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Iptroduction

The term *Victorian® has long conjured images of a prudish
society that viewed women as *passionless" and sought to restrict
sexual expression to the act of procreation. Yet these once
commonly accepted perceptions have been questioned and vigorously
debated in the last few decades. The history of sexuality is an
especially elusive field, for people rarely leave documents
detailing the most intimate aspects of their lives. The records
that are left are limited and often appear to be contradictory.
The same decades that witnessed an outpouring of advice literature
condemning sexual excess also experienced a huge upsurge in the
publishing of erotic fiction. Although both were directed at and
voraciously.consumed by the American public, scholars have devoted
much attention to the advice literature and have largely ignored
the sensationalist‘pamphlet novels. Yet both bodies of literature
are equally wvaluable to the historian who seeks to better
understand Victorian sexual attitudes. Unlike the advice
literature, written primarily by an elite coterie of physicians,
teachers and clergymen who imposed their prescriptives upon the
reader, the pamphlet novels were tailored to suit the public's

taste in order to achieve commercial success. As relics of



popular culture, these novels can offer insights unattainable by

studying advice literature alone.

The influx of prescriptive literature and erotic fiction was
partially due to a revolution of the American printing industry

during the second quarter of the nineteenth century. Innovations

in technology such as the steam-driven cylinder press made it more

economical and quicker to print books. The development of

extensive railroad and canal systems to transport reading material

gave rise to a network in which, for the first time, large

Quantities of inexpensive books could be distributed to the

public. As late as the end of the eighteenth century, a

publisher's first printing of a novel ran somewhere between three

hundred and fifteen hundred copies. By 1825, however, a press run

of ten thousand copies for a novel was not uncommon.!?! Newspapers

and magazines were full of enthusiastic commentary about the *age

of novel writing." It seemed as if everyone was heeding the

advice of a Putpnam’s magazine reviewer who wrote in October, 1854,

Novels are one of the features of our age. We know not what
we would do without them ... Do you wish to instruct, to
convince, to please? Write a novel! Have you a system of
religion or politics or manners or social life to inculcate?
Write a novel! ... And lastly, not least, but loftiest ...

would you make money? Then, in Pluto’s and Mammon’s name!
Write a novell?

The emergence of a large-scale print industry coincided with
rising literacy rates, Figures for the 1850 census indicate a

highly literate white population: nearly identical rates of over

lcathy N. Davidson, Revolution and the Word: The Rise of the Novel in
America (MNew York: Oxford University Press, 1986}, 17.

2Nina Baym, HNeovels. Readers and Reviewers; Responses to Fiction in

Antebellum America (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984), 32.



Y0V for both men and women . ?

Yet as Cathy Davidson has noted,
such statistics are que

Btionable as accurate reflections of
literacy,

and quantifying these rates poses a difficult problem.

Des { FE3 : ;
pite such difficulties a general consensus exists among
historians that

throughout the eighteenth century, and

particularly after the Revolutionary war, literacy rates rose.
A significant proportion of this increasingly literate
opulatj : : . : - ’
population spent its leisure hours reading erotic fiction. During

the 1840s racy fiction comprised almost two-thirds of American
novels published in that decade.

This increase resulted from
publishers’

redoubled efforts to satisfy the demand for erotica

after an 1842 federal sStatute prohibited the importation of vall
indecent and obscene prints, paintings, lithographs,

engravings,
and transparencies. S

Prior to 1842, the appetite for such

literature had been fed Primarily by French authors. Even after

the import ban statute was passed, American publishers reprinted
cheap translations of French novels due to the lack of

international copyright laws. Yet the ban significantly opened up

the market to American writers, and they responded with their own

brand of erotic fiction.: One author in particular, George

Lippard, is credited with spawning the "city mystery" novels, a

*Davidson, Revolution and the Word, S57.

d4what has been often used as a standard for determining literacy are
signatures on official documents, particularly land deeds. Inherent in
such criteria are biases which ignore women, pecple of lower economic
classes and people of coleor. Furthermore, discrepancies within that system
have also been discovered. For example, often on one document a person
will sign his/her name, and on another document they have signed an 'x.°

Alsc it has been discovered in some cases that a third person transcribed
names onto ocfficial deocuments.
°David Reynolds, Beneath the American Renaissance

(New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, Inc., 1988),

214-215, and Section 28 cof Chapter CCLXX, August 30,
1842 Statute in United States Statutes at Large., Vol.

5, Public Laws, 567.



genre of Sensationalistic exposés of sin and sexual vice that

lurked in America's big cities. Lippard is best known for The
Quaker City,

Or The Monks of Monk Hall, which reportedly sold more
copies than any other American novel before Uncle Tom's Cabin.®

Partially to feed the public's constant demand for racy

literature, and also due to the exigencies of making a living at

an extremely low-profit profession, these authors often wrote new

novels every year, some producing several annually.

Equally prolific were writers of prescriptive literature.

Historian Ronald Walters notes a "flood of cautionary literature

carried ... to the masses after 1830."7 Undoubtedly, the

astronomical increase of such writings can be partly explained by

the printing revolution. Yet scholars who have studied the

subject contend that the relative volume of sexual advice

literature grew. Moreover, the tone of such material became

markedly more ominous with added emphasis on the urgency to

regulate sexuality.® This change in tone was due to the treatment

of sexuality by physicians as a mental and physical problem. Up
until this time, cautionary literature had addressed sexuality as

a moral issue.
Beginning in the 1830s and 1840s, scores of doctors lectured
widely and published works on the harmful consequences of

excessive sexual indulgence. They claimed their writings were

scientific and often used statistical “"evidence* to substantiate

6Reynolds, Beneath the American Renaissance, 207.

’Ronald Walters, Primers For Prudery: Sexual Advice to Victorian America

(New Jersey: Prentice Hall, Inc., 1874}, 10.

SWalters, Primers For Prudery, 10 and Stephen Nissenbaum, Sex, Diet. and
Debility in Jacksonian Amexica (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1980), 26.



their arguments. Despite a considerable range of opinions, advice

writers operated within a certain cultural consensus about proper
boundaries for sexual behavior. They all agreed that the sexual
instinct needed strict guidance and proper channeling or a myriad
of mental and Physical ailments would result, There was a
distinct difference in the way authors of prescriptive literature
viewed this sexual instinct in men and women. In men, sexual
passion was readily acknowledged: the female sexual instinct, on
the other hand, was clouded in ambiguity, its very existence
questioned.

A complex dynamic existed between writers of the two genres.
Those who wrote prescriptive material condemned the eroticism of
sensationalist novels. They vehemently exhorted their readers to
avoid such literature, charging that erotic novels contained
subversive ideas that would infiltrate pure minds and lead to
depravity. Sensationalist authors, on the other hand, defended
themselves against such accusations with equal fervor. Emploving
the very language of their critics, they claimed that they aiso
sought to warn and instruct the virtuous against the evils of the
world.

There are some obvious limitations to using prescriptive
literature and erotic novels as historical documents. Advice
manuals describe ideals rather than reality. The effect this
literature had on its readers' behavior is difficult to ascertain.
The same holds true for erotic novels. Although denocunced for
containing “subversive® messages, racy novels can not be measured

for their pernicious influence. A further restriction lies in the



type of people who wrote these books. Advice writers and erotic

novelists were almost exclusively white men. Thus, in advice

manuals and racy novels, men were dictating or portraying a male

conception of female sexuality.

This study will not attempt to gauge the effect advice

manuals or racy fiction had on their audiences. It will, however,

explore the images of female sexuality contained in both types of

literature. aAdvice writers championed the ideal of a chaste and

"Passionless* Victorian lady. Sensationalist authors eroticized

female sexuality in a way that directly challenged that ideal.
These contradictory messages need to be examined within the

context of one another in order to achieve a greater understanding

of Victorian attitudes about female sexuality.



Background On Advice Literature

Before embarking on a comparative analysis of advice
literature and erotic novels it is necessary to give a brief
background of the two genres. Prescriptive literature consists of
medical advice literature written by physicians and conduct
manuals written by clergymen and moralists. The medical advice
literature explicitly addresses sexuality. It is the emergence of
these writings which historians refer to as evidence of a change
in tone of cautionary literature. The conduct manuals, which
describe general etiquette, are important because significant
overlap in authors and subject matter exists.

Historian Stephen Nissenbaum details a short bibliography of
pre-1830 cautionary literature about sex. Printed works regarding
sexuality were rare in the colonial period, and only occasional
sermons against sexual misconduct appeared. Benjamin Wadsworth, a
Boston minister, published a sermon on adultery in 1716, and
almost exactly a century later "Parson" Mason Locke Weems wrote a
somewhat more lurid tract on the same subject. In 1723 Cotton
Mather anonymously published a pamphlet on the evils of
masturbation. The following year a Boston reprint of an
anonymous, and more explicit, sixty-five page British work
entitled Qpnania appeared. This is the extent of cautionary

literature regarding sex until the 1830s.°

INissenbaum, Sex. Diet. and Debility in Jacksonian America, 26.



There was, however, an undercurrent of popular noncautjionary
literature written about sexuality. The most notable of these
works was the *aristotle- series, which was first published
anonymously in England in the mid-seventesith century. This
Serles, written under the pseudonym of Aristotle, combined
weitings of the Greek philosopher with legends, folklore, ancient
medical practices, ang mysticism of the sexual act into a digest
of information. rThe first American edition was published in 1766,
and in the next eighty Years more than one hundred editions were
printed under varying titles and with changing texts. The most
popular title of the series, Aristotle's Master Piece, appeared in
at least twenty-seven American editions between 1766 and 1831.
Historians John and Robin Haller write, "éhe pamphlets were a
valuable source of erotic and medical lore ... The name Aristotle
lent respectability, and the erotic nature of the poetic passages
made the pamphlets appealing. "10

The Aristotle volumes were essentially descriptive and
portrayed sex as a beneficial and mutually pleasurable experience.
Sex "eases and lightens the body, clears the mind, comforts the
head and senses, and expels melancholy." “Aristotle* believed

that sexual intercourse should be passionate and recognized its

animalistic qualities. During sex people should be "furious when

they couple The act of coition should be performed with the

greatest ardor and intenseness of desire possible, or else they

10John and Robin Haller, The Physician and Sexuality in Victorian America

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1974}, 94.



may am well ler
let it alone, =1 The anonymous author did not limit

such sensual '
feelings to men alone, as later advice writers did,

but recognize
gnized that women were sexual beings as well.

The use "
of the Aristotle series" as evidence of a change in

the tone of ipt i :
Prescriptive literature requires qualification.

Strictly speakj
bPeaking, these volumes were not the eighteenth-century

equivalent i :
Qu Of Victorian sexual advice manuals. They did not

provide "advicew
1ce" so much ag present "facts of life." Unlike the

nineteenth-¢ f e d
SOtUry prescriptives, the Aristotle series was not

written i "
by elite or “respectable* members of society. By modern

tanda '
standards, the self-proclaimed medical experts of the 1830s and

eyond i
bey often held dubious Credentials. Yet, in their time these

writers w
ére generally accepted as leading authorities. The

Aristotle
tracts, on the other hand, were anonymously penned and

widely considered as obscene. a seduction trial of the 1840s

illustrates this last point. In the trial of Reverend Issachar

Grosscup for the seduction of Roxana Wheeler, the defense
attempted to portray the young woman as promiscuous. To bolste?
their case, the lawyers argued that her character had been
corrupted and defiled long before she met Reverend Grosscup, for
someone had testified to seeing Roxana reading Aristotle's Master
IﬂLESHﬁ-lz

1las quoted in Stephen Nissenbaum, Se iet, a
America, 27.

12rrial of Rev., Issachar Grosscup, (n. p., n. d.), 67. The defense told
the jury, "Was she first degraded and seduced in that privy on the evening

of the 5th day of June, 18462 No! No!! Gentlemen, she was found perusing
bocks, so filthy, so obscene, as to be unfit for the perusal of even men,
much less of women and young girls ... Do you believe it has taken three

years to complete the work begun by Midnight Scenes and Aristotle's
Masterpiece?"



The nature of Public discourse on sexual
12830s. Th

ity changed in the

€ spar i ;
barse Cautionary literature prior to the 1830s had
1 written ini
been w ten by ministers who wrote about sexuality in moral

They limiteg their Temarks to sexual

el 1
namely adultery ang masturbation,

terms. i '
'transgressions,

and did not address sexuality in

neral. The Ari : 3 1
gen Aristotle tracts, ag evidenced by their multitude of

editions, seem to have £filled the void. The last known edition of

2ricr 1 W - Pi3

Was printed in 1831, a symbolic date in

that 1t signaled the turning of the tide. The decade of the 1830s

wit 1 : ) .
witnessed a plethora of medical writers who conceived of sexuality

o ) .
as a medical ang Physiclogical Phenomenon. Unlike the Aristotle

series, the medical Cracts contained excessive moralizing on the

destructive consequences of unbridled sexuality. American medical

creatises on sexuality appeared as early as Benjamin Rush's

Medical Tnguiries ang Observations., upon the Diseases of the Mind

illustrating that changes in sexual attitudes cannot be

(1812),

dated with precision. However, it is safe to say that the decades

after the 1830s experienced a significant shift in both the types
of people writing about sexuality and the messages they advocated.
Sylvester Graham is cited by many as the person instrumental
in provoking this change. Stephen Nissenbaum points to Graham as
the first writer to *"formulate a cohereﬁt physiological analysis
of the various new anxieties about the human body that had emerged
by the 1830s, and to propose a systematic regimen he believed
would assuage them. =13 Graham believed that the various diseases

affecting American men were caused by too fregquent sexual

13Nissenbaum, preface, Sex, Diet, and Debility in Jacksonian America, ix.

10

























































































































































