measure of the accompanying real changes in acceptable behaviour. 

Of John Updike, Martin Amis wrote that he “was congenitally unembarrassable and we are the beneficiaries of that. He took the novel onto another plane of intimacy: he took us beyond the bedroom and into the bathroom. It's as if nothing human seemed closed to his eye. I think he was probably of the pattern of his generation.” 
According to that pattern, a fuck is now unashamedly identified as just that: a fuck. No longer does a stunned or embarrassed silence greet me when I say or write the “f” word. That a woman wants her man or even just a man to satisfy her sexually is now understood and accepted. If she wants a fuck, she is free to go get it, even explicitly ask for it, with the blessing of most, provided, for some, she’s not too brazen about it. 

She is no longer regarded as a whore because she has sexual desires, even lusts, she is eager to indulge. We are no longer disbelieving of what Gilbert Frankau quoted in Everywoman in 1933:  

Men, some to business, some to pleasure take;

But every woman is at heart a rake.

Now we are more conditioned to stories that tell us:

 “The feeling of his fingers on the back of her thigh was electric and she felt herself spreading her legs…” 

Such teasing introductory words leave us in no doubt what the couple are going to do and we will expect a frank, detailed account of how they actually do it. Its explicitness should both inform and please us. What they do may even constitute an agreeable model for us to copy - if the fancy takes us. 

In providing the clutch of literary and pragmatic services we expect from them, writers have had to embrace more highly descriptive and idiomatic words than before – some of them from the coarser male lexicon or “the gutter.” Once introduced into “respectable” life and literature, those words have tended to be used ever more extravagantly within and among ever wider social groups. To some extent, they have become a measure of an individual’s or a society’s “liberalism” or “liberation.”

Published in 1749, Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones told of illicit liaisons, prostitution and sexual promiscuity; but although he is said to be “much more passionate” than other eighteenth-century writers, he offered no graphic descriptions of sexual organs or behaviour. The text of Tom Jones resembled dictionaries of the period in that it used no four-letter words to describe either our most intimate sexual activities or our organs of sin and rapture.

Published just six years later, Dr Johnson’s Dictionary included four-letter words on “excretory” functions but omitted such highly evocative words as fuck, cunt and derivatives. So did later dictionaries until about the second half of the twentieth century, although there were some curiosities. 

As just one example, the Third Edition of Webster’s Dictionary launched in 1961 omitted the “f” word and derivatives but included what many regard as the even more offensive “c” word. Kate Allen says that “The extra level of offensiveness that many people perceive the word [cunt] to carry implies a squeamishness about women’s bits - this attitude is in itself sexist or even misogynist! We’re beginning to get over that squeamishness, reverting the word back to its original meaning and reclaiming it as a descriptive term. This is a positive action, removing its negative connotations.”
The differences between Dr Johnson’s and the mid-twentieth-century Webster’s Dictionaries reflected some easing both of moral standards and literary freedoms. 

Fiction writers were still hesitant to use a vocabulary of four-letter and other “obscene” words to give colour to their stories and, in societies in which sex education was negligible, to contribute to the sexual enlightenment of their readers. So, although constraints on graphic descriptions of our sexual organs and activities had been, by the middle of the twentieth century, somewhat reduced, the emphasis is very much on “somewhat.” 

Most books of classic status, if they had rude words or obscene images were cleaned up: they were expurgated. This applied to such classics as Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and Shakespeare’s Plays and Sonnets. Pauline Kiernan wrote that “underlying obscenity punctuates the surface decorum” of Love’s Labour’s Lost. Obviously this had to be cleaned up to enable the play to be read by underage Shakespearean students – and others with delicate sensibilities.

Those writers who published their work uncensored, such as Anais Nin and D.H. Lawrence, had their writings wrapped in brown paper and sold from under the counters of the more sleazy bookstores. Their sale resembled the mode of selling contraceptives from pharmacies before the 1960s, a mode described realistically in one of the stories in the present collection, The Edge of a Precipice.
Despite the constraints, Anais Nin wrote frankly about her own and others’ sexuality:

“I want to live darkly and richly in my femaleness. I want a man lying over me, always over me. His will, his pleasure, his desire, his life, his work, his sexuality the touchstone, the command, my pivot. I don’t mind working, holding my ground intellectually, artistically; but as a woman, oh, God, as a woman I want to be dominated. I don’t mind being told to stand on my own feet, not to cling, be all that I am capable of doing, but I am going to be pursued, fucked, possessed by the will of a male at his time, his bidding." 

The Shy and Fearful Literary Revolution 

As we entered the 1960s, the pace of our flight to freedom or licentiousness in the real world quickened. Philip Larkin told us that “sexual intercourse began in nineteen sixty-three.” More or less concurrently, our literary treatment of sex was transformed from a patient evolution into a virtual revolution. From hinting and teasing, our literary flirtation with the intimacies of sex now took us – and quite quickly - “all the way”.

But the revolution still remained, except at the more extreme literary edges, somewhat shy and fearful. 

It gathered pace as the second half of the twentieth century brought a wholesale revolution in our everyday – and overnight – attitudes to sexual behaviour. This real-life revolution accepted not only heterosexual frolics using a variety of positions, techniques, sex-toys and the rest, but also homosexual relationships between two men or lesbian love between two women. A variety of other deviant activities also received a high degree of acceptance, whether among straight or other couples. 

A reasonable hypothesis is that these permissive attitudes towards sex compelled at least some superficial acceptance in the literary world. With some lag, this did occur. The revolution in the real world was accompanied by a broadly similar revolution in the ways that the literary world dealt with what had been, especially in Anglo-Saxon societies of the Victorian Age, a pretentiously “delicate” and, at the same time, irresistibly titillating subject. 

It is hard to say to what extent the somewhat shy and fearful literary revolution helped quicken and intensify the everyday sexual revolution. It may have been the other way round. Probably each felt an empathy in which one lent reinforcement to the other: more sexy literature encouraged more liberated sex; more liberated sex encouraged the sophistication of its literary counterpart.

Whatever the relative influences, the revolution is still far from complete. In launching Martin Amis’ novel, The Pregnant Widow in January 2010, the publisher Jonathan Cape wrote:

"The 1960s, as is well known, saw the launch of the sexual revolution, which radically affected the lives of every Westerner fortunate enough to be born after the Second World War. But a revolution is a revolution - contingent and sanguinary. In the words of the Russian thinker Alexander Herzen: The death of the contemporary forms of social order ought to gladden rather than trouble the soul. Yet what is frightening is that what the departing world leaves behind it is not an heir but a pregnant widow. Between the death of the one and the birth of the other, much water will flow by, a long night of chaos and desolation will pass. In many senses, including the literal, it was a velvet revolution; but it wasn't bloodless. Nor was it complete.” 

Items in the Collection 

The items included in this anthology reflect this evolution as it burgeoned into a gathering storm of revolution. 

Written in 1954, “The Courtship of Sammy O’Dowd” was published in The Australian Magazine – A.M. on 22 March 1955. The characters are rough bush folk, hardworking and decent. The women who apply to become the hero’s wife are modest and virtuous. If they do not wear chastity belts, it is because they are of such virtue that they will never need them. They are described, in a childish kind of innocence, as being “as good a collection of fresh-faced little dolls as you’d ever get at the sheep-dog trials in Gunnyganoo.” 

Women tended then to be put on pedestals. Sweet, innocent little souls, they were obliged to endure rather than eager to enjoy the sexual fevers of their men – even if those men were, as they were without exception expected to be, their husbands. Their role was to accept sex as a necessary evil associated with a wife’s conjugal duty and, of course, with motherhood. As Lady Alice Hillingdon (1857-1940) wrote in her Journal in 1912: “I am happy now that George calls on my bedchamber less frequently than of old. As it is, I now endure but two calls a week, and when I hear his steps outside my door I lie down on my bed, close my eyes, open my legs and think of England.”
Not everyone agreed that women were such virtuous creatures. George Jean Nathan came right out and said in Bedside Esquire of 1940 that women have “sweet faces and foul minds.” What is more, he said that “Women’s minds are less clean than men’s.” 

Courtship does not even hint at such disturbing possibilities.

That was because few “decent” people openly concurred in Nathan’s view. Anyway, in the matter of sex, the society demanded that the minds of men and women both be clean. If women were typically assumed to have minds much the “cleaner” of the two, men should nevertheless lead a speckless, sex-free life too. That meant, among other things, that they should respect women’s purity and not be “dirty” towards them in words or actions. Above all, of course, they should not let their fantasies extend to making physical love to them whether in real life or in imagination. 

Tea and Empathy illustrates what was regarded as “proper” – even in everyday situations in which a husband and wife were the leading actors. 

Formally, the average man did “observe the decencies” towards women, although Courtship acknowledged that he could have “impure” thoughts and Jenny Squires was described in rather risqué terms as having “eyes warm with promise that her husband’s nights will be as full of joy as his days.”  

That was a society in which a gentleman raised his hat respectfully to a lady on every possible occasion. He studiously avoided the use of rude words in her presence. 

It was very different from, for example, Shakespeare’s London as it was in reality. Pauline Kiernan tells us that, in the Great Bard’s time, “men and women spoke freely about sex with one another and …women actively instigated talk about it. Plays by Shakespeare’s fellow writers all have female characters talking about fucking, pricks, cunts, ejaculation and buggery. There was certainly no concession, then, to any notion of a ‘female sensibility’ which might have taken offence at the vulgar puns of the plays.”

By contrast, the average man in Courtship was studiously, even tediously careful in the words he used in the presence of almost any woman – even barmaids in public bars who could anyway be tough if any “gent” got out of line.  His conduct and intentions towards women were expected to be “honourable” at all times. Most men tried to live up to such expectations; although “bounders” like Flashman in Thomas Hughes’ Victorian novel Tom Brown’s Schooldays could always lurk somewhere as disgusting exceptions.   

In that context, the women in “Burke’s Creek” even more than the men may be compared to characters in The Saturday Evening Post of the period. The Post and its famous illustrator, Norman Rockwell, depicted a society that was Christian, patriotic, hard-working and virtuous. 

Perhaps rather nervously, we might suggest that men may have been motivated less by a desire to honour the “little lady” than to keep her under their control. Among themselves, men like David Strang in Haverleigh used a vivid range of four-letter words – and four-letter thoughts - which might be seen as part of a secret-society code to create and reinforce male bonding. Women were excluded. They didn’t know the words and weren’t allowed to hear them. To tell them what they were and what they meant would be not so much too shocking as too much a violation of the code. 

Sanctimoniously, women were not actually forbidden to use the words. Rather they were seen as being so sweet and pure that they would never dream of uttering such words anyway; and their purity must never be soiled by the sight of such words in print or the sound of them in conversation. 

In this context, the honour and courtesy shown the woman and the acknowledgement of her delicate sensitivities were closely linked with a family home, a well-kept garden and a white picket fence. Except for the men on their boys’ nights out, members of such families were not foul-mouthed. They did not tell dirty stories, seek out carnal pleasures or have carnal thoughts. Christian marriage was a sex-free zone. Blondie might live with Dagwood and bear his children but we could never imagine that he ever said, thought or did anything “naughty” with her or that she would ever concur, except as part of her conjugal duty, in doing anything “naughty” with him.

So the text of Courtship contains no hint of four-letter words. They have no place in a story about a society as uncontaminated as that in the Australian bush before the 1960s.

The same applies to Sleep Deeply, Father whose characters belong to a more prosperous, urban Australian family. The references to the daughter’s apparently adulterous fling offer no details of what precisely she may have done. Any such detail was – if at all - only for more scandalous newssheets and not for family magazines. Again, there are no four-letter words – even spoken in anger.

Obscenity Trials

Another story, Tender Loving Care, contrasts with Courtship. It contains four-letter and other rude words for the act of intercourse and male and female genitalia. The man has a cock; the woman a honey pot. They take pleasure in having a fuck – and we, the readers, are invited to observe, approve and enjoy.

Tender Loving Care is unashamedly erotic in a way that some other stories are not – or are less. Because of that, it is remarkable in demonstrating the extent to which it has left behind the standards insisted upon in the obscenity trials earlier in the twentieth century.

The family, the white-picket fence and Dagwood and Blondie characterised the deeply rooted protocol of their time. Legislation and common-law trials gave that protocol full authority.  Trials said in effect that “if it’s dirty, you shouldn’t want to read about it and writers and publishers should not inflict it on you – and you, the man responsible for maintaining high standards of decency in your household, should not inflict it on your ‘women and servants’.” 
Towards the end of the Second World War, Max Harris and his literary publication Angry Penguins were, notoriously, tried as part of the process intended to keep books, magazines and newspapers published or circulated in Australia clean. 

An avant garde literary whiz kid of his time and place, Harris was seen to threaten standards of public decency. He was charged in Adelaide, South Australia, with publishing obscene material in the hoax poems of a non-existent poet, Ern Malley. One report of the case in September 1944 said that -   


Detective Vogelesang, for the prosecution, insisted that Night Piece was obscene because: "Apparently someone is shining a torch in the dark, visiting through the park gates. To my mind they were going there for some disapproved motive ... I have found that people who go into parks at night go there for immoral purposes". He also found the word "incestuous" indecent in Perspective Lovesong, admitting "I don't know what 'incestuous' means."

Harris was subjected to extensive cross-examination by the Crown, called upon to explain the poetry, line by agonising line, sometimes one word at a time. Harris was asked to explain Ern Malley's references to Shakespeare and the contexts whence they were derived. Pericles, Prince of Tyre, reigned high in the Adelaide Police Court.

But, however hard the young Harris argued the case for literature and for Malley, the Magistrate would have none of it. Harris was told that he had "far too great a fondness for sexual references" and he was fined 5 pounds in lieu of six weeks in prison. 

Ten years later, when Courtship was written, little had changed. Indeed the tendency had been to confirm the sexual repression exemplified by the Angry Penguins trial. The continuing bans on such literature as Lady Chatterley’s Lover (LCL) provided further examples of this sexual – and literary – repression. 

When LCL was published in Britain in 1960, the trial of its publishers, Penguin Books, became a test of the Obscene Publications Act of the previous year. That act enabled publishers to escape conviction for obscenity if they could show that a work had literary merit.

One of the most violent objections to Lady Chatterley’s Lover was its frequent use of fuck and its derivatives and – especially - cunt:

"Arena Ah!" he said, leaning forward and softly stroking her face.

"Th'art good cunt, though, aren't ter? Best bit o' cunt left on earth. When ter likes! When tha'rt willin'!"

"What is cunt?" she said.

"An' doesn't ter know? Cunt! It's thee down theer; an' what I get when I'm i'side thee, and what tha gets when I'm i'side thee; it's a` as it is, all on't."

"All on't,'"she teased. "Cunt! It's like fuck then."

"Nay nay! Fuck's only what you do. Animals fuck. But cunt's a lot more than that. It's thee, dost see: an' tha'rt a lot besides an animal, aren't ter? --- even ter fuck? Cunt! Eh, that's the beauty o' thee, lass!"

She got up and kissed him between the eyes, that looked at her so dark and soft and unspeakably warm, so unbearably beautiful.

The undoubtedly extravagant use of the “c” word in this passage offered powerful cause for the righteous to ban the novel. By the same token, it made LCL one of the most widely sold books and one of the books most eagerly read – at least of its “dirty bits” – of the twentieth century.  

Several eminent writers gave evidence at the LCL trial and, on 2 November 1960, the jury found the defendant "not guilty." The verdict opened up prospects for much greater freedom to publish explicit material in the United Kingdom. Perhaps even more importantly, the prosecution was ridiculed for being out of touch with what were called “changing social norms.” Chief prosecutor Griffith-Jones became something of a laughing stock for having asked whether it was the kind of book "you would wish your wife or servants to read".

Australia banned not only the book itself, but also a book about the British trial. That was until a copy of The Trial of Lady Chatterley was smuggled into the country and published widely. Its wide publication helped to moderate literary censorship in Australia, although some deeper impulses towards repression remained. 

As late as 1969, an actor in the Brisbane production of Alex Buzo’s play Norm and Ahmed was found guilty of obscenity because of the play’s final two words. Magistrate Barlow convicted actor Norman Aubrey Staines, who played Norm, on a charge of using obscene language in a public place: namely, uttering the words "f..kin' boong." 

“Such language,” Barlow said, “goes beyond accepted standards of decency and is, in fact, obscene within the meaning of section 7(C) of the Vagrants, Gaming and Other Offences Acts 1931 to 1967.” It was the “f..kin” that was obscene, not the “boong.”

Graeme Blundell says that, later in 1969, he “directed the play in Melbourne… and was hounded through the courts by Victoria's infamous vice squad and was eventually found guilty in the County Court of ‘aiding and abetting obscene language in a public place’." 

The trials were not without some fringe benefits. Blundell concedes that “For a short period, Norm and Ahmed became names as well known in Australia as Zara and Twiggy, largely because of a vivid adjective, derived from a curt Anglo-Saxon four-letter noun and verb.” The same could be said to have applied to LCL and even more so to Ern Malley’s poems published by Max Harris in Angry Penguins. The publicity was a marketing manager’s dream. The entirely fanciful Ern Malley owed much of his initial vitality to it and he has lived on long and vigorously since because of it.

 Forty years later, in October 2009, Australia Post stopped sale of Lady Chatterley’s Lover by D.H. Lawrence, Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov and Delta of Venus by Anais Nin from their stores and outlets claiming that books of this nature did not fit in with the “theme of their stores.” Particular objection was taken to the “c” word appearing, as above, five times and more on a single page of LCL. 

However, the Australia-Post action did not constitute nor, at least until we have a new cycle of real-life repression, is it likely to lead to a ban more generally on the printing, distribution and sale in Australia of the three books or other books containing similar words and descriptions. 

Familiarity with Explicit Language

On the contrary, the trend is still for four-letter words and explicit accounts of sexual activity to become ever more common in literary fiction and films, including television in the home. This includes lifelike simulation of the sex act on screen and explicit references to homosexual and other deviant sexual behaviour by all the media.

Indeed, as I write that, I wonder whether my society now regards homosexuality as “deviant” at all. Am I being politically and socially “incorrect” in even implying that it might be?

Explicit descriptions of sexual organs and acts have become common as, for example in the highly regarded novels of Ian McEwan. Writing in 2007 of events about forty years earlier, he recounted that “she found his testicles first and…curled her fingers softly round this extraordinary bristling item she had seen in different forms on dogs and horses…”

The Victorians were said to have banned even the word “leg” from polite conversation; but, by 2007, McEwan’s descriptions shocked few except, if she had still been alive, Mrs Mary Whitehouse and her flock. Whitehouse had denounced the “moral collapse” of the United Kingdom illustrated by the “filth” presented particularly on BBC television. She had a considerable following at every level of society. A substantial part of that following survives today. 

However, many well-known writers such as Philip Roth, John Barth, John Updike, Martin Amis and many others have now come to represent the mainstream rather than an embattled minority.

Apart from graphic descriptions of the organs of sin and rapture, literature has come to treat the sex act itself explicitly. Fifty years ago, there was probably no term fit to be used for the act in “polite” conversation at all. 

One simply did not talk about sex generally, so that even to utter the words sexual intercourse conjured up obscene images for an intensely inhibited public. In “decent” writing of any kind, the author who wanted to retain his respectable readership was wise to resort to generalities or – if he could find any - acceptable euphemisms. 

All of that changed dramatically in the next fifty years.

From being outrageously vulgar, fuck has now lost almost all of its capacity to shock or dismay. I remember a personal occasion in the early 1970s when I was with a beautiful and highly respectable young lady who became curious about a van which happened to have parked on the street outside my house. The back of the van had been left carelessly open and we could see bedclothes arranged inside.

Excited, she grabbed me by the arm and chuckled delightedly.

“Look, it’s a fuck-truck,” she said.

I was sufficiently young or at least sufficiently immature to be shocked and, to a degree, excited. Even in the early seventies, some of us had not become entirely conditioned to ladies knowing about fuck-trucks or articulating such a term so brazenly. To say fuck at all might – Heaven forbid - suggest that the lady might quite like to be fucked herself; and of course we – those whose social senses had been formed ten years or more earlier - knew that was never the case, except with whores. 

Before the 1960s, with the right sort of man and on the right sort of terms, a lady might be prepared to consider being fucked as one of her less desirable social options but she was certainly not allowed or encouraged to say so; nor was she expected to know anything of the way degenerates were in the habit of using a truck for obscene purposes on a suburban street or an open highway.

A Word for “It”

Like their evolutionary ancestor the drive-in cinema, fuck-trucks  are no longer as modish as they were and the word fuck itself has become so fashionable and so extravagantly employed that it has lost most of its capacity either to shock or titillate.

However, we still need to have a word in literature or in everyday conversation to describe what the “f” word, noun and verb, is intended to identify.

In Fertility Rites in the present collection, the couple are said to make love and then:

As usual, she asks him if it was “nice.”
"Very," he assures her.
He knows that nice is a comprehensive, lazy-man's adjective for anything that is "good." Her breasts are nice. When he slips her pants off and looks upon her honey-pot, he finds that very nice. When she touches him - or he gently fingers her detonator - that is also very nice.
It is such an inadequate term; and yet is any other adjective enough for what they have just done together?

Sometimes, when they wake during the night, she asks him, in tones soft and low, “Would you like to fuck me?”

She always says it with a hopeful, rising inflection that he loves. If he doesn’t have a horn already, he quickly gets one.

Even so, he sometimes touches her before going further.

When he does, she often detonates almost immediately.

Then she says something like, “Thank you, darling, that was lovely” and she goes right off to sleep.


If he hasn’t gone off too, he does his best to hang on till morning when – he knows – she’ll make it up to him – in hearts and spades both.

In using the “f” word, she is contradicting her own stated preference for the term "to make love" but he supposes she uses it on the odd occasion to emphasise her naked lust and urgency. 
In effect, she is saying - sort of - "You don't need to fool around - with all that kissing and fondling stuff this time - just shove him in, that's all – I’ll do the rest; I won't take long - and I'll go off to sleep again content..." 
Even for that naked act, the "f" word is inadequate. So is the expression "to make love" with or without the "fooling around, kissing and fondling stuff."  

What Angie and he do in their lovemaking is much more than any attempt to describe it in words - or by a single word - can portray.
"How do you define a dream?" Angie once asked him.
"You can't," he replied.
Even more, you can't define what happens between two people who love one another when they "make love."
So, he decided, we use a code word whose meaning we both understand from the feelings we have when a crude physical act delivers us from the mundane into a rapture unique in the entire human experience. 

"Fuck" might be as good a code as any other; and to describe it as "nice" might be as close to encompassing, in a single expression, the complex delights of embracing someone a man - or a woman - deeply loves, as it may be possible, in human communication, ever to get.

Other words can also serve as a code. In the early 1980s, when the permissive society was at its apogee, I met a girl whose direct approach on meeting an interesting male was to ask him, “Would you like to screw me?” 

Although the expression was American, everyone of every nationality knew what she meant. However, the direct approach was mostly too direct. It frightened the wits out of many men. They hesitated to accept her offer. Some thought it must be just too good to be true and, terrified, they turned tail and fled.

“So you get a lot of knock-backs?” I asked her.

“Yes,” she admitted, “but I also get screwed a lot too – sometimes too often with too many requests for repeats.” 

In her approach, she seemed to be embracing the tactics of brash young males for decades around the world before and after the Second World War. The permissive society has brought girls a freedom that only the lads once enjoyed. Not many girls use that freedom as directly and unequivocally as the girl I’ve just quoted; but some of them get close.

Incidentally, she never did put her standard question to me. That made me wonder: “Why?”

What did I lack? 

At the same time, if she had asked me, I would have joined those who thought it wise to flee.

My past conditioning was just too deeply embedded and persisted too robustly to allow me to profit from one of the best offers most males ever get. She was, after all, quite an attractive young lady. 

That reluctance on my part illustrates just one aspect of the complexity of sex and sexual relationships - and their fascination. If through literature or by any other means, we eventually solve all the riddles of our love lives, that might put an end to the delightful fascination that sex has always held for us. 

If literature were to remove that fascination, we would be deprived of what has always been a prime element in probably the most popular fun thing humans are able to enjoy. In an often dreary and desperate existence, fun things are what we can ill afford to squander; and life without even a little joyous fucking would be a cheerless place indeed.

Literary Freedoms

The words in the preceding paragraph have not been written lightly. There is much that is serious in sex; but sex can also be the richest source of the most exquisite recreation imaginable. It is or can be a happy, delightful enterprise even in the chaotic, ill-managed way we usually go about it. 

It can also be a fun thing to read about and write. If we have now cleared away many of our sexual inhibitions and can revel in our carnal freedoms, we might also ask ourselves whether and to what extent literature has come to rejoice with us in exercising its own similar or even more thoroughgoing freedoms. Has it already advanced far enough along the freedom track, has it yet a long way further to travel or has it already gone too far?

The first thing we might ask is how much damage to literature earlier repression caused. 
The banning of “lewd” books did not prevent the creation of great literature including great short stories. In some measure, writers must have been discouraged from writing freely because they might be charged with “obscenity” or some of their readers might have been turned away. As we shall shortly discuss, we have had cycles of repression and liberation. Puritanism and permissiveness have been in close pursuit of one another up and down the centuries; but inspired literature has appeared whatever the mode of the moment and wherever the fashion lay. 

In the nineteenth century, Guy de Maupassant was constrained by puritanical attitudes of the time but he nevertheless wrote short stories which rank with the finest literature produced anywhere at any time. Admired contemporaneously, his stories have been equally admired during recent, more permissive decades. By any standards, his Boule de Suif  is a classic of the short-story form. Although the core of the story can be said to relate to sexual activity, he used no graphic descriptions of sexual organs nor did he offer any detailed descriptions of sexual acts. He used no four-letter words.

Boule de Suif – “Ball of Fat” – was a prostitute travelling in a coach with other refugees to reach a safer area during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870. The German officer who had taken them captive offered to release them if Boule de Suif allowed him to make love to her. Her fellow passengers urged her to agree.  

At length, under their persistent pressure, she allowed the German officer to make love to her. They were then all free to go on their way. However, her fellow passengers did not thank her. They scorned her for what she had done.

Was the attitude of her fellow-travellers not much more disgusting – much more an obscenity - than Boule de Suif’s intercourse with the German officer? Was it not more obscene than even an explicit description of that intercourse would have been? 

De Maupassant was allowed to highlight the greater obscenity while suppressing any detailed account of the lesser. 

The mid-eighteenth to mid-twentieth century was one of the most brilliant periods for the short story. We might say the form was already in vogue in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and the Decameron of Boccaccio; but its more widespread use and celebrity came with the first novels, exemplified by Fielding’s “Tom Jones” about 1750. In the following hundred and fifty years, the novel was sometimes serialised into “short stories” in newspapers in the manner of Charles Dickens’ Sketches by Boz. 

Dickens was equally at home writing short stories and full-length novels. Consequently, his novels were readily serialized in periodicals for their initial publication and appeared in book form only later. He and his Chapman & Hall publishers released most of his major novels in weekly or monthly installments. 
Publication by installments kept readers on their toes waiting for the next twist in the plot. It also allowed Dickens to gauge public reaction to each installment, and tailor his plots accordingly. Readers frequently wrote imploring him to look after one or other of their favorite characters. Although Dickens was not the first, he was by far the most successful author in his use of serial publication.


His newspaper installments were illustrated most memorably by George Cruikshank. This became a continuing feature of short stories in England and other countries, including the United States in such periodicals as the Saturday Evening Post whose most famous illustrator was Norman Rockwell. 

The Australian Magazine used illustrations for The Courtship of Sammy O’Dowd and Sleep Deeply, Father when they were originally published in 1954 and 1955. Two of the illustrations are reproduced in the present collection. 


“Short stories,” it has been said, “tend to be less complex than novels. Usually a short story focuses on only one incident, has a single plot, a single setting, a small number of characters, and covers a short period of time.”

Being essentially concerned with a single episode, it does not have much freedom to wander. If the episode has a sexual theme, that theme dominates entirely and the explicitness or otherwise of any descriptions becomes more evident. Although not invariably, that is what the form has historically required; and that single focus highlights any perceived eroticism or obscenity. 

Therefore it tends to appeal to the lover of erotic writing if only because it gathers the “dirty bits” together in a conveniently small space. It also tends to attract the heated criticism of those who campaign against “filth” and pornography.

Longer fiction, on the other hand, whether published in book form or installments, allows sexually-oriented passages to be subsumed within the wider variety of activities covered by the longer work. Military campaigns described in one chapter can be followed by romantic interludes in the next. That is so, for example, in Haverleigh. Literary “merit” is probably easier to identify in the novel than it is in the short story even though the novel may offer many more and much longer erotic episodes than the short story.   

The Short Story and the Press 

Dickens’ collaboration was a relatively early instance of literature’s long cooperation with the press; and, in the twentieth century, the short story became a feature of daily newspapers and magazines around the world. 

While The Australian Magazine was publishing Courtship in Sydney, other Australian newspapers and magazines were publishing, sometimes daily, short stories usually of about 750 or 1000 words written by many budding authors, including several under the same pseudonym of “C.W. James” used by the author of Courtship. The titles tended to be short and intriguing but not suggestive:

A Night of Stars

The Re-birth of Joe McGinty

Human Error

Working Back

A Thimbleful of Zzz…

The Man who Loved Sherbet

Dirty Weekend was not a title that would have appealed to editors of that era. It is much too suggestive. As almost always, the stories were brief, pithy and had unexpected endings; and they were squeaky clean. They provided a living – or part of it - to a multitude of writers over the years and some made it to the big time in terms of earnings or literary reputation.

Apart from Boule de Suif, another model was O. Henry’s Gift of the Magi whose plot had Jim and his wife Della, poor but deeply in love, buying one another Christmas presents. Della buys Jim a twenty-one dollar chain for his treasured pocket watch given him by his father. She pays for it by having her long hair cut off and sold to make a wig. Jim sells his watch to buy Della a set of tortoise-shell combs for her hair. Although disappointed that each has made the other’s gift purposeless, each is moved by the touching love their gifts represent for one another. 

Variations on that theme have been employed many times by many writers since. Though not necessarily great literature, many of these stories are charming, memorable and entertaining.

At the same time, we should acknowledge that there are many variations on the form that the short story takes according to the fashions of the time, the length and other requirements of the publishing editor and the talents and inclinations of the author. Again, this is illustrated in the present collection: there are wide differences between the length and especially the temperament of the stories according to the market for each and the time at which each was written. Sleep Deeply, Father is very different from Tender Loving Care. David Strang’s hot relationship with the vivid Franco-Italian girl, Claudia Donelli, is very different from Sammy’s intended relationship with Jenny Squires in Courtship. 

Dating of Events and Writing

Several extracts from the novel Haverleigh included in the present collection deal with the Second World War and afterwards, from 1939 to 1973. The constraints on explicit sexual descriptions and use of four-letter words were very much in vogue at least until the 1960s.

Haverleigh was, however, first published in 1996, long after the advent of more permissive attitudes. So the language used in dialogue between, for example, young soldiers like David Strang and Peter Brent and between lovers like Peter and Alicia Renoir in their more intimate moments are recorded faithfully without the need to corrupt them with “clean” language. 

The same applies to some short stories. Tea and Empathy is a key example. The events belong to 1960: Jeremy feels “dirty” because he wants to abandon gardening to make love to his wife. Angie would love to accommodate him. She is a warm-hearted and passionate woman but she will be embarrassed if their neighbours know or guess they have gone inside for a “naughty”: “We'll have to pull down the blinds... They'll know why..."

However, though its events belong to 1960, Tea and Empathy was not published until 2006, when restraints on literary treatment of sex had greatly diminished. So what they did when they “went in for tea” could be a little more explicitly revealed: “She greeted me by asking, with a smile, ‘Would you like your tea...first?’"

As time went on, more and more stories could be written about current activities using current language. That is the case with several stories included in the present collection. These stories sometimes provide evidence of the extent to which moral and especially sexual attitudes have changed.  
Originally categorised as “Erotica,” the short story Dirty Weekend was popular with readers: “I loved this story…. fantastically written ….lovely…. romantic.”

However, some readers protested that it should have been categorised as “Romance.” “Genuine Erotica,” they said, “would have contained heavy sex” and Dirty Weekend was “the farthest thing from dirty. The piece shines with an innocence of teenagers at a dance and this is where the strength of the piece is centred.” 
Most of the short stories are based in some measure on actual experience. This applies to Trampolining, though the location has been changed. The real-life experience was at the Compleat Angler in Marlow in England. A gentleman’s diary entry for 8 January 1998 records that “The Compleat Angler was a delightful hotel and Sally loved it. The bedroom – and more especially the bathroom! – were very big and tastefully furnished. Only one disadvantage – the room was not sound-proof. When we made love, Sally made lots of ecstatic noises – very nice and exciting, except that it soon became clear that the people next door could hear virtually everything. They must have been either embarrassed or randy or a bit of both.” 

This also applies to Divine Love, Fertility Rites, Tender Loving Care and The Edge of a Precipice.  In all cases, only the basic stories come from real life. Details especially of names and locations have been changed to make a better, more concise or more entertaining story and/or to preserve privacy and ensure anonymity. 

While changes in language and vocabulary over the past fifty years have been enormous, outlets for the short story have, in some ways, become more limited. For example, the character of newspapers has changed so that many fewer short stories now appear in these traditional, largely “family” media and almost none in daily newspapers. The London “Financial Times” did print a short story in an edition early in January 2010 but this seems to have been an one-off departure.  

However, the innumerable short stories now lavished on us or at least available to us every day over the internet more than compensate for any shortfall in newspapers. Many of these stories are less professional, less well written, edited and polished and use cruder language more clumsily than in the public media in the past. However, the brevity, pithiness and surprise ending – the twist in the tail of the short story – are often still there to delight us. Sometimes too there is a freshness and spontaneity in the telling of the stories that more than make up for any lack of “professionalism” in the author.

Love Names for Our Organs of Sin and Rapture

One feature of the evolution of language has been the use of words to describe male and female genitalia. In an explicit world, the writer likes to avoid repetition and therefore wants to give them novel and intimate, “matey” sort of names – often names you might give dear, dear friends, as indeed they are when one’s own are warmly embracing or are deeply embedded in another’s love things. 

Men’s genitals have spawned a multitude of names. John Milton was said to have been concerned about his “heartbreaker.” At least “Wife to Mr Milton” said so although what she really meant by “heartbreaker” is not entirely clear – to me, at least. 

Marie Powell had a wretched life as Milton’s wife but she was tough and witty. On one occasion, Milton woke to see her near him with a pair of scissors – with which she said she was trimming her fingernails. He thought she was about to attack his masterful masculinity – by cutting off his “heartbreakers”.  In discussing it, my lady companion at the time thought his “heartbreakers” meant his genitals. I agreed. In fact, however, Marie is alleged to have meant only John’s side-burns, so that cutting them would have been like cutting Samson’s hair. The novel does not put the authoritative meaning beyond doubt.

“Wife to Mr Milton” was published in 1943. If our interpretation of “heartbreakers” were accepted, should it have been banned? In writing about the book, were we later justified in using the term “heartbreaker” or “heartbreakers” as a word for his penis in the singular or his entire genitals in the plural? Those who prosecuted Max Harris about the same time might have been unhappy about the ambiguity. If not for the magistrate, then at least for fellow males, this particular nickname for the penis may be seen as flattering to the male – and he needs all the boosts to his sexual self-confidence he can get. However, that may not have been enough to comfort the upholders of decency in the prim Australian society of the day.

Young boys who wore short pants once had the convenience of a “Tommy-hole.” This is probably an abbreviation of “John Thomas” a name frequently used even in easygoing parental conversation at the beginning of our period. One gracious lady of my acquaintance was sometimes heard to boast that her husband was “not behind the door when John-Thomas-es were handed out.” As she must have anticipated, she won for herself a reputation for plain speaking from her admirers and for unbecoming vulgarity from her detractors.

The poems of William Dunbar are quoted in Her Own Original Coinage. Dunbar calls the husband’s penis a rusty rod with which he wants to take his pleasure gluttonously in his wife’s Chamber of Venus.  His wife, however, demands compensation for the privilege or the rusty rod must stay idle. She seems to have been a lady who took seriously the advice given to women to “Give your cunt wisely and make your demands after the wedding.” 

Chaucer’s Wife of Bath was much more bountiful than Dunbar’s wife. Her objective was to give and receive pleasure from her husband and her many potential lovers, to the delight of all. She employed her “chambre of Venus” and sexual energy quite strenuously for this purpose. She did so for pleasure and also to exert power over her men:

The Wife candidly disclosed intimate details of her private life, talking about her “quoniam” or “chambre of Venus” which she claimed was the best there is. Her husband should not begrudge any man lighting his candle from her “lantern” since the husband’s own light – that is, his pleasure - was not lessened thereby. The Wife’s enormous “sexual energy” and “sturdy hardinesse” were evidence of her abundant vitality. If she satisfied all her husband’s needs and still had, left over, some sexual delights to bestow, was it not reasonable that she should offer them to other men rather than let them go to waste? They should not be withheld from “any good felawe.”

Sometimes a penis is “Christened” with a male name and acquires celebrity through that name. “Dick” is one such name but so recklessly is it bandied about that no particular penis or the genus as a whole now acquires celebrity from it.

However, a transplanted penis which became the hero of a 1971 film was called, not just Dick or John-Thomas, but “Percy.” Percy had a sparkling personality and a life of his own apparently deriving from the donor from whose lifeless body he had been taken. In the film, Percy had such a frisky sex life that men were tempted to adopt the name for their own beloved organ. Whether that made them more successful in getting ladies into bed is not recorded.

Cycles of Sinfulness

“Percy” belonged to a period when the sexual-freedom cycle was on an upswing. As this implies, there have been cycles in which sex has been treated repressively, followed by periods in which it has been treated more permissively. There is no clear time span for any such cycle.

One period of permissiveness blossomed with the end of the Puritan Commonwealth in Britain and the Restoration of the Stuart monarchy in 1660. It extended beyond the reign of Charles the Second to that of William and Mary and then Anne. This cyclical “upswing” was distinguished by Aphra Behn, seen as Britain’s first professional female writer. 

Before becoming a professional writer, Behn was said to have been a professional spy for England and, perhaps, James the Second’s mistress. Most importantly for our purposes, she was, as her personal career demonstrates, a writer “without inhibition.” 

Strangely, because sex must be more central to the lives of women than it usually is for men, sex was, in Behn’s time, regarded as an inappropriate subject for a female writer. Until the twentieth century, she was consequently seen to be no more than a writer of “smut.” The Marquis of Halifax accused her of depreciating the respect accorded women: “The unjustifiable freedom of some of your sex has involved the rest in the penalty of being reduced.”

However, Behn has been “re-discovered” in today’s more liberal environment of readers and performers on stage and screen. Read throughout the English-speaking world, her plays are no longer regarded as vulgar sexual romps, but rather – so we are told - as sensitive explorations of issues of gender, race and class.

Behn’s Poems Upon Several Occasions (1684) reveal her notions of sexuality. Written in the pastoral tradition about a world inhabited by amorous shepherds and shepherdesses, the poems enable her to explore the nature and virtues of free love. In this pastoral world, sexual dalliance can thrive outside the Court and society, untrammeled by customs or politeness. It is an unbound place, without – of course – “inhibition.”

In Behn's golden age there is no such thing as deviant love, for "that was lawful all, that Pleasure did invite."

After the Restoration years, a period of more sexual discipline marked most of the eighteenth century and the rule of the first three Georges. Then the Regency and reign of George the Fourth brought another upswing in rather frothy and foppish permissiveness, to give way again to the restraint of the Victorian era.  

Freer sexual attitudes characterized the reign of Edward the Seventh and these might be seen as in some manner leaping over to the freedoms and flappers of the nineteen-twenties. The Charleston and Prohibition helped. The violence and criminality associated with greater freedoms – and disrespect for misguided laws - were exploited by F. Scott Fitzgerald and other writers, such as James Hadley Chase. 

When Chase published No Orchids for Miss Blandish in 1939, it became a runaway best seller. George Orwell described it as containing “eight full-dress murders, an unassessable number of casual killings and woundings, an exhumation (with a careful reminder of the stench), the flogging of Miss Blandish, the torture of another woman with red-hot cigarette-ends, a strip-tease act, a third-degree scene of unheard-of cruelty and much else of the same kind. It assumes great sexual sophistication in its readers (there is a scene, for instance, in which a gangster, presumably of masochistic tendency, has an orgasm in the moment of being knifed), and it takes for granted the most complete corruption and self-seeking as the norm of human behaviour. The detective, for instance, is almost as great a rogue as the gangsters, and actuated by nearly the same motives. Like them, he is in pursuit of 'five hundred grand'. It is necessary to the machinery of the story that Mr. Blandish should be anxious to get his daughter back, but apart from this, such things as affection, friendship, good nature or even ordinary politeness simply do not enter. Nor, to any great extent does normal sexuality. Ultimately only one motive is at work throughout the whole story: the pursuit of power.”
Though “obscene” by the standards of the time and even offensive by the much looser standards of 2010, No Orchids nevertheless succeeded as a book as well as on stage and as a film. Instructed to read the book while serving as a teenage Customs Officer in 1940, I toed the line of decency to recommend that its import not be allowed. Whether for that or other reasons, import of No Orchids into Australia may have been restricted but any banning elsewhere seems to have been no more than perfunctory.  

This may have been because reviewers of the status of Orwell saw literary merit in it: the book, he said, was "a brilliant piece of writing, with hardly a wasted word or a jarring note anywhere." Perhaps more likely the reason may have been that, although it was condemned as vile and sick by many, it was an escapist read for the British who, shortly after its publication in 1939, were being traumatised by constant bombing in the year of the Battle for Britain. No Orchids sold half a million copies in Britain alone, “a phenomenon,” Orwell wrote, “brought about by the mingled boredom and brutality of war." 
Perhaps it was also to some extent at least, a phenomenon of the avidness with which an inhibited society gorges itself on sex, sexual deviancy and sexual violence when it gets a chance. That gorging is usually accompanied by powerful expressions of public outrage.

Initially, the book was considered to have so much sex, sadism and violence that it could not be filmed; but by 1942 it was adapted as a play which successfully toured Britain for several years. By 1948 it was made into a film, described by the Monthly Film Bulletin as "the most sickening exhibition of brutality, perversion, sex and sadism ever to be shown on a cinema screen." 

Such a film had to be worth a look. 

If only for that reason, the film was commercially successful although public outrage and criticism came from all quarters, including future Prime Minister Harold Wilson, who declared -- to much applause -- that he was glad there were "no Oscars for Miss Blandish." The public outrage was thought to have destroyed the careers of many of those involved, including popular actress Linden Travers (who played Miss Blandish) and the director St. John L. Clowes. Even in 2010, the film is rarely shown on television, although it has recently become available as a British DVD.
Despite the success of No Orchids and others of James Hadley Chase’s books, the Great Depression, the Second World War and the decade and a half after the war persisted with an essentially Spartan design for living and Puritan attitudes to sex in both life and literature, until more freedoms emerged in the 1960s.

That decade brought successors to Behn in growing multitudes, although they were not sponsors of amorous shepherds and shepherdesses. Instead, ruthless “realism” tended to distinguish their attitudes to women and sex. They accepted homosexual as well as heterosexual sex. Simone de Beauvoir in The Second Sex, Germaine Greer in The Female Eunuch and Betty Freidan in The Feminine Mystique were among a multitude of writers who prescribed and presented a new image for female sexuality. 

The decades since suggest that the cycle may have moved on or to be in the course of moving on to a new period of restraint in sexual attitudes. The threat of AIDS counseled more caution in our sexual behavior. 

Even more importantly, the blunt realism of the period of sexual permissiveness and feminist campaigning may have aged into stodginess as boring as the strictures of the “no-sex-please-we’re-British” killjoys of the past.  Realism and the chill of permissiveness may be seen more and more to lack the romance, elegance and variety that add such fascination and mystery to the enjoyment of a loving, sexual relationship between a man and a woman.

The literature shows no clear evidence yet that real life is obliging it to move in any such new direction. However, the outpourings of the older writers do now seem to be received with less breathless adulation than before. Martin Amis and the like appear more like poseurs from the past than leaders ushering us into a new and exciting sexual future. 

This might be the first sign of a tipping point, perhaps towards more romance and more fun in feasting from the banqueting table of love.

The Pill

All of this most recent cycle, its rise and its decline, must be seen in the context of some special features. The revolutionary changes from the Puritanism of the 1950s to the permissive modes of the 1960s and afterwards were accompanied by – indeed, they signified - a comprehensive liberation of women. 

In the last fifty years, many or most of the constraints on women’s sexual behaviour have been removed.  This has been brought about by changes in moral, social and political philosophies as well as by a greater affluence in Western societies. In addition, however, and crucially, the revolutionary changes of the last half century have been made possible by a much greater understanding of the medical aspects of sex and, especially, of contraception.

“The advent of the birth control pill was another massively important factor in explaining the changes in sexual behavior in the 1960s,” Art and Popular Culture tells us. “Whilst men had always enjoyed some form of sexual freedom, even outside the boundaries of what would be publicly and socially acceptable, women were seen to be 'stuck' in their traditional familial, social, and sexual roles. This was due in part to fears over illegitimate pregnancy and childbirth, and social (particularly religious) qualms about contraception, which was often seen to be 'messy' and unchristian. Modernisation and secularisation helped to change these attitudes, and a birth control pill for women was first developed in 1957. By 1960, the Food and Drug Administration had licensed the drug. 'The Pill', as it came to be known, was extraordinarily popular, and despite worries over possible side effects, by 1962, an estimated 1,187,000 women were using it. The pill divorced contraception from the act of intercourse itself, making it more socially acceptable, and easier to stomach for many detractors of other types of contraception (which had been around for years).”
When The Courtship of Sammy O’Dowd was published in 1955, social and sexual attitudes were virtually the same as at the time, for example, of the trial of Max Harris. Sammy contemplated marriage and family in traditional ways. He did not take a girl to a drive-in or buy a fuck-truck. Instead, he arranged to buy a house, he went to the local parson to arrange his wedding, he selected a best man and he bought a wedding ring. A quite elaborate protocol was laid down even for people of modest means and status. Indeed, a wedding was for most people their life’s one and only “spectacular.”

In effect, the wedding was a dramatic, bull-roar proclamation of the moral quality of the union of the couple being wed and of the permanence, solemnity and sacred character of their marriage. The ceremony contemplated an indissoluble union within which the partners would remain sexually faithful until parted by death. Each had rights over the other’s body; each had restraints on the sexual behaviour he or she was allowed. 

The Ten Commandments said that “Thou shalt not commit adultery”; but, even in Sammy’s day, the rule was often broken. So either partner might jealously fear that his or her sexual prerogatives might be violated in some way, adulterously or short of adultery. That provides a large part of the theme of Fertility Rites. 

Over the centuries, secular authorities adopted marriage and faithfulness in marriage as crucial elements in social order. In his inaugural address at his proclamation as Governor of the first European settlement in Australia in February 1788, Arthur Phillip said that he –

 “…particularly noticed the illegal intercourse between the sexes as an offence which encouraged a general profligacy of manners, and was in several ways injurious to society. To prevent this, he strongly recommended marriage, and promised every kind of countenance and assistance to those who, by entering into that state, should manifest their willingness to conform to the laws of morality and religion.”

Sammy might be said, some hundred and fifty years later, to have acted in accordance with Governor Phillip’s recommendation. His intention was to marry. He was expected to choose his bride according to practical criteria: especially her ability to run his household and give him children. She might be smart and pretty too; but those qualities would be a bonus, not a requirement. Indeed, being smart might provoke domestic conflict; being pretty might lead her to sin; and there would be a constant threat to all the proprieties of family life if she were “sexy.”


Most certainly, Phillip did not recommend recreational sex. There was much too much of it in Sydney already in Phillip’s day and long afterwards. Whatever Sammy’s secret hopes might be, he did nothing to suggest that he would expect or recommend it either – in marriage or otherwise.   

In short, the fundamental purpose of marriage was reproduction within a stable family setting, rather than sexual gratification. The emphasis was not on the “joy” of sex but on duties and responsibilities. To say that you “enjoyed” sex or treated it as fun or “recreation” could raise questions about your moral standing – especially if you were a woman. The actual practice of recreational sex was unlikely, at best, to do you much good with the critical, conformist majority – and might condemn you utterly, even if you were a man. 
Even within marriage, wisdom lay in appearing to abstain from rather than to indulge openly in sex and its joys. In Tea and Empathy, set in 1960, “Even married couples were still expected to be ‘proper’ and do nothing explicit to suggest that they ever indulged in ‘sex’ together – let alone that they enjoyed it.”

That changed dramatically in the course of the 1960s. It is always dangerous to allocate blame or credit to one feature. The sixties were a dramatic decade of the Kennedys and Camelot, of the mini-skirt and Carnaby Street, the Beatles and fan-mania, the Profumo Affair with Christine Keeler, the theatre epic “Hair” and right at the end of the decade the carefree abandon of Woodstock.

Within this wholesale transformation of life, the introduction of oral contraceptives in the early years of the decade must have been a principal element in allowing or, more accurately, precipitating change in sexual behaviour and sustaining it afterwards. Oral contraceptives were made more effective over the years, the dosage reduced and refined and a “Morning-after Pill” introduced to help reduce still further the wages that once might have been levied for a night of carefree rapture.

“When do I need the Morning-after Pill?” the Pro-Familia website asks today. “The condom burst, your diaphragm slipped, you forgot to take the Pill or you took no precautions at all… It can happen to anyone that things go wrong with contraception. After all, sexuality is not a computer program and is not always compatible with contraception when it comes to the emotions. Nevertheless, it is essential to avoid unwanted pregnancy and the Morning-After Pill can prevent pregnancy if it is taken in time.”

That signposts the course of our thinking from the mid-1960s onwards. He wanted a fuck – or she did - and each wanted to be sociable to the other – so, as one realist put it, instead of going home separately to have sex with him- or herself alone, the two of them went home and brought their love things together in mutual rapture. 

Early next morning, if a night of such rapture had not shattered her management skills, she got her doctor to prescribe a morning-after pill for her; and all was well. No one’s status and reputation were harmed by having fun. The only tab waiting for her or him to pick up was one which will always be there whenever a man and a woman make love: how their physical intercourse will mould the affections of the lovers for one another. How will they feel after their affections have been stirred – one way or another – by the emotions of the night? 

Even where it is not explicit, that is the context of many of the stories in this collection. As she slips into bed in Dirty Weekend and he takes her in his arms, we – and he - assume she has taken the Pill or that she will take precautions the next morning. It is not the context of Tea and Empathy before the “revolution”; but it is very much the context of Dirty Weekend even if we no longer regard the story as erotic but merely romantic. Although they started the weekend with no explicit agreement to have sex, both knew it was an option if they liked one another enough. If they did, a weekend of recreational sex – non-reproductive intercourse – would be the happy result. 

So perhaps we might say that Behn’s concept of “an unbound place, without inhibition” was now possible largely as a consequence of reliable contraception and morning-after pills. Freedom – or licentiousness - was further enhanced because reliable contraception arrived just as our more advanced societies were, for the first time, also able to treat sexually-transmitted diseases effectively. 

So medical advances dramatically reduced the “wages of sin” even further – for a while almost to zero. HIV/AIDS brutally shattered any complacency about sexual diseases almost overnight, but for twenty years from, let us say, about 1960 to 1980, it was open slather for unlimited, unrestrained and pleasurable sexual intercourse. 

In effect, the permissive society enjoyed a finest hour that lasted twenty years.

This contrasted with how it had been for centuries past. In The Human Mirror, I wrote –

The inveterate womaniser, James Boswell, was furious with the woman whom he had foolishly taken to be of good repute and virtuous habits, who had given him a dose of the pox. It didn't matter that he himself spent much of his time - even in church! -"laying plans for having women." (21) He happily confessed to be of dubious morals: "A man, indeed, is not genteel when he gets drunk; but most vices can be committed very genteelly: a man may debauch his friend's wife genteelly; he may cheat at cards genteelly." (22)
But his mood, permissive towards his own vices, chilled when confronted with the vices of others, in this case the delicious but promiscuous Louisa: "I rose very disconsolate, having rested very ill by the poisonous infection raging in my veins and anxiety and vexation boiling in my breast. I could scarcely credit my own senses. What! thought I, can this beautiful, this sensible, and this agreeable woman be so sadly defiled? Can corruption lodge beneath so fair a form? Can she who professed delicacy of sentiment and sincere regard for me, use me so very basely and so very cruelly? No, it is impossible. I have just got a gleet by irritating the parts too much with excessive venery. And yet these damned twinges, that scalding heat, and that deep-tinged loathsome matter are the strongest proofs of an infection. But she certainly must think that I would soon discover her falsehood. But perhaps she was ignorant of her being ill. A pretty conjecture indeed! No, she could not be ignorant. Yes, yes, she intended to make the most of me. And now I recollect that the day we went to Hayward's, she showed me a bill of thirty shillings about which she was in some uneasiness, and no doubt expected that I would pay it. But I was too cautious, and she had not effrontery enough to try my generosity in direct terms so soon after my letting her have two guineas. And am I then taken in? Am I, who have had safe and elegant intrigues with fine women, become the dupe of a strumpet? Am I now to be laid up for many weeks to suffer extreme pain and full confinement, and to be debarred all the comforts and pleasures of life? And then must I have my poor pocket drained by the unavoidable expense of it? And shall I no more (for a long time at least) take my walk, healthful and spirited, round the Park before breakfast, view the brilliant Guards on the Parade, and enjoy all my pleasing amusements? And then am I prevented from making love to Lady Mirabel, or any other woman of fashion? O dear, O dear! What a cursed thing this is! What a miserable creature am I!"


Now, from the early sixties to the early eighties, even a womaniser to compare with Boswell could have his fun virtually for free. His female equivalent could have her fun virtually free of penalty too. 

In this wonderful world, you could, in a sexual sense, eat all the chocolate you wanted and never get fat. You could enjoy wine, women and song and never get sick. Nothing had ever been as good for randy mankind as it was in those years. It was entirely appropriate that it was then that Man first voyaged to the Moon – and came safely back. He took no women with him; but they rejoiced with him in what he achieved and embraced him on his return, unfettered as never before. 

Contraception for the Male and Female
If it was a male who took the “Great Leap for Mankind” in July 1969, another principal feature of the1960s was that, when reliable contraceptives became available for the first time, their actual use was no longer reliant on the will or whim of the man. In a most crucial activity of daily life, the woman now called the shots.

Not only had condoms been unreliable, but most societies had shown a marked disinclination to accept them. Pharmacies did not supply them freely and openly as one might buy a cough-cure or an Aspirin, but rather as shameful, “dirty” products to be sneakily delivered from under the counter. Legally – and hypocritically - their purpose was “to prevent disease.” Few were prepared openly to confess that they were principally intended to facilitate fornication.
As a quite practical matter, the man could clothe his penis with a condom only when he was highly excited and already had a pretty full erection – or a “horn” as Angie calls it in Her Own Original Coinage. He had to get it on quickly and securely, being careful to ensure that the distraction did not “deflate” him prematurely.

At the moment he had to don it, the last thing he wanted was to be bothered with anything except “getting his end in” as the boys used to put it; and he didn’t want to moderate his pleasure when he did “get it in.” So ravenously intent was he to get the most out of intercourse with her that he really didn’t want to have anything to do with condoms at all. He wanted to enjoy her with a naked penis. Consequently, he often just hoped for the best and went ahead without any condom or, often, damaged it in his clumsy haste to get the “bloody thing” on quickly.

In short, for a variety of social and personal reasons before the 1960s, condoms were not widely used within or outside marriage, unwanted pregnancies were common and, since abortions were illegal in most societies, dangerous “backyard” abortions and shotgun weddings were also “rife.”

Oral contraceptives changed all that. Apart from high reliability and safety, responsibility passed to the woman. Since she was most at risk in so many ways in a sexual relationship, she was more likely to protect herself – and also the man, even if only incidentally – by using the new means of birth control responsibly and conscientiously.

The “Medicalisation” of Sex


“The latter part of the 20th century,” the British Medical Journal Publishing Group says, “saw major changes in sexual attitudes and mores. We no longer look on sex not for procreation as sinful. This change in attitude has been accompanied by greater acceptance of the diversity of human relations. The shift in perspective has been dramatic, and it means that variations within and between heterosexual and homosexual desire have become – to a greater extent than ever before – a matter of choice. For some religious stalwarts, sex is still acceptable only as a procreative activity within marriage; for others, it’s OK to be homosexual but not to practise same sex activities. Generally, however, people increasingly accept diverse sexual expression.


“The trend towards accepting that sexual congress is not exclusively for reproduction, but is part of healthy human interactions and relations has, with a few exceptions and provisos, been furthered by the medical profession. 

“Therapeutic discoveries have removed many of the adverse outcomes of sexual behaviour. Medical treatments and interventions have saved thousands of lives and prevented significant morbidity resulting from sexual behaviour…

“The development of the contraceptive pill freed women from the fear and reality of unwanted pregnancies, despite its side effects. [Lara] Marks – in her history of the pill – refers to women for whom this was ‘a dream come true.’ Even critics of the pill cannot deny the massive social changes intimately connected with the widespread availability in the late twentieth century of this chemically based contraceptive for women.”

A crucial feature of the past fifty years is that the determination and management of the protocol, practice and moral character of sex has, to a large and increasing extent, passed definitively from the parson to the doctor. 

In the 1950s, the average general practitioner was unwilling to advise a patient on contraceptive or other sexual concerns. He became embarrassed, stuttered something incoherent and tried to change the subject.

“And how have you been feeling otherwise?” was a well-practised escape route. 
With the likes of Kinsey, Masters and most particularly with the pill and medical remedies for sexual diseases, the role of the doctor was transformed. Not only did he deal with strictly medical sexual problems but he came more and more to judge what was “good” and what was “bad”. The church and sexual moralists had decried sex for pleasure, advocated abstention, ruled homosexuality and masturbation to be sinful. For a man to tickle his own cock could send him mad. No decent woman would, of course, dream for a moment of fingering what Angie calls her “detonator.” 

In the later years of the 20th century, medicine identified and separated reproductive sex from recreational sex and approved sex for both men and women, even if it was only to relax them. If a man couldn’t get a “rock-hard” erection or any erection at all, he now had a good chance of having it stand straight and sturdy by taking the most popular pill ever: Viagra and its like. He could then perform more reliably for his own and his partner’s pleasure and both could avoid parental responsibilities through the other Pill spelt with a capital “P”.

Once the idea that recreational sex was acceptable and healthy, the gates opened wide. Men no longer had to feel “dirty” for wanting a woman. Women became free sexually as never before, even if just to “keep fit.” 

Long before the Anglo-Saxons loosened up, Anne-Marie Villefranche told us that Germaine was looked after by her “Fencing Master.” He made love to her “not because she was a promiscuous woman or an immoral one – she would have viewed any such suggestion as outrageous and insulting. It was simply that, to maintain herself in peak condition, a certain activity was a daily necessity.” Later, even among Anglo-Saxons, the word spread that a regular infusion of semen in the traditional way was an excellent tonic for the female body as well as for her most intimate soul. A woman needed it; and she should have a man available to inject her with her tonic frequently enough to keep her in good shape. 

To ensure this availability, she must be physically attractive. She must be slim. She must watch her appearance, her figure and her dressing. Her teeth must be pearly white, her tits ample but not fat. Her bum should be not too large or too small and a suggestive wobble as she walked would always be a bonus. As time went on, the requirements multiplied so that she now has to take care even of those features not normally visible – except of course to a lover. She must be careful that nothing might “put him off.”

So she makes sure her vulva is attractive. If she has doubts, she might resort to cosmetic surgery just as she might have a facelift, a reconstruction of her nose or chin or a remodelling of her breasts.

The male was not under such varied and constant compulsions to be physically attractive in return; but he too was obliged to front up, much more intensively, to the imperatives of size and performance. 

The literature might have been expected to follow this real-life preoccupation with the human body and sexual performance by being constantly more explicit. In doing so, it might have been expected to progress from the romantic to the erotic and pornographic.  The erotic was defined to have some literary merit, porno none at all. Judgments about what was one or the other – or simply romantic – became ever harder to make.

In this new and rapidly changing environment, the doctors rather than the clergy and the moralists increasingly provided guidelines for what literature might be acceptable. Nabokov’s Lolita was debated in terms of the illness or otherwise of Humbert’s lust for an underage girl. Homosexuality was an illness or a condition, not a sin.  

As an accompaniment to recreational sex, erotic literature could be healthy. Even pornography became not only acceptable but even beneficial so long as children could be protected from it until they were old enough to enjoy its benefits as adults. Some serious sex-educationists were even reported to advocate that some aspects of human sexuality of which most adults would have unaware a short time ago be made known to pre-pubescent children.

As well as markets for fiction, a market has been expanding for non-fiction – or something close to it – which indulges the eternal fascination that sex has for us. In medical detail, Charlotte Roche’s book Wetlands seems to have met the needs of this market sensationally well. 

Wetlands broke “all the conventional barriers of taste.” That suggests that, up to 2009, some such barriers still persisted. If so, Wetlands may have broken at least enough of such barriers to provoke a backlash against its medical explicitness and its “not-very-niceness.” In that event, the book might ultimately turn back the clock, so that the market becomes less rather than more responsive to discussion of sex and female sexuality as seen from the operating theatre and from experience of the more extreme medical interventions. 

A happy thought is that such a revolt might provoke a return to more romantic, more enjoyable and more fun-filled sex as well as a return to a literature to go with it.  As in Fertility Rites, “her little love things might wriggle joyously” as she contemplates lovemaking, instead of recoiling in horror as she envisions the surgeon’s scalpel.

Moral Hazard and Public Figures 

Although straight sex between consenting adults became acceptable – and mostly too normal to write about - public figures still risked “scandal” if they strayed from the conventional standards of the 1950s. Indeed, they have come to be condemned more publicly and explicitly in the new century than they were in much of the old. 

The man in the street might now be allowed to “do it” how, when and with whom he likes. The same applies to the “woman in the street;” but he and she are less willing to keep their ears blocked and mouths shut about what public figures and especially those who govern them do, how they do it and with whom. 

Before and during the Second World War, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt could enjoy a close long-term relationship with a woman who was not his wife without it being publicly revealed. Much the same discretion was shown towards what seem to have been the extra-marital adventures of President Kennedy.

However, a Governor of New York State in the early years of the twenty-first century was not allowed to get away with what he has confessed was occasional resort to high-class prostitute(s). The media protected Roosevelt and Kennedy from scandal but had a ball propagating the tale of the Governor’s misbehaviour. In effect, they hounded him from office. Before and after his resignation, they avidly gathered the juicy details. They rejoiced in the “dirty bits” for their own amusement and profit, knowing how much their readers would rejoice with them.

Having identified “Kristen” as his favourite and possibly only “illicit” partner, they gave their readers insights into the current fashion to rate “sex-industry working girls” by the attractiveness or serviceability of their working equipment. For the most part avoiding use of the vulgar “c” word, they preferred the popular idiom and used another softer-sounding “c” word: “coochie”.

The scandal provided some light relief as the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) was unfolding.  At the time, there was talk of “moral hazard” in business and finance; but that was peanuts compared to the “moral hazard” the literature saw if we were to allow what the Governor had done. 

He’d fucked someone he shouldn’t; he’d betrayed someone he had a duty to love. The public feasted on the “filthy bits” and condemned the man whose infidelities were not unlike those many of the public practised – or would dearly love to practise - as a regular feature of their own lives. 

The GFC caused hurt and loss to multi-millions of people in the United States and globally. In January 2010, Nobel Prize-winner Paul Krugman wrote that: “The U.S. economy is still grappling with the consequences of the worst financial crisis since the Great Depression; trillions of dollars of potential income have been lost; the lives of millions have been damaged, in some cases irreparably, by mass unemployment; millions more have seen their savings wiped out; hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, will lose essential health care because of the combination of job losses and draconian cutbacks by cash-strapped state governments.”

Compared with that, Governor Spitzer’s sin hurt or harmed few and the hurt even to those few was mild relative to that caused by the GFC and many other disasters. His wife and family were justifiably shocked and hurt; but even they would not have suffered as much as they did if those who knew his secret had kept their mouths shut. No one else seems to have suffered.

The sex was between two consenting adults and the lady was generously rewarded, with a payment, some said, of up to $5,000 for her few hours work and comfortable transport and accommodation while she was clocked in. Moreover, it was said that, “with her fame assured, I'm sure [the lady] will get offers to strip for various magazine pictorials and perhaps even get a part in a movie.”
We are still uncertain of the extent to which the road to the GFC was marked by criminal intent in its conception and criminal action in its unfolding.  As New York Attorney-General, Spitzer had brought to justice some who had committed business offences. His investigations punished some for and stopped others from activity which could have contributed to the Global Financial Crisis. 

He did not commit a criminal offence in spending some hours with the lady with the accommodating coochie, although, at one stage, some observers speculated that he might be charged, most probably under the notorious Mann Act. The Mann Act was used to pursue the first black World Heavyweight Champion, Jack Johnson, early in the 20th century.  

Rather than a criminal offence, Spitzer’s was more a “moral” offence against “decency” and marital fidelity. He had violated a precious commitment to the wife – and family - he purported to love. That is not to be belittled; although it is also an area of conduct which is always a rich field for hypocrisy. 

Spitzer himself was guilty of hypocrisy in that, as Attorney-General, he had earlier pursued the high-class prostitution industry in New York.

Congresswoman Carolyn Maloney said it was “a sad irony that Governor Spitzer fought for and signed the toughest anti-trafficking legislation in our state’s history.” 

Then as Governor, he made use of the industry’s services for his personal gratification. He had intended that use to be secret, but, despite his reputation as a brilliant Attorney-General, he seems to have arranged things in ways that left clues enabling both friends and enemies to “catch” him. When he was caught, his hypocrisy, as well as his mediocre management, was revealed along with other unappealing features of his misconduct.

However, the society itself is hypocritical about prostitution: it sanctimoniously tut-tuts about it when it comes to public notice; but it has not taken – and probably never will take - effective and sustained action to ban or control it. A reasonable speculation is that it is operating as robustly in 2010 as it was two years ago – or a hundred years ago. The Club which was reported to have brought Spitzer and Kristen together was closed but other similar clubs probably still operate to meet the needs of a large and enthusiastic clientele in the United States and around the world. 

As in the story Tender Loving Care, it may have been best if the Governor’s misdemeanour had “simply never become known.” The same may apply to other public figures caught up in similar “scandals.” One advantage might be that, with the risk of public stoning removed, more able people might be prepared to serve in prominent public office.

Almost any celebrity is exposed to this risk. The world’s best ever golfer and the captain of the England soccer team were both involved in scandals featuring sexual infidelity in early 2010. Each became a sharp focus for the global media, so magnifying the “offence” and maximising the trauma of the principals and those closest to them. 

Again, many of us have a suspicion that the public was fascinated by the “sex” – the naughtiness - of the affairs rather than moved by moral issues or “hazards” to which potentially we are all, from time to time, exposed. 

The media is often eager to nourish this gluttonous sexual obsession and, where appropriate, to pay for stories by the main actors. Again, it would be better if the media were to leave the parties to resolve their personal problems in privacy. That would accord more with practice in the days of Presidents Roosevelt and Kennedy and, at least until recently, to accord with the more mature ways some Continental European countries traditionally followed in their treatment of sexual “transgressions” by political or other celebrities.  

Holden Caulfield and the “Phonies”

In the light of the hypocrisy that has seemed to attend these recent “scandals”, how much of our tut-tutting at the sexual behaviour of others is sincere? How much is virtually unrelieved humbug? In J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, Holden Caulfield took the view that, in our societies, everything is “phoney.” He was constantly engaged in a futile search for sincerity.

A high proportion of us identify with Caulfield. We see him as “a fully formed, truthful, distinct character that just walked off the page and into [our] lives.” That was the way Australian writer Brigid Delaney described him; but did most people see him only as contrasting with others with whom they associated? Mostly, we do not see that he contrasted also and most convincingly with ourselves.

“For me the plastic, malleable Barbie doll is the symbol of our age,” Delaney wrote. “She doesn't look or act real, yet we can project any number of desires and scenarios on to her. In the noughties we wanted to be her.”  

We still lack sincerity in our sex lives. Many things remain phoney. There may still be some honest people in the bush whose lives are now far removed from that of Sammy in Courtship but who have at least a rough, uneducated and vulgar honesty. If they have, that is refreshing.

When the poets and playwrights say the bush humbles it is assumed they mean the big sky and the Technicolor sunsets that do the humbling; but really can it be the few people left who still have some basic honesty? If they do exist, if they are not also a myth, do they humble us by forcing us to confront our own slickness and falseness, our own adornments and our own vacuous urbanity?

How does our literature deal with such issues?

Our modern societies seem too often to be a collection of Ponzi schemes, only a few of them financial and even fewer suffering any, let alone full exposure. Many of them are sexual and most disclose little of their true nature.

We do not enter the real bush when Dirty Weekend takes us to Merimbula but that story is of interest on a variety of counts in which sincerity and pretence have more than a marginal role. Most readers, male and female, said the story had a “great title” but was the title as misleading as the plastic beauty of the Barbie doll?  It tempted them, they said, to read the story expecting it would contain “plenty of red-hot loving.” 
The temptation worked: Dirty Weekend became a “best seller,” read by more people, men and women, than any other in this collection. Most readers were, however, unwilling to admit that they were lured by the “dirty” title or that they normally read “dirty” stories.  

In short, we are still shyly reluctant to confess to a liking for explicit sexual literature. Several male and female readers excused themselves by saying they came upon Dirty Weekend and other more explicitly sexy stories “by chance”: “it’s not really the stuff I usually read.” They seemed to regard it as fit to be read only by mischance and on the sly. 

This sense of shame is shared by some publishers. One major publishing house rejected a text with the explanation that –

“Though your writing shows considerable merit, I'm afraid I don't love the material you sent enough to request the rest of the manuscript.” 

The material sent consisted largely of daily lives, with explicit descriptions of a normal, passionate and lasting heterosexual relationship between young, legally responsible lovers. The principal couple was, in fact, married – and loving it.

All of that might suggest that Holden Caulfield’s phonies live on. 

But some were less phoney than others. The less phoney were frank in saying they were disappointed that Dirty Weekend was not a great deal “dirtier” than it turned out to be. They had been “defrauded” by the title and the “fraud” was more reprehensible because the story was formally categorised as “Erotic.” Most men and some women complained that it should have been categorised as no more than “Romantic.”  

Instead of erotic thrills, these readers got what they didn’t really want: “warm and gentle romance.” Some women were content with this. Rather it was the men who felt short-changed: they wanted to read about a richer variety of sexual callisthenics with the principal man gorging more gluttonously during his “dirty weekend.” Only then could the story fairly, authentically and honestly be classified as “dirty”. 

Some criticised the story too because, at one stage, Sally broke away abruptly from a warm embrace, without giving any explanation except, “I must go.” She gave her reason only later – after turning out the bedside light to hide her embarrassment.

One reason for her breaking away that was discussed was that, at the critical moment she was bursting to spend a penny.  

“I just had to have a pee,” she confessed later.
Some female readers protested that some other reason for breaking away must be contrived. This was not because of any sensitivity about Sally’s need to pee or her confessing it. 

Rather they felt it was unrealistic – it was not in keeping with the “shamelessness” with which today’s couples react with one another and, in particular, it exaggerated the shyness of the young lady. A modern girl would have no qualms about giving such a reason loud and clear. She would not be inhibited by any old-fashioned notions of ladies being sensitive about what they do in the bathroom. 

Not only would she have said, “Sorry, I’ve got to have a pee.”  She might even have given the front of his trousers a friendly squeeze and added, “Don’t go away. Keep him warm. I’ll be right back.”

Literature and Graphic Art
We can discern a dichotomy between sexual tolerance and prudish distaste in some public attitudes other than those towards public figures. Some are hilariously amusing. For example, some United States locations discourage the airing of personal laundry and sometimes make it downright “illegal” not only because of the “slum” impression they might leave of the locality and the consequent loss of value of “assets” at those locations; but because the public display of “unmentionables” clashes, as one commentator put it, with “the puritan tradition, lingering from the 17th century.”

On the other hand, avant-garde attitudes sometimes allow art to embrace the grossest of obscenities. In the Boston Globe of 24 January 1995, Jeff Jacoby said that those attending an art exhibition sponsored by the National Endowment for the Arts, would have “found out” that public money was being spent to exhibit such art pieces as  “‘Piss Christ’ (Andres Serrano's NEA-funded photographs of a crucifix submerged in his urine)…‘Four Scenes in a Harsh Life’ (Ron Athey's NEA-funded performance that involves slicing a man's back with a scalpel, soaking up the blood on paper towels and dangling them above the audience)… ‘Annie Sprinkle: Post-Porn Modernist’ (the New York Kitchen Theater's NEA-funded show by pornographist Sprinkle, who masturbated on stage with sex toys, inserted a speculum into her vagina and called up audience members to examine her cervix with a flashlight)… [and] Artists Space (the NEA-funded gallery whose exhibits included ‘What is the Proper Way to Display a US Flag,’ which required viewers to walk across an American flag on the floor).”

By these standards, literature would find it challenging, even in 2010, to exercise freedoms that compare with the carefree abandon of the graphic arts. 

Contradictions abound. The freedom for art seems to contradict the prudish distaste for public display of “unmentionables.” So, in the United States and several other communities and cultures, prudishness continues to exist side by side with gross obscenities, especially of violence. We can seldom predict with any certainty what rigour of “moral” attitudes will prevail in any area of modern culture in the years ahead. 

To be specific, we cannot say whether to be explicit in describing the natural act of love between consenting heterosexual adults will be regarded, in future, as obscene or as having a beguiling innocence and charm. Whatever the majority view at the moment, that view will constantly be liable to sudden and fundamental change if only because human nature has not changed. In such a vivid area of human behaviour as sex, debate is always likely to be so intense that outcomes will be volatile and unpredictable. 

Christian and Secular Love

In that debate, the attitude of devout Christians will be important and perhaps crucial. How do the religious usually regard sex and its link with Christianity and the Christian ethic?

The short answer is that pure, asexual Christian love rather than secular love will always be paramount for the devout.    
In the past, whether the society has been prudish or permissive, the tendency has been to regard sexual love as second rate. As the power of the church has waned and the Christian ethic has been diluted or diminished, sexual love has perhaps gained in relative stature; but it has remained second rate in the estimation even of those who have partly or entirely abandoned the Christian religion.

“I’ve got to hand it to them,” an atheist or an agnostic might say, “the religious handle sexual ethics better than we do – they keep sex cleaner.”

As this suggests, the devout and even the less devout hold Christian love or love associated with some other divinity to be the only pure, irreproachable love. This is the focus of the story Divine Love in the present collection.  The text suggests that the writer has been hesitant about publishing the story, for he asks “Is it sacrilege even to consider the possibility that divine and sexual love may be akin and that sexual love may be part of the divine gift to humanity?”

In the end, Angie can only continue “…to reflect on Christian and sexual love. Both were marvellous - a miraculous gift, direct from God; but, she thought, perhaps it was right that they be kept distinct. 
“There was greatness in religion and over the entire variety of its manifestations there was virtue - and there was also vice. There were religious obscenities which were irreconcilable with the Power who has created us, who has given us the joy of love - secular and divine - and to whom we presume to offer our respectful worship.
“We should take joy in them both, Angie thought, and one should not intrude into and restrict the joy we can derive from the other.”
A Theory of Love’s Relativity

One of the stories in this collection suggests that what I have called the fun things associated with sex and our pursuit of them can make our daily life – or much of it - a belly dance. 

Our politicians are not alone in practising spin. We all join in. Consciously or otherwise, each of us dreams up an image we would like to project and works assiduously at having others accept that image as a valid likeness. Hype is everywhere and has come to be employed in more ways the more media are available to help us do it.

Within this general exercise of spin, we spend a large proportion of our lives spinning our sex appeal so that we can satisfy what often seem to be our insatiable sexual needs. 

We want to mate. We are programmed to mate. At its most basic, we are simply programmed to have sexual intercourse for the species to survive. The question is not whether we will do it. The only question is how we will go about it.

During our most active fun-loving years, we might make love two or three times a day – or night – perhaps more, perhaps much more, for quite long periods of months or years. 

The time taken in the sexual act itself is quite short. For the man, it might be no more than five to ten minutes from penetration to ejaculation. Sometimes it will be less. Certainly it is usually much less than the time we take to eat a substantial meal each day. Only a rushed Continental breakfast might compare. 

Rather than take only the real time for the basic act recorded by the clock, we should bring other factors into the equation. One is especially the quality of the time spent in loving. The man’s actual experience of his physical enjoyment of the woman he loves – the blazing five-minutes or so of coition – goes in intensity and ecstasy far beyond anything he will ever experience in any other activity. 

In quality of pleasure, it is or can be unique.

That quality should be calculated in a number of ways, including memorability. Evelyn Waugh wrote of the “remembered pleasure” of an act of love. If it is of high quality, it can be remembered and enjoyed – it can provide pleasurable recollection – for years, perhaps a lifetime afterwards.  The man who made love to Sally at Merimbula or the man who was visited by Jenny in hospital will remember it always. So will she. Both lovers will also remember forever the un-sound-proofed room at the Compleat Angler in which they made love. In the same way, Jeremy and Angie will always remember Jeremy’s turmoil of jealousy at the Weinfest. 

We must calculate that timeless quality into our equation in deciding how much real time our act of love or our episode of loving occupied.

 Even if the quality and memorability are relatively low, an act of love is rarely just a five-minute thing. The five minutes should be raised anywhere between a power of two and a power, let us say, of ten or much more. On some occasions of exquisite recall, the five minutes might be raised to a power even of n – an infinity.

The five minutes becomes, let us say, about half an hour at a power of two. It can become days or months or years when it assumes its proper place under a power of ten or above. Within otherwise forgotten years, a dirty weekend at the coast and the noise the lovers made in the hotel room next door might now occupy such massively delightful slabs of time in recall that nothing else at all seems to have happened in and around that time – in those weeks or months or even years in which the loving occurred. Important as other activities might have seemed on the day before or on the days after he made love to her, they will fade to shadows as time illuminates the lovemaking and its dazzle eclipses the rest. In other words, while memories of other things are extinguished, memories of much of our loving will grow ever more vivid as the years pass.  The time our cherished loving occupies in our memories will constantly expand.  

Even so our calculation of the time occupied by a single random act of love remains inadequate. Quite apart from the sexual act itself, the preparations for it and the glowing moments after it are ruthless pirates of time. Just as ruthless sometimes are the minutes or hours spent in recalling them. 

That is so even though the liaison may have been no more than a spontaneous one-night stand, unpremeditated and perhaps unwise. She left next morning, with a smile and an unforgettable wave of the hand and was never seen again; and yet she lives with you – in memory – still.

She lives more vividly than thousands of other acquaintances and associates who might have spent years in your company before or since. 

We must always acknowledge too that lovemaking can be the act of a glutton or it can be the act of a gourmet. That is the theme of the piece on The Banqueting Table of Love (see The Handkerchief ISBN: 1-4392-1492-1, p.556-7).

Though not always, the woman is usually more inclined to be the gourmet; the man the glutton. The woman nibbles; the man gobbles. The man is often content with a fast-food fuck that might be identified with McDonald’s. The woman prefers a meal prepared by an imaginative Chef in a restaurant whose furnishings are elegant, the lights are dim and even the waiters, as much as the Chef, know every little wrinkle of their art and express it in their quest for a perfect romantic occasion. 

What she wants is a banquet with every dish a delight because:

What she knows – what she has always known – is that the banqueting table of love is crowded with a variety of dishes with an infinite variety of flavours. The nibbling of the goodies may begin with the exchange of glances “across a crowded room” or with a wink in a boutique or a supermarket. The shape, size and colour of her eyes but especially the invitation in them will add flavour for the next hors d’oeuvre. More will come with the sweet taste of her lips as they kiss. That will be a simple but tasty entrée to their main feast of love. He will caress the soft firmness of her breasts, find his way to touch her body. When he caresses her most intimate parts, he will hear the music of her voice as she whispers “Oh, darling.” Now she will begin to touch him, gently caressing him with a love as keen as that with which he caresses her. They will reach a point at which they will be ready to take their main course and, as they feast, the music of love will swell to a heavenly crescendo.

Much of this is no more than a dream – or a dream realised only at a unique moment in a very special sexual relationship. That unique experience may create a myth to be archived and recalled, especially in moments when sentiments have been nourished by external elements: the moon is full and the ocean swell breaks gently on a tropical beach. With soft music, the woman’s partner can transform a dance into – almost - an act of love in itself. 

So do other myths derive from the sexual relationship: especially the myth of the family and the disciplines erected to sustain it. The little home and the white-picket fence, the good Christian – the caring pastor and obedient flock – sustain a belief that can delight but that can also be destructive because of the unreal character of the sexual behaviour it compels.

Narcissistic Love – “The rocks beneath”

If we are to realise our most precious dream – if the music of love is really to swell to a heavenly crescendo – it is sometimes claimed that a powerful narcissistic attraction between the lovers is necessary.  Only then will we enjoy the most perfect banquet of sexual love – and enjoy the banquet and its perfection, perhaps over an entire lifetime. 

In The Human Mirror: The Narcissistic Imperative in Human Behaviour, I wrote:

Sexuality in its most complete and perfect form goes beyond gourmet garnishings, beyond the exquisite longings of pleasurable fantasies whether they have their origin in random experience or fundamental causes, to the ultimate in narcissistic purpose, which is to serve the individual and, as we shall see, the group, in achieving reproduction of the self.  


In short, sex, without more, is ultimately unfulfilling in any ultimate sense to the human personality: “I made love to her a great many times - seven or eight... Afterwards, I felt completely exhausted, blissfully relaxed, as if I had drained off every ounce of sexual desire, and could turn my mind to more important things. Then I went outside...and a girl walked past the area railings, so close that I got a glimpse above the tops of her stockings...I realised with a shock that my sexual desire had not been drained. The well was apparently bottomless...This led me to formulate the notion that sexual perversions are an attempt to escape this oddly unsatisfying element in the normal sexual act...All forms of perversion consist in adding an element of the forbidden to the normal situation... [but] anything ceases to be forbidden once you can persuade someone else to participate in the daydream. Sex becomes the pursuit of an ever-receding goal.” (17)


In Wuthering Heights, Emily Bronte gave memorable expression to her concept of narcissistic love, distinguishing its character from love between a man and a woman in which narcissistic attraction may be weak or absent. Of love for Heathcliff she wrote:


      "If all else perished, and he remained, I should still continue to be; and if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the universe would turn to a mighty stranger: I should not seem a part of it. My love for Linton is like the foliage in the woods; time will change it, I'm well aware, as winter changes the trees - My love for Heathcliff resembles the eternal rocks beneath: - a source of little visible delight, but necessary."

In The Human Mirror, I suggested that “from the experience of the animal, reptile and insect world, we can speculate that nature favors mating selection by the female. She determines the characteristics of her offspring. But how a woman will exercise her ‘ultimate liberation’ is for each individual to decide. The criteria she will use will be complex. She herself will not entirely understand the elements in that complexity or their weightings. But we can be sure that the narcissistic imperative will figure prominently and, for most women, decisively. That will be the norm around which idiosyncratic choice will cluster. 

“The narcissistic resemblance need not be perfect; indeed, for the most part, it isn't and cannot be. Nor will such identity as there is between two partners always be obvious to others. But, if the narcissistic impulse is to be satisfied, a basic resemblance must be there. The monitoring of wedding photographs in the daily and weekly press can be a revealing and rewarding exercise. Sometimes the committed life-partners are as alike as clones or identical twins. But not always. Sometimes the resemblance is marked; sometimes slight; sometimes, deeply as the two-dimensional photographs may be scanned, no resemblance appears at all.


“To explain these differences, we need to look at the motivations for marriage. Marriage partners often come together for reasons having little to do with the fundamental impulses of narcissism. They marry for reasons of sexual attraction; because both like bushwalking or chess or reading books; because they work together in office or factory and their attachment has sprung from close and continuing contiguity - one of the worst reasons for marriage. What we do know is that people marry for a host of reasons many of which might be poor and superficial or, if the reason is simple loneliness, sad. 


“In entering upon marriage or what purports to be an enduring relationship, they may simply be carrying through one of society's designs. They are engaging in a community process: to marry and procreate is an essential element in the survival of the species and, more narrowly, of the community, tribe or family. It has little more binding force than that. So we need to distinguish between a marriage that is the outcome of a narcissistic impulse and a marriage resulting from other motivations or causes.


“In the former, the relationship is likely to be serious, fundamental and enduring - what Bronte called ‘the eternal rocks beneath’ to be distinguished from ‘the foliage in the woods’. That doesn't rule out occasional divertissements, occasional peccadilloes, by either partner during the marriage. Nor does it mean that an ‘eternal rocks’ relationship will never break down. That prospect exists in all marriages; the more so now that people live longer and are mostly richer and more mobile. But a narcissistic link makes it more likely that a relationship will be stable and sustained or return to stability after periodic upheavals. In other words, the narcissistic impulse will be powerful not only in creating the original relationship but also in maintaining and, if need be, restoring it after temporary breakdown. Even so, we can't speak in terms of absolutes. The situation is relative, that is, a relationship founded on the narcissistic impulse is likely to last longer and be more stable than one founded on other causes or motivations.


“For example, a marriage based on sexual attraction will often founder as soon as the novelty and passions of the sexual relationship diminish: ‘Take Claudia’ [David Strang says in Haverleigh of his former Italo-French girlfriend] ‘As neat a bit of fanny as you’d ever find. And in the end I got bored with it.’ (9) If the purpose of the relationship is satisfied by sexual congress, it will begin to die with the sexual act itself, unless further purposes emerge which sexual congress will serve. Much literature deals with ‘a man's hopeless yearning for a perfect woman, who turns out to be a ghost...Whenever he reached out for the girl...'his hands closed on emptiness'...the female body is lusted after and idolised but it remains elusive and out of reach’. (10)


“The ‘perfect woman,’ in this physical sense, leads into the domain of pornography, as well as or distinct from the domain of continuing and ‘mating’ relationships. The sexual object is a fantasy: ‘Seen naked, Celestine was incredibly beautiful, as he had guessed she would be. The skin of her expensively pampered body was like satin to the touch, its tones warm and delicate. Her breasts - each a delicious little handful! Her navel - a round and shallow dimple of enchanting shape, set in a belly so graceful that there could never be another to match it! The rich brown fur between her slender thighs was trimmed short to display to the best advantage the classical contour of her delightful mount of Venus. In short - though there was no reason in the world why any man should have wished to cut short the admiration of her charms when they were so generously offered to his view - her body displayed such a wealth of sensuous harmony to the eyes, the hands and the lips, that Nicolas, involved in aesthetic appreciation, almost forgot the purpose of Celestine's presence in his bed.’. (11)    


“In these passages the ‘perfect woman’ is conceived in erotic terms; but there is another way in which the ‘perfect woman’ - or the ‘perfect man’ - can be defined. Within this definition, we can hypothesize that the ‘yearning for a perfect woman’ - or a woman's yearning for a perfect man - will be satisfied only when the narcissistic impulse is perfectly satisfied. Nothing less will serve. Sexual attraction and its satisfaction through sexual congress will, in itself, lead through frustration to resumption of a never-ending search. The Don Juan and the woman afflicted with what is often crudely labelled as nymphomania epitomize this frustration and eternal quest. 

    “While some other motivations, such as common interests, might maintain the bonds longer, though with less urgency and passion, than sexual attraction, ennui rather than any more dramatic transgression is likely to wear the relationship away. The common interests - in sport or music or whatever - may not in themselves become boring but can be satisfactorily pursued separately from the more intimate relationship. They don't require marriage; and will not, in themselves, give sufficient depth to marriage to sustain the relationship.”

Having said that, we must also affirm again that, for most of us, the ecstasy of the sexual act itself – those moments between the entry of the man’s penis between the vaginal lips and the convulsions of his ejaculation - is without parallel in pleasurable human experience. That is especially, even uniquely so if the couple are in love – and ideally so when they are narcissistically linked. If she is loved and she returns his love, the preparations for making love to her and the enjoyment of the afterglow with her are as precious as or even more precious than the act of coition itself.

The Gluttons and the Gourmets

As in most things, there is good lovemaking and there is bad. Just as there are appetising meals and uplifting philosophy, so there are qualities and varieties of lovemaking that enrich - or debauch.

In the novel The Handkerchief (ISBN: 1-4392-1492-1), the imaginative, sensuous lovemaking of the dreamlike Man Who Winked contrasts with the brutal and aggressive lovemaking of the virtual rapist and both are distinguished from the lovemaking of the “average man” who offers no more than “a bleak, pedantic précis of the ‘poetry of love’ [as] his version of romance.”

Gourmet loving between two gifted players offers one of the richest joys of life.  Even gluttons with their boundless enthusiasms have much to commend them. They always want more and, almost always, it tastes great. The saddest is the love that is boring and merely self-gratifying.

There is a Platonic concept of beauty, of which love is a component. “Beauty itself” or the essence of beauty Plato describes as a “wondrous vision”. It is an "everlasting loveliness which neither comes nor ages, which neither flowers nor fades." It is eternal and isn't "anything that is of the flesh" nor "words" nor "knowledge" but consists "of itself and by itself in an eternal oneness, while every lovely thing partakes of it." As individuals, we can rarely if ever aspire to this perfect vision; but the closer we approach it, the more satisfying our love will be for ourselves and those we love. 
 So, good lovemaking can be wonderful. Bad lovemaking can be devastating. In The Passions of the Mind (pp.318-9) Irving Stone recorded that Freud had a female patient who became physically and chronically ill because her “husband was clumsy, inconsiderate, did not time himself so that his aroused wife could participate, ‘pounced on and rolled off like an animal’.”

If bad lovemaking is not so harmful as to cause illness, it can still be desperately boring and, in the real sense, “dirty.” In The Wasteland, T.S. Eliot wrote:


He, the young man carbuncular, arrives,


A small house agent's clerk, with one bold stare,


One of the low on whom assurance sits


As a silk hat on a Bradford millionaire.


The time is now propitious, as he guesses,



The meal is ended, she is bored and tired,


Endeavours to engage her in caresses


Which are still unreproved, if undesired.


Flushed and decided, he assaults at once;


Exploring hands encounter no defence;


His vanity requires no response,


And makes a welcome of indifference…


Bestows one final patronising kiss,


And gropes his way, finding the stairs unlit...

  
She turns and looks a moment in the glass,


Hardly aware of her departed lover;


Her brain allows one half-formed thought to pass:


'Well now that's done: and I'm glad it's over.'


When lovely woman stoops to folly and 

Paces about her room again, alone,


She smoothes her hair with automatic hand,


And puts a record on the gramophone.


The characters in the stories in this collection belong neither within the “wondrous vision” of Plato nor within the “wasteland” of T.S. Eliot.  As with most of us, they find their place in the vast territory that lies between. 

The literature, whether of philosophers, prostitutes or the public at large, can contribute to our discovering, in our love affairs, what might be called an Aristotelian Golden Mean for the society and for what might satisfy each of us best as individuals. 


The Golden Mean for the society or the individual would not be a “political correctness” but rather a rational choice by free-thinkers in their effort to construct a sustainable happiness. In making that choice, we might construct a society in which men and women are at peace with themselves and with one another and, of course, at peace with the rich variety of wickedness of which both he and she may, in a perfect world, so pleasurably partake.

