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INTRODUCTION

I

Successful novels often have bizarre publishing histories. The writing and the publication of Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure, commonly known as Fanny Hill, are still as much shrouded in mystery as the life of its author, John Cleland, although William H. Epstein’s biography has contributed much towards a more satisfactory reconstruction of Cleland’s chequered career. Of Scottish parentage, John Cleland was born in 1710, the eldest son of William Cleland, an officer and friend of Pope. John was entered at Westminster School in 1721 and remained there until his sudden departure in 1723. Then, as now, this sort of schooling seemed to have opened the right doors at the right time, for Cleland soon went east, as did many another promising young man, joining the East India Company in 1728. He remained in its services until 1740 and rose from simple soldier to the moderately dizzying heights of businessman and, towards the end of this more fortunate period of his life, secretary of the Bombay Council.

But John Cleland was not born under a lucky star. His career came to an abrupt end in 1740 when he left Bombay and returned to Europe with little financial means left. There is some evidence that he then went on a sort of ‘Little Tour’ of Europe, not being able to afford the customary ‘Grand Tour’ of a gentleman. Arriving in London in August 1741, he suffered another blow through the death of Cleland père, which to the son meant even more pecuniary difficulties. Cleland joined the poorly paid crowd of Grub Street hacks and on several occasions got to know the inside of a debtor’s prison. Between 23 February 1748 and 6 March 1749 he was confined in the Fleet Prison for debt, employing his time by revising and rewriting a draft of a novel entitled Fanny Hill. Both volumes of Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure, the final title, were published before Cleland’s release, the first in November 1748 and the second in February 1749. It is quite possible that Ralph Griffiths, the publisher of the book, who used his brother’s name, Fenton Griffiths, as a cover, secured Cleland’s release from prison by paying some of his debts in exchange for the right to publish the novel. Not surprisingly, we find John Cleland three months later as a founding contributor to the Monthly Review, a periodical Griffiths published successfully from May/June 1749 and which remained influential beyond the end of the eighteenth century.

Cleland’s later career as a literary hack, Grub Street writer, and journalist was not that of a crank, as some critics would have it, but exemplified the life and work of a moderately gifted, if unsuccessful, eighteenth-century man who found himself influenced by the various and sometimes admittedly odd currents of the Enlightenment. Financially, he could hardly have been satisfied with the £20 he was paid by Griffiths for Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure – Griffiths received the lion’s share, but with only 750 copies sold of the first edition, John Nichols’s claim in the Gentleman’s Magazine of February 1789 (p. 180) that the novel earned the publisher £10,000 must be dismissed as an exaggerated estimate. Cleland depended on his pen for a living, and he tried every promising avenue, in fiction and literary criticism, and even the sciences. Eighteenth-century authors and publishers were as commercially shrewd as their modern successors in the Hollywood film business. Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure and its cleaned-up version, prepared by Cleland and first sold in 1750, were successful sellers. And success called for at least one sequel. So John Cleland set to work and exploited the newly found mine. In November 1751, he had his Memoirs of a Coxcomb published, again anonymously, the title indicating that this was another novel of secret confessions, with Frances Hill replaced by a male hero. In many respects, the plot, the language, and the form of this novel correspond to Fanny Hill. However, the amorous adventures of Sir William Delamore, a telling name indeed, did not find many readers, although Smollett gave the novel a laudatory critique in the Monthly Review. Smollett was only paying back his due to Cleland who, in March 1751, had favourably reviewed Peregrine Pickle in the same periodical. What Memoirs of a Coxcomb lacked was the spice of the erotic scenes in Fanny Hill. As there was no shortage of erotic novels in the 1750s, with France providing more erotica than English readers could cope with, Cleland’s second work of fiction soon sank into oblivion. He tried his hand three more times in the realm of erotic fiction, each time with diminishing success. In May 1752 was published Memoirs Illustrating the Manners of the Present Age, a translation of Charles Pineau Duclos’s chronique scandaleuse of 1751 of which Cleland did volume 11. This second part is concerned with the numerous and entertaining intrigues and gallantries of a young aristocrat, clearly Cleland’s literary domain. In the preface, he made some very interesting remarks about the nature of fiction, while defending the moderate use of obscenity for moral purposes – quite a radical opinion for a British writer. He also hinted at his knowledge of French authors, such as Fénelon, Scarron, Lesage, Marivaux, and, most important in view of his influence on Cleland, Crébillon fils. Cleland’s translation of Duclos’s fictitious memoirs sold badly; his four erotic novellas or ‘romances’, published after 1760 and collected in The Surprizes of Love (Dublin, 1764; reprinted London, 1765) and his last novel, in three volumes, The Woman of Honour (London, 1768) were also unsuccessful.

In the eighteenth century life as a literary hack was anything but easy. Competition being as tough as it could be, one had to have one’s ear to the ground in almost every area of literature and science to earn sufficient money. Hence it is hardly surprising to find Cleland trying poetry and theatrical writing in the 1750s. But again he was unsuccessful. His tragedy, Titus Vespasian, was rejected by Garrick but printed ‘for the author’ in 1755, quite a normal procedure with plays whether successful or not, and reprinted by Griffiths in 1760. This was followed in 1758 by Tombo-Chiqui: or, the American Savage, which, like The Ladies Subscription, a light entertainment, was never performed. Cleland’s poem, The Times! An Epistle to Flavian, a work of 264 lines published in October 1759, merely received a brief notice in the Monthly Review. It harped on his favourite themes since 1748 – the balance of reason and erotic passion, the ludicrousness of fashionable life, and the central place of genuine love.

Thereafter, John Cleland launched into non-literary territory, joining such contemporaries as ‘Sir’ John Hill, who also dabbled in scientific research and wrote fiction. The searching forces of Enlightenment enthusiasm in the sciences produced a welter of para-medical works on sex and sexuality. Whether in botany, where Linnaeus and others applied human sexual terminology to plants and were ridiculed for it, or in medicine, where quacks and ‘empiricks’ reported on the births of rabbits and monsters to women, there was a great and ever-increasing activity in research and writing, though the writings were not always scientific in the modern sense. Cases of sexual hybrids naturally received ample attention. Even Henry Fielding, a respectable author who was normally above such sexually equivocal matters, published a work in 1746, although protected by anonymity, which is entitled The Female Husband and deals in a rather prurient manner with the case of Mary Hamilton, a transvestite arrested and tried at Wells in 1746 for posing and marrying as a man. In 1751, John Cleland tried to jump on the bandwagon of titillating publications on sex with his translation of the Italian Professor Bianchi’s account of the transvestite adventures and amours of Catherine Vizzani. The Monthly Review announced the elaborate title of the sixty-six page booklet in March 1751:

[An] His[toric]al and Phy[s]ic[al] Dissertation On the Case of Catherine Vizzani, Containing the Adventures of a young Woman, born at Rome, who for eight Years passed in the Habit of a Man, was killed for an Amour with a young Lady; and being found, on Dissection, a true Virgin, narrowly escaped being treated as a Saint by the Populace. With some Curious and Anatomical Remarks on the Nature and Existence of the Hymen. By Giovanni Bianchi, Professor of Anatomy at Sienna, the Surgeon who dissected her. To which are added, certain needful Remarks by the English Editor.

The ‘dissertation’ catered for the sexual interests of middle-class readers with salacious details published under the veil of medical and scientific respectability. The last quarter of this booklet shows Cleland miles away from the philosophy of erotic pleasure he propagated in Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure. Hard-pressed financially and trying to protect himself and the publisher against prosecution, he succumbed to bourgeois expectations in a moral tone and an unconvincing piety. At any rate, such treatises apparently whetted his appetite for medical research. By 1761 he had finished a work of his own, The Institutes of Health, which was marketed by Beckett and Davies. In the style of the notorious, although frequently misunderstood, sexologist James Graham, who caused some stir a decade later, John Cleland explained in this work his loss of ‘stamina’, due to ‘abandoned intemperance of all sorts’. The rescue he prescribed was the Cleland method, a system of personal hygiene and discoveries in ‘that capitally interesting branch of physic, the prophylactic’. The title of his last para-medical work indicates the strong speculative element in eighteenth-century scientific writings: Phisiological Reveries; it was a pamphlet of not more than twenty-six pages and appeared in the autumn of 1765. The short treatise drew parallels between saliva and semen, expanded on the belief that animals breathe through the pores of their skins and even assessed the danger of fevers. Reacting to this scholarly attempt of an amateur, the Critical Review judged Cleland a ‘superficial pathologist’, while suggesting that he ask ‘pardon for the whole performance’. Cleland did not apologize, but he stopped writing on medical subjects and concentrated on linguistics, another hobby-horse of his.

With moderate success, Cleland had already translated in 1753 – again for Ralph Griffiths – Jean-François Dreux du Radier’s Dictionnaire d’amour, first published at The Hague in 1741. It was reprinted in 1776 and had a considerable number of entries by Cleland, who substituted his own definitions for references to French literature and history in the original. In the late 1760s he tried to prove with the help of etymology that Celtic was the original European language. The Way to Things by Words and to Words by Things (1766) was followed only two years later by Specimen of an Etimological Vocabulary and complemented in 1769 by Additional Articles on the Specimen.

Cleland’s unsuccessful attempts as a writer of journalism and as a researcher in medical science and linguistics are by no means singular for the eighteenth century. In the Age of Enlightenment one had to be extraordinary or extraordinarily clever to make one’s voice heard in any field. If John Cleland’s name has not disappeared and if he has gone down in literary history as a writer, it is because of one book, Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure. Ironically enough, it is not the work he himself cherished most. Defending himself in a letter to Stanhope in November 1749, he pointed out his ‘low abject condition’ as an excuse for writing a novel he wished ‘buried and forgot’. But as he was trying to exonerate himself in this instance, his words ought to be taken with a grain of salt. However, there is every reason to assume that Cleland did not expect his erotic story of a prostitute’s rise to respectability to become one of the most successful novels of all time. Impoverished and virtually unknown, John Cleland died in Westminster in January 1789. But Fanny Hill, his brain-child, lived on and was at that time just beginning to acquire literary fame.

II

It has often been assumed that it was during his imprisonment that John Cleland wrote Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure. But this was probably not so. He merely revised and enlarged an earlier draft of the novel he had had in his possession since the 1730s. The first volume of the original edition of Memoirs was made known to the public in the General Advertiser for 21 November 1748:

This Day is Published, (Price 3s.)
MEMOIRS of a WOMAN of PLEASURE.
Written by a PERSON of QUALITY.
Printed for G. FENTON, in the Strand.

The reference to the ‘person of quality’ was left out in later ads, and the second volume was announced in the London Evening-Post between 14–16 February 1749:

This Day is publish’d, Price 3s.
The Second and Last Volume of
MEMOIRS of a WOMAN of PLEASURE.
Printed for G. Fenton, at No. 12, in Exeter Exchange in the Strand.

Towards the end of March 1749, the General Advertiser carried an ad offering both volumes at six shillings. If this is the publishing history of the novel, its genesis is more complicated. Cleland disclosed some of it in his letter to Lovel Stanhope, the Law Clerk in the Secretary of State’s office, when he was asked to give an account of his share in the book. On 13 November 1749, Cleland wrote:

The plan of the first Part was originally given me by a young gentleman of the greatest hopes that ever I knew, (Brother to a nobleman now Ambassadour at a Foreign Court,) above eighteen years ago, on an occasion immaterial to mention here.

This I never dreamt of preparing for the Press, till being under confinement in the Fleet, at my leisure hours, I altered, added to, transposed, and in short new-cast: when, on showing it to some whose opinion I unfortunately preferred to my own, and being made to consider it as a ressource, I published the first part. And not till near four months after the Second: which had been promised, and would most surely have never been proceeded to had I been in the least made sensible of the first having given any offence: and indeed I now wonder it could so long, escape the Vigilance of the Guardians of the Public Manners, since, nothing is truer, than that more Clergymen bought it, in proportion, than any other distinction of men.

There is some evidence that would seem to corroborate Cleland’s assertion that a manuscript of what was to become Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure was already in existence in the early 1730s. To begin with, it was not at all unusual for licentious books to circulate in manuscript form. In countries such as France, where censorship was stricter than in Britain and thus forced libertine erotica into the underground world of publishing, a great number of novels and such obscene works as Parapilla (first published in 1776 and attributed to Charles Borde) and Senac de Meilhan’s La Foutro-Manie (1780) as well as some of Voltaire’s erotica – La Pucelle d’Orléans, for instance – were well known as manuscripts before being printed. In Britain, the libertines’ clubs aped similar French societies and enjoyed erotic as well as obscene writings which were often provided by their members and were not always in print. Thus John Wilkes’s obscene Essay on Woman and the ribald poems published with it were probably read to the ‘Medmenham monks’ forming the Hell-Fire Club before these poems came to prominence and notoriety in the Wilkes scandal. The records of ‘The Most Ancient and Puissant Order of the Beggar’s Benison and Merryland’, a club of would-be libertines flourishing from 1732 to 1836, contain an interesting entry on St Andrew’s Day, 1737, when ‘two nymphs, eighteen and nineteen, [were] exhibited’ and ‘Fanny Hill was read’. One of the founding members of this club was Robert Cleland, and if he was related to John Cleland – a possibility Alan Bold, the editor of a recent edition of the records, has failed to explore – it is imaginable that the first draft of the novel was read to the assembled members who ‘broke up at 3 o’clock a.m.’. In Boswell’s journals there are also two passages where Cleland asserts that a first version of Memoirs was written in the 1730s.

John Cleland’s arrest on 10 November 1749, in all probability a result of the ‘pious indignation of my Lords the Bishops’, as Cleland assumed in a letter to the Secretary of State’s office cited above, was of course an excellent advertisement for his erotic novel. In his letter, Cleland explained that the bishops could ‘take no step towards punishing the Author’ that would not ‘powerfully contribute to the notoriety of the book’. Just before the government issued a warrant for the arrest of the author, printer, and publisher of Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure on 8 November 1749, Cleland had anonymously published a pamphlet entitled The Case of the Unfortunate Bosavern Penlez (7 November 1749), which he reviewed himself in the Monthly Review shortly afterwards. In this publication he criticized the government for the recent execution in October of a twenty-year-old peruke-maker, Bosavern Penlez, who had become involved in disturbances in the Strand in which several sailors burned a brothel and incited the local populace to join them. Although The Case had strong political overtones and voiced a good deal of the public sympathy for the young scapegoat, it is highly unlikely that the government would have identified the author of the anonymous pamphlet within a day and then arrested Cleland and Griffiths on a different charge. The persons charged in connection with the publication of Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure were soon released on a recognizance of £100. Within a few months, Cleland had prepared an abridged and bowdlerized version of his novel which the General Advertiser announced on 8 March 1750:

This Day is Publish’d,
Compleat in One Pocket Volume, Price bound 3s.
MEMOIRS of FANNY HILL.
If I have painted Vice in its gayest Colours, if I have deck’d
it with Flowers, it has been solely in order to make the worthier,
the solemner Sacrifice of it to VIRTUE.       Vide p. 273.
Printed for R. Griffiths, at the Dunciad in St. Paul’s Church-yard.
Of whom may be had, in Two Volumes, Price 6s.
Memoirs of the celebrated Mrs. Lætitia Pilkington.

After a few days, Thomas Sherlock, the Bishop of London, wrote to Newcastle as Secretary of State. ‘I beg of your Grace,’ he urged him, ‘to give proper orders, to stop the progress of this vile Book, which is an open insult upon Religion and good manners, and a reproach to the Honour of the Government, and the Law of the Country.’ Nothing much came of this, despite another warrant for the arrest of the author, printer, and publisher of this version of the novel. Cleland and Griffiths were again arrested on 16 March, but there is no evidence of legal action having been taken. In fact, John Cleland seems to have profited from his subsequent appearance before the Privy Council, for John Earl Granville, the Lord President, apparently arranged for him to receive a pension of £100 per annum, which he seems to have enjoyed until his death, possibly on the tacit agreement that he write journalistic articles in favour of the government.

In view of the literary evaluation of Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure over the centuries, it is of some interest to consider its publishing history after 1749. David Foxon has rightly suggested in his Libertine Literature (p. 61) that the action taken against the novel in that year seems to be related to the sodomitical passage in volume 11 recording Fanny’s voyeuristic observation of a homosexual encounter in an inn. Only the first edition includes two paragraphs in Cleland’s euphemistic style providing the anatomical details of the episode. All subsequent editions, excepting Drybutter’s version of 1757 (he was apparently put in the pillory for this publication), excluded these passages, yet internal evidence and Cleland’s reference to sodomy in his letter to the Secretary of State’s office on 13 November 1749 suggest that it was indeed Cleland who wrote the episode and that it is not a later addition. The bowdlerized version of the novel Cleland prepared for Griffiths and which appeared in March 1750 as Memoirs of Fanny Hill (the first edition of this book is lost) omitted the sexual details, reducing the text by a third and dividing it into eleven letters instead of the original two. Unperturbed by the earlier prosecution, Griffiths tried to ‘hype’ this abridged version in the Monthly Review for March 1750:

Though this book is said to be taken from a very loose work, printed about two years ago, in two volumes, and on that account a strong prejudice has arisen against it, yet it does not appear to us that this performance, whatever the two volumes might be, (for we have not seen them) has any thing in it more offensive to decency, or delicacy of sentiment and expression, than our novels and books of entertainment in general have: For, in truth, they are most of them (especially our comedies, and not a few of our tragedies) but too faulty in this respect…

As to the step lately taken to suppress this book, we really are at a loss to account for it; yet, perhaps, all wonder on this head will cease, when we consider how liable great men are to be misinformed, how frequently obliged to see with other men’s eyes, and hear with other people’s ears.

[image: Images] The news-papers inform us, that the celebrated history of Tom Jones has been suppressed in France, as an immoral work.

After 1750, Fanny Hill, as the book was now often referred to, kept selling slowly but steadily, in several versions and numerous pirate editions, though the text of the first edition was apparently not reprinted after Drybutter’s unsuccessful attempt in 1757.

In the 1760s publishers were beginning to turn out illustrated editions of the novel. Rather than enhancing the text, the pictorial material, often badly executed, exaggerated and did much harm to Memoirs – a rare exception is the edition of 1766 with engravings attributed to Gravelot. If Fanny Hill acquired a bad name and was relegated for more than two centuries to the realm of ‘pornography’, it was mainly because of the illustrations. James Gillray alluded to Fanny Hill as an ‘immoral book’ in a pictorial satire dated 1786 and entitled ‘A Sale of English-Beauties in the East Indies’. In 1796 Mrs Errington, an alleged nymphomaniac, was tried for adultery. The published trial report of the case contains the statement of a witness who deposed that Mrs Errington had shown her a book on several occasions ‘which she said was the Woman of Pleasure… that there were a great many indecent pictures in such book, which she seemed to take pleasure in shewing the deponent’. By this time, both critical and public opinion had assigned Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure to the canon of naughty books. In his bibliography of prohibited books, Catena Librorum Tacendorum (London, 1885; reprinted New York, 1962), Henry Spencer Ashbee listed twenty English editions of the novel between 1749 and 1845, while the catalogue of the British Library records eight English registered editions for the eighteenth century. One may assume that there were many more which are no longer extant. The major English erotica and the licentious magazines of the late eighteenth century and the early nineteenth century refer to Memoirs as the classic erotic novel to be read with the works of Ovid, Aretino, Rochester, and Wilkes.

Given the powerful visual attraction of the pictorial material in many editions, the text was never discussed objectively in the nineteenth century. Instead, imitations of the title and form of Memoirs tried to exploit the perennial success of the novel. The bourgeois nineteenth century could not appreciate the philosophy of sexual pleasure propagated by Cleland’s heroine. Memoirs was read mainly because of its erotic appeal, though its periphrastic style was beginning to disturb readers who were now demanding more ‘realistic’ expressions. The twentieth century first pushed Memoirs into the limited-editions bracket while critical voices still denied the book any claim to literary value. Fanny Hill had to stand trial, first in New York, after the publication of the Putnam edition in 1963, and then in Europe, for the literary discussion of the novel (after the legal and moral aspects had been debated ad nauseam) to be resumed. Since then, a number of relevant studies, notably Peter Naumann’s formidable and detailed analysis, have proved beyond a doubt that Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure is an important, albeit slanted – if not slandered – work of eighteenth-century fiction that deserves a place beside the novels of Richardson, Fielding, and Smollett. Until the early 1960s, scholars of literature found the sexual aspects of Memoirs distasteful and decided that ignoring the history of licentious fiction and eighteenth-century pornography was preferable to having to deal with the uncomfortable, if significant, problem of human sexuality as portrayed in literature. Given the importance of literary pornography as a vehicle of revolutionary thought in the Age of Enlightenment, it seems hardly credible that literary historians have sacrificed both historical and literary accuracy for the sake of twentieth-century propriety, ignoring the enormous bulk of aggressive, anti clerical, and anti-aristocratic erotica propagating ideas of moral, philosophical, and political revolution. Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure is revolutionary in its open message to enjoy sex and sexuality, a message that ran counter to what novelists such as Defoe and Richardson had told their readers. Like other eighteenth-century licentious fiction, Memoirs is neither worthless nor negligible when seen in relation to the advancement of science, the teaching of the philosophes, and the forces behind the French Revolution. John Cleland’s novel is unique in that it combines elements of both French and English literature in a secularized parody of the Christian confession; it also combines two literary forms, the whore biography and the whore dialogue, melding them into what became the outstanding novel of English erotic fiction.

III

Cleland’s plot in Memoirs betrays his borrowing from the whore biography and especially from Hogarth’s A Harlot’s Progress, although Fanny’s fate is a prosperous one and thus a mocking parody of the warning moralism as shown in Defoe’s novels and Hogarth’s engravings. While the lives of the better-known whores in English fiction, poetry, and pictorial series before 1748 ended in misery and death through disease or hanging, Fanny Hill rises from poverty to a middle-class existence as a wife and mother via several stages of prostitution. Like Moll Hackabout in Hogarth’s A Harlot’s Progress, Fanny is initially a naïve and innocent girl. The death of her parents forces her to seek her fortune in London. Left in the lurch by her girlfriend, Fanny is picked up at a registry office by an old bawd, Mrs Brown, who takes her home. Such scenes of innocent country girls being gulled by experienced city dwellers had often been described in both literary and pictorial satire, and Cleland was clearly acquainted with this tradition. It is in Mrs Brown’s bawdy-house that Fanny undergoes sexual training, so to speak, advancing from innocence to curiosity and sexual desire while schooled by Phoebe, her bedfellow. As Fanny’s tutor, Phoebe is deputized by Mrs Brown to initiate the new disciple into her role as an object of pleasure for men. At this stage, Cleland incorporates into his novel the philosophy of sexual pleasure as exemplified by several decades of libertine French fiction.

Through lesbian sex, Fanny discovers erotic pleasure. However, her first male customer, Mr Crofts, an ugly old lecher who has bought Fanny’s maidenhead from Mrs Brown, thoroughly spoils whatever appetite Fanny may have developed. Shocked by his violence, Fanny falls ill. But Phoebe’s gentle instruction, and especially scenes of voyeurism, rekindle the heroine’s sexual interest and even desire. After secretly watching an encounter between ‘the venerable mother abbess herself’ and a ‘tall, brawny, young horse grenadier’, a scene that gains a comical-grotesque dimension by dint of Mrs Brown’s physical appearance and Fanny’s ironic hindsight report, Fanny loses her moral innocence. And when she has seen her colleague Polly’s copulation with an Italian customer, neither Phoebe’s lesbian manipulations nor Fanny’s auto-eroticism are able to quench the flames of aroused sexuality.

Cleland describes this arousal of sexual desire in minute detail and thus develops both a pornographic dimension and the philosophy of physical and erotic pleasure. Fanny’s defloration by Charles, the lover she is to meet again and marry later, may be painful, but she had been longing for it. Her love for the ravisher makes her bear the pain more easily. This episode introduces the sentimental strain. Having found her true love in a brothel, Fanny must leave the world of prostitution for this love to develop in a place that is more acceptable to a middle-class audience. Hence Charles does not deflower Fanny in a bawdy-house but in a public house where both become aware of their love for each other. This discovery of love surpassing mere physical pleasure and attraction is the fourth stage of Fanny’s development after the loss of her innocence and the awakening of curiosity and sexual desire. It is interrupted by Charles’s sudden disappearance, which is instigated by his father, as Fanny learns much later. Perturbed by the end of her bliss, Fanny, now pregnant, suffers a miscarriage, a realistic and shocking element that would hardly occur if Memoirs was merely a ‘pornographic’ novel.

Fanny’s trials, however, have made her much wiser, and she now realizes that money is important to survive. It is for this reason that she does not refuse to become Mr H.’s kept mistress – the next stage of her life and learning – though Mr H. does not compete with Charles in Fanny’s affections. She remains faithful to her new keeper until surprising him one day having intercourse with the servant-maid. In a remarkable reversal of the eighteenth-century sexual double standard, Fanny turns the tables on him and seduces his footman, lusty Will. But her happiness with this youth, based only on physical pleasure, doesn’t last long. Caught in the act by Mr H., Fanny is rebuked and abandoned by her wealthy keeper. Financially, however, she is now better off than before and advances from kept mistress to woman of pleasure in Mrs Cole’s ‘academy’ in Covent Garden. This step marks the end of letter I and volume I, Fanny mocking the tradition of the epistolary novel in her final remark that ‘it is high time to put a period to this’.

In Mrs Cole’s establishment Fanny finds happiness and pleasure again in the company of pleasant girls and an understanding and reasonable surrogate mother. Mrs Cole runs a ‘bagnio’ for well-heeled gentlemen, and the first part of volume II is made up of the tales of Fanny’s companions, Emily, Harriet, and Louisa, entertaining themselves with stories of the loss of their maidenheads. Here Cleland has quite obviously quarried the whore dialogue and erotic tales as far back as Boccaccio and Chaucer. The tales are followed by what Fanny terms a ‘country-dance’ – i.e. an orgy – which demands all Cleland’s skill as a writer, for what he describes is a series of copulations whose only difference is the variation of positions. At this point, we are into what Steven Marcus and Mertner/Mainusch have termed ‘pornotopia’, with several couples in a closed room, the only aim being sexual pleasure from alternately making love and watching others in the act.

With the introduction of Mr Norbert, the novel turns to the description and parody of defloration mania. Mr Norbert pays dearly for what he takes to be Fanny’s virginity but which is only a well-hidden sponge filled with blood. As part of her sexual education in the libertine spirit, Fanny samples a wide variety of erotic behaviour. Dissatisfied with Mr Norbert’s nocturnal fumbling, she gives herself to a sailor in a public house during a visit in town. What is remarkable about this scene, apart from its overt irony due to style and narrative distance, is Fanny’s experience of pure voluptuousness without money being involved. Back at Mrs Cole’s house, she has sadomasochistic sex with a flagellant, Mr Barvile, fetishist sex with a ‘grave, staid, solemn, elderly gentleman whose peculiar humour was a delight in combing fine tresses of hair’, and is a witness to the brutish intercourse between Louisa and an idiot. While on an outing, Fanny also observes two men having sex at an inn, a scene she describes in detail but immediately afterwards condemns ‘in rage and indignation’ as criminal. With this explicit description, Cleland broke one of the major sexual taboos of the eighteenth century. Fanny’s alleged contempt for homosexuals – pronounced after a minute account of the physical details of the sexual act – again caters for the attitudes of the middle-class reader while developing the pornographic potential of the scene.

Fanny’s sampling of sex at Mrs Cole’s brothel ends with another orgy during a bathing excursion with her colleagues and some gentlemen. When the aged bawd retires to the country, Fanny is ready to enter a new career as a ‘young gentlewoman’ in a pleasant house at Marylebone. An old bachelor takes her into keeping and, upon his death, she becomes the heiress of a large fortune. Having thus gained financial independence, Fanny remembers Charles, her first and only love. Her distinction between physical-mechanical love and romantic love recalls Prévost’s Manon Lescaut of 1731 and constitutes Cleland’s adaptation of French philosophical ideas of pleasure of aristocratic-libertine origin to an English bourgeois heroine and readership. On a trip to her birthplace, Fanny finally meets her Charles. Fortune has not smiled on her lover, but as Fanny has sufficient money and property for both of them, she can retire to a virtuous middle-class existence of domesticity – to her own satisfaction and that of the readers of the novel. There can be no doubt that the resemblance to the happy ending in Pamela is intentional; but Cleland explodes rather than apes Richardson’s denouement: for Pamela there could be neither sex nor sexual pleasure before marriage, and she trades her ‘virtue’ for the marriage licence; Fanny, however, tries to show that vice can also lead to virtue and that there is a difference between sexual and erotic love, her love for Charles being both eros and agape.

Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure is a novel dominated by eighteenth-century bourgeois thought, with a sprinkling of French libertinism. Like Pamela, Fanny never aims higher than the status of the ‘bourgeoise’, and it is this state of mind that controls many aspects of the plot, theme, and style of the book. The need to succeed financially is continually stressed, and like a good pupil Fanny reproduces what she has learned on her social climb, thus perpetuating clichés of middle-class origin. These clichés and prejudices are most obvious in Fanny’s comments on, and treatment of, her maid while being a kept mistress of Mr H.

Formally, Memoirs is a parody of the Christian confession. When Fanny ‘confesses’ to the addressee of her letters, an unknown ‘Madam’, at the very beginning of the novel, ‘I shall recall to view those scandalous stages of my life, out of which I emerged at length, to the enjoyment of every blessing in the power of love, health, and fortune to bestow’ (at the beginning of her second letter she even uses the word ‘confession’), Cleland ironically refers to the tradition of confessions developed by spiritual autobiography and usurped in the eighteenth century by the pornographic and libertine novels. By the time Cleland put pen to paper, the confessional report had become an established form in French licentious fiction, ‘Memoirs’ promising the titillating disclosure of erotic adventures. Fanny’s two ‘letters’, each comprising a volume, are hardly sufficient reason to call Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure a genuine epistolary novel, though Cleland had his reasons for using a form and a diction that mockingly alluded to Richardson, for Memoirs is also one of the numerous anti-Pamelas of the mid eighteenth century. Fielding ushered in the wave of parodies on Pamela (1740) with his Shamela (1741), followed by Joseph Andrews in 1742; and Cleland proved a true disciple of Fielding in adopting his spelling in Shamela of virtue as ‘Vartue’, a point all extant modern editions have ignored.

Memoirs has close links with the early history of the English novel. Apart from the influence of Richardson and Fielding in the areas of form and style, which makes itself felt in burlesque rather than in straight, parallel lines, Defoe must be mentioned as another eminent source for Cleland as far as English literature is concerned. Like Richardson, Defoe was a bigot at heart, if not an incipient pornographer, but with Moll Flanders (1722) and Roxana (1724) he made the whore biography fashionable in English literary circles. Defoe gave pride of place to morality, stating in the preface to Roxana that, as ‘editor’, he had toned down the licentiousness of the ‘original’ manuscript. ‘When Vice is painted in its low-priz’d Colours,’ he argued, ‘ ’tis not to make People in Love with it, but to expose it; and if the Reader makes a wrong Use of the Figures, the Wickedness is his own.’ Edmund Curll, one of the kings of the pornography market in early-eighteenth-century England, defended his wares in much the same words. Significantly, Fanny alludes to Defoe’s ostentatious morality in what she concedes is a ‘tail-piece of morality’ in her confession. Almost repeating Defoe verbatim, she affirms towards the end of volume II: ‘if I have painted vice in all its gayest colours, if I have decked it with flowers, it has been solely in order to make the worthier, the solemner, sacrifice of it to virtue’. But unlike Defoe’s fictitious editor in Moll Flanders, who must ‘wrap it up so clean, as not to give room, especially for vicious Readers, to turn it to his Disadvantage’, Fanny can be honest and unabashed, as she is addressing a woman who will not ‘snuff prudishly, and out of character, at the pictures’ Fanny paints. With the covert and false eroticism of Defoe and Richardson in mind, Cleland has Fanny exclaim that, in her description, it is not middle-class decency she adheres to but ‘Truth! stark naked truth’, and that she ‘will not so much as take the pains to bestow the strip of a gauze-wrapper on it, but paint situations such as they rose’. There are many more parallels between Moll Flanders and Memoirs. Both Moll and Fanny make their way up in society, both attach much importance to money, although Fanny, unlike Moll, can also enjoy sex without the pecuniary aspect in mind.

In addition to the burgeoning English novel of the early eighteenth century, Cleland tapped a few other sources for his bestseller. The currents of sensibility and sentimentality are evident in many places in Memoirs and are most obviously expressed in the development of the love between Fanny and Charles. After all, the Abbé Prévost had set the tone in 1731, both for sentimental literature and the theme of the courtisane vertueuse, with his Manon Lescaut, and Cleland knew French literature very well. But he is even more indebted to materialism, another influential current that was mainly fed by anticlerical and pornographic fiction and was for the most part of French provenance. To find both sentimentality and materialism in one novel may be surprising at first glance; yet Cleland was not the only one who tried such a synthesis; some of Diderot’s works and Rousseau’s Confessions of 1765 (published in 1782) are perhaps the best known in this genre.

It was not so much the philosophical works themselves that had an impact on Cleland. To be sure, he knew one of La Mettrie’s major treatises, L’Homme Machine of 1747, and may have heard of, or even read, the Frenchman’s rehabilitation of the erotic in L’Art de jouir, translated into English in 1748. In fact, La Mettrie’s mechanism can be traced in Cleland’s metaphors – sexual organs in Memoirs are compared to pounding ‘engines’ and thrusting ‘machines’ – and his implicit view of nature and natural feelings, including the erotic, as a substitute for religion and metaphysics. For Cleland, however, the pervasive influence of French prose fiction was of paramount importance. It was the licentious and often pornographic libertine novels that brought to England the French philosophy of sexual pleasure. It can be argued that if France had not supplied themes, plots, and underlying ideologies in a wave of romans galants and salacious novels, England’s erotic fiction would have developed quite differently. Indeed, if one views Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure exclusively within the history and tradition of the English novel, Cleland would appear to be the odd man out, a writer whose moral message and libertine ideas on sex were against the literary current, if by this one means the works of Defoe, Richardson, Fielding, and Smollett. However, if one considers the impact of French literature, Memoirs appears in a different light.

A brief look at graphic satire corroborates the impression that in the area of erotic fiction French works ruled unchallenged. In the fourth picture of his popular series Marriage à la Mode, published in 1746, William Hogarth shows a countess’s levee. On the sofa, beside the corrupt and Tartuffe-like Counsellor Silvertongue, lies a book whose title reads Le Sopha. This is an extremely successful Oriental tale by Crébillon fils. First published in 1742, it was translated into English in the same year, and by 1801 eighteen registered editions of the translation had appeared. Since the book was so well known, Hogarth’s allusion was sufficient evidence for his contemporaries of the moral turpitude of the sycophants assembled at the levee. Diderot’s even more explicit Les Bijoux indiscrets, translated in 1749 as The Indiscreet Toys, did not sell as well as Crébillon’s erotica. That the latter was one of the most popular French writers in erotic literature is confirmed by James Gillray. In 1786, Gillray recorded the late-eighteenth-century sexual scene in England in his engraving cited above (pp. 15–16). Among the objects for sale assembled in the picture (aphrodisiacs, pills, condoms, birches) there are also erotic books. Besides Fanny Hill and two other English works, Gillray includes Crébillon’s Le Sopha together with Voltaire’s La Pucelle d’Orléans.

IV

Critics often forget that in the eighteenth century educated readers of novels, and especially of erotic novels, did not make a distinction between French and English books. The modern separation of French erotica and ‘homespun’ English novels is hardly an appropriate way to understand the market of licentious fiction as a reader may have found it in the eighteenth century. A great number of French libertine novels reached England before 1748, and most of them were available in English translation. When in 1748 John Cleland started revising his ‘Ur-Fanny’ in the Fleet prison, he was able to draw on an impressive series of erotic novels, such as Crébillon’s Lettres de la Marquise de M… au Comte de R… (translated in 1735); LesÉgarements du coeur et de l’esprit (1736–8); several works by Marivaux and Duclos, and major erotica, including pornography, which literary histories have labelled, somewhat despicably, ‘la littérature du deuxième rayon’, such as Boyer d’Argens’s Les Nones [sic] galantes (1740); the anonymous Le Canapé couleur de feu (1714; translated in 1742); Gervaise de Latouche’s Histoire de Dom Bougre (1741/2; translated in 1743) – one of the most influential pornographic novels of the early part of the eighteenth century – and a few novels from the pen of Godard d’Aucour.

The libertine novel in France can be seen as a reaction against the corruption of manners. The ruling class created a licentious literature dominated by urbane, unpretentious wit. In England, the rise of the novel was accompanied by the growth and influence of a middle-class readership. Realism, in the English novel, came with middle-class authors writing for a bourgeois audience. But in France it was the tradition of vice and worldliness, recorded in fiction from Crébillon fils to Laclos, which contributed to the development of realism. In this process the domain of the erotic had a central function, for it was here that the crucial connection was established between libertine ideas and literature. Philosophical libertinism entered an already existing erotic literature and, with the coming of the ideas of plaisir and volupté, erotic prose fiction took a decisive turn towards the libertinage élégant, where the aims were both philosophical and artistic. La Mettrie asserted the place of sex in man’s life with his L’Art de jouir (1748) and La Volupté (1750), and the new libertine philosophy attacked the bastions of sexual repression – the social contract of the state and, above all, the moral teaching of religion, particularly that of the Catholic Church. This is one of the reasons why libertine pornography is often placed or set in sacred locations. Eighteenth-century pornographic novels set in monasteries break moral, religious, and sexual taboos while demonstrating the corruption of monks and nuns and their mocking of celibacy; but above all these novels show the representatives of the Church advocating, and putting into practice, the philosophie du plaisir. This didactic element is often, though not always, present in French libertine fiction, from Boyer d’Argens’s Thérèse philosophe (1748) in the first half of the century to the philosophy-cum-pornography of Mirabeau, Rétif, and de Sade in the 1790s. Religion, argued the philosophes, was to be replaced by an enlightened self-interest, and a number of writers applied this philosophy to their fiction.

The whore dialogue, cast into the form of the novel, absorbed this philosophy, and its modern French branch had a direct influence on Cleland. In fact, Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure is a rather late example of an old literary genre with precedents in Greek literature. By 1748 this genre had been developed to its full pornographic potential. Initially meant as satire and bawdy entertainment, the whore dialogue gradually changed its function until the sexual stimulation of the reader became one of its most obvious features. Pietro Aretino’s Ragionamenti (Rome, 1534–6; reprinted London, 1584) is the first book of this genre that had a major part in the proliferation of European pornography. It popularized the whore dialogue, and with it the bawdy and obscene satire of religion and clerics as well as the description of the voluptuous pleasures of human sexuality. Aretino found a number of imitators. La puttana errante, possibly written by Niccolò Franco, and Ferrante Pallavicino’s La retorica delle puttane (1642) are worth mentioning. The first book was very popular in France and was still being sold in French translations in the 1790s. Pallavicino’s whore dialogues had appeared in an English version, The Whores Rhetoric, by 1683. This was an edition rewritten for an English audience, and the subtitle announced it as ‘calculated to the meridian of London’.

French authors then continued the line of the whore dialogue, perfecting it towards pornographic fiction. It was with L’Escole des filles, translated c. 1688 as The School of Venus (of which we know only through court records), that a more significant step was taken in the development of the pornographic novel. Attributed to Michel Millot and/or Jean l’Ange, The School of Venus shares with the licentious novel a claustrophobic atmosphere, a loss of psychological depth accompanied by an idealization of sex, and an anarchic message undermining the moral teaching of parents and religion. Even more popular was Nicolas Chorier’s Satyra sotadica (c. 1660), originally published in Latin, which came to be known in French as L’Académie des dames (1680) and Le Meursius francois; and in English as The School of Women (1682) and A Dialogue Between a Married Lady and a Maid (1688 and 1744). Numerous versions of this book, with varying titles in Latin, French and English, were sold in the eighteenth century. Lesbian manipulations, orgasm, and sadism are both described in conversations and practised by the characters. This practical part – people engaging in sex – is a novelty in the whore dialogue at this stage of its development. Comic elements have disappeared, and there is much brutality in the description of defloration and flagellation, while the attack on institutions controlling sexual morals – matrimony, the Church – has increased to a degree of striking directness. In the course of the development of the whore dialogue as a literary genre one notices a growing exactness in the description of sexual details. The settings change from brothel to private home and, eventually, to the monastery. Stylistically, the pathetic is substituted for the comic as the audience and literary taste develop and change, and pornographic description displaces obscene satire. The epic mode gradually emerges, replacing the earlier dialogue forms, and leading to autobiographical reports or confessions about sexual experiences including flagellation, homosexuality, and sadism.

The prototype of the anti-monastic novel combining anti-Christian slander and salacity is Jean Barrin’s Venus in the Cloister, first published in French in 1683 and translated into English in 1692. Edmund Curll published it again in 1724. In many ways this book is still a whore dialogue. In fact, the original edition consisted of three dialogues between two nuns; but later, three epic reports were added that were taken from French collections of tales about amorous monks and nuns. With this novel, pornotopia was finally reached. Voyeurism, masturbation, defloration, and copulation are major themes – sex has become a religion. Consequently, orgasm is described in quasi-religious terms. The new faith, sexual pleasure, is set down in the books Agnès, the major character, receives from her abbé – all of them obscene or pornographic. For all its anticlerical attacks – sexy nuns, to English readers, meant anti-Catholic propaganda as well as titillating eroticism – Barrin’s book shows a deep interest in sexual deviation, particularly sado-masochism, and it is obvious that the novel is intended to excite the reader sexually. Venus in the Cloister remained influential throughout the eighteenth century and paved the way for all the libertine novels set in monasteries and nunneries. Boyer d’Argens’s Thérèse philosophe (1748), soon afterwards Englished as The Philosophical Theresa, and La Morlière’s Les Lauriers ecclésiastiques (1748) came too late to have been influential for Cleland, but both novels are clearly indebted to Barrin.

If one approaches the French and English pornographic novels of the eighteenth century as one body of literature – a view justified by the translations and the reception in England of French fiction – it is not Cleland’s Memoirs that marks the height of the development, but Gervaise de Latouche’s Histoire de Dom B…. portier des Chartreux (c. 1741/2). English readers could purchase a translation of this, entitled History of Don B, as early as 1743. Dom Bougre, to give the novel its full and telling title, appeared in various guises, such as Portier des Chartreux; or Mémoires de Saturnin; or Histoire de Gouberdon, and was frequently reprinted and imitated in sequels that appeared as late as the 1780s. Held as a confessional report, Dom Bougre is a parody of the Christian faith and, as a novel, stands in the picaresque tradition. The hero, Saturnin, is of lowly birth. Guided by fortune and misfortune, he records the ups and downs of his life inside and outside the monastery. The novel also has didactic aspects in the conversations between the hero and Suzon, and in the discussion of sexual perversions and corruption in monastic life. There is an anticlerical bias in the detailed description of the fornication of monks and nuns, but it is also obvious that the sexual scenes are pornographic, demonstrating the usual ingredients of the pornographic novel, such as voyeurism and a virtual obsession with sex. The ending of Dom Bougre, however, is remarkable in that the hero is castrated. This is quite unusual for pornography, though other features of the book, such as the final remorse and the retiring to a ‘decent’ life, are typical of pornography written for a non-aristocratic audience. Fanny Hill, too, must finally come to terms with a bourgeois way of life to which she has to adapt her libertine sexual drive. Several years before John Cleland’s famous whore made her entrance into the literary world, Dom Bougre thus represented the paradigmatic pornographic novel of the Age of Enlightenment, with its propagation of sexual pleasure as a new religion, its seeming rejection of middle-class ideas on sex, and its double morality – quite striking at the end of the book – all couched in a parody of the Christian faith.

What Cleland attempted with Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure is not worthless pornography full of boring repetition, but a unique combination of parody, erotic entertainment, and a philosophical concept of human sexuality borrowed from French sources and adapted to the English bourgeois viewpoint. It is Cleland’s fusion of sex and pathetic sentiment that needs some further exploration since it affects the fundamental question of the reception and evaluation of the novel. It has often been stated that Memoirs does not contain a single obscene word, a point frequently made in modern editions to appease the law and to justify the publication of the book, the tacit implication being that the absence of obscene language precludes any pornography. To be sure, Cleland has not violated linguistic taboos – which saved him from prison and further prosecution – but he broke those of content, for it is quite possible to describe copulation, for instance, with the help of circumlocutions and euphemisms instead of Anglo-Saxon four-letter words. The message or content thus remain sexually stimulating, but the effect of the description – and this is the crucial point – may run counter to the pornographic intention. In this context it is important to recall that several critics have perceived a comic element in Cleland’s description of the sexual scenes. Some scholars even believe that this stylistic comedy was intended by Cleland. This is doubtful. At the beginning of volume II, the author has Fanny remark on the style of her ‘memoirs’. Her intention in penning her confession, she tells the lady she writes for, is to write in ‘a mean tempered with taste, between the revoltingness of gross, rank, and vulgar expressions, and the ridicule of mincing metaphors and affected circumlocutions’. In other words, Memoirs tries to describe sex with the stylistic means employed by contemporary prose fiction. Since Cleland also parodied Pamela and the whore biography, what resulted was the stylistic mimicry of the literary sources. While it is true that the autobiographical form, which implies hindsight and hence a certain distance of the narrator from events of the past, allows for a number of comic and ironic aspects in Memoirs – as in the first three sex scenes in volume I – the majority of sex scenes, which constitute about one third of the text (thirty-nine episodes) are evidently not intended as comedy and show almost the whole gamut of sexual behaviour known in the eighteenth century. If we find them more amusing than sexually stimulating today we ought to bear in mind that our evaluation of Memoirs is fundamentally different from that of an eighteenth-century reader used to the periphrastic style. Cleland obviously had trouble keeping up his ‘mean’ way in Memoirs and often tended to the very ‘mincing metaphors’ and pathetic clichés which he has Fanny condemn. Especially towards the end of the
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