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            Preface

         

         When I was a teenager, I hated the painter Paul Gauguin. I hated him because I felt deeply protective of my favourite artist, Vincent van Gogh. I’d read about how he and Gauguin lived together for a couple of months in Arles in 1888, and how their friendship quickly became strained and difficult. After weeks of clashing over their artistic visions, one altercation between them on 23 December apparently led to van Gogh severing his own ear with a razor. I always blamed Gauguin for contributing to poor Vincent’s mental breakdown.

         But later, during my postgraduate studies at Cambridge, I learned details about Gauguin’s life that made his treatment of van Gogh pale in comparison. Although an important figure in post-impressionism, Gauguin was a prolific sexual abuser – in his forties he abandoned his own family and then took several child brides in French Polynesia, and it is his portraits of those dark-skinned girls that made him famous; their images that have for centuries adorned the walls of galleries across the world.

         So, how should we respond to these paintings? Should we still display them? Should Gauguin be ‘cancelled’? Just before the Covid-19 pandemic, I attended a public debate at the London National Gallery about how art-lovers and curators might answer these questions. Once the floor opened to 2the audience, things got heated. To the idea that we should even discuss this topic, some attendees responded with raised voices, tuts, and sighs; their impatience with so-called ‘woke culture’ trying to destroy their beloved art and tarnish their favourite artists was palpable. Others, myself included, were concerned that dismissing this philosophical and emotional issue is tantamount to giving Gauguin a moral pass; a wilful avoidance of the horrors that lie beneath his vibrant renderings of French Polynesia – the place he called ‘Eden’.

         
            —————

         

         A work of art is a strange thing. A single art object can carry us to the soaring peaks of beauty or drag us all the way down to the burning depths of depravity. We often treat artworks as sacred, almost ethereal. But they are an intimate piece of this world – born from the hands of geniuses, and from the hands of monsters. Far from being innocuous and safely contained in museums and white cube galleries, artworks deeply affect our moral compass. Through the ages, paintings, sculptures, novels, films, and music have tested our appetite for wickedness. The atrocities embedded in, and surrounding, so much of art demonstrate the power that these unique human creations exert, and the effects they can have on our daily lives and our treatment of others.

         Although it can feel like we live in an era where dangerous art is prevalent to an unprecedented degree, in fact, humans have been making art for at least 73,000 years – and it has not always been innocent or pretty. Art has forever had the power to enchant and delight. But it has also had the capacity to shock, repulse, and harm. In this book I’m going to take you on 3a journey through the history of immoral art, exploring some of the most controversial and volatile works humanity has ever produced. We will cover art from our prehistoric ancestors and ancient civilisations up to the strange post-modern artworld of today: from cave paintings to videogames and from classical sculpture to extreme metal music. We will learn about erotic literature that has inspired murderers, figurative sculptures that express toxic messages, beautiful paintings created by paedophiles, and enticing performances that use the body – both human and non-human – in troubling ways.

         But we’re going to do more than that. This is no ordinary art history book. I am a philosopher, and in my day job as a lecturer at Cardiff University, I think, write, and teach about the philosophy of art. How does an artist’s own character influence their creations? Can an artwork speak? How does it connect to, or shape, the wider world? So, as well as charting depraved art through history, I will ask (and hopefully answer) some vexing but crucial questions: how and why is this artwork depraved? Should it be considered so? And what should we do about it?

         At a time when art burns under the spotlight of cultural and political critique, we need more than ever to approach it carefully. We have a responsibility to scrutinise the immoral art in our lives, to take seriously its harmful potential, but also to re-examine what we think is morally bad in the first place. Depravity, as we’ll see, can be found in surprising places. Only by understanding the long history of depraved art can we begin to bring our own age into focus, refining the questions we ask ourselves about what is right and wrong, and the role that art plays in our societies. In doing this, we will learn more about ourselves as human beings, and so work towards building a future where we can all flourish.4
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            Introduction

            ‘I Pass for the Werewolf of these Parts’

         

         The prisoner’s hand ached. He sat hunched over his desk in a cold tower of the Bastille jail in Paris, writing in tiny letters on a very long roll of paper – nearly 40 feet in total, made from smaller scraps he had glued together. These were not ideal working conditions. But they would do.

         The prisoner was not treated badly in jail. He was a nobleman, which meant he was allowed luxuries in his cell: a wardrobe and tapestries, books and perfume, and his very own housekeeper. Yet he was aware that what he was writing might jeopardise these comforts. So, each night he would roll up his scroll, put it in a copper cylinder, and hide it in a gap in his cell wall. He did not want to risk the guards finding it. And with good cause. For his story was a record of his most debauched thoughts and desires.

         Over thirty-seven evenings in the autumn of 1785, the prisoner, Donatien Alphonse François, better known to history as the Marquis de Sade, crafted in secret what he called ‘the most impure tale that has ever been told since the world began’.1

         Set in a remote medieval castle nestled in the Black Forest in southwest Germany – but based on Sade’s own castle, Château de Lacoste – the narrative tells of four wealthy male libertines indulging in a savage 120-day orgy, inspired by the 6vile tales of middle-aged female brothel keepers. Organised by a strict timetable, the procuresses weave stories of their degeneracy, each one illustrating perversions or ‘passions’ ranging from the simple to the murderous. The exploits they arouse in the libertines involve sexually abusing thirty-six abducted victims, mostly children (some the libertines’ own daughters). The children are dismembered and penetrated, flayed alive, disembowelled, and their intestines set alight. There is incest and rape – some victims are as young as three years old. Faeces and vomit and human flesh are eagerly consumed. As these atrocities become increasingly extreme, they ultimately result in the victims’ violent deaths, and necrophilia.

         This is all narrated in stark, dry detail. Sade presents it to us with wry humour, describing it as a sensuous ‘banquet’. The story is known today as The 120 Days of Sodom.

         
            —————

         

         The Marquis de Sade was abandoned by his parents at an early age. Raised by servants and educated by an uncle, Sade was a spoiled child with a temper and a taste for rebellion. He attended the Lycée Louis-le-Grand, one of the most prestigious schools in Paris. There he was routinely beaten, an experience which instilled in him a lifelong fascination with flagellation and pain.2 After school he fought in the Seven Years War as colonel of a Dragoon regiment. On his return, Sade married Renée-Pélagie de Montreuil in 1763, a marriage arranged by his father.

         For some people, marriage is a settling experience. But for Sade it was the opposite. His notorious sexual indiscretions in Paris led to him being exiled to his castle at Lacoste in 1768 – a 7place that would become a theatre for his wildest fantasies. Together there, Sade and his wife – ever the loyal spouse – pursued an extreme libertine existence. There were orgies, including one during which Sade poisoned two sex workers with the aphrodisiac Spanish Fly. There was also illegal homosexuality: Sade and his manservant Latour were sentenced to death in absentia for sodomy.

         Most notorious was the so-called ‘Little Girls’ scandal, where Sade abducted five fifteen-year-old girls and sexually abused them in his castle. The abominable crime became a public sensation in Provence, which Sade seemed to relish: ‘I pass for the werewolf of these parts,’ he said. ‘Poor little chicks with their words of terror!’3 Sade evaded French law by taking refuge in Italy. But a few years later, after committing similar crimes there, he was arrested and imprisoned at the Château de Vincennes at the king’s orders, under a lettre de cachet (signet letter). After Vincennes closed in 1784, Sade was transferred to the Bastille at the age of forty-five.

         Four years after Sade began his debauched novel on the long scroll of parchment, he incited a riot among other prisoners at the Bastille by shouting to a gathering outside his window that prison guards were slitting the throats of inmates. Once order had been restored to the prison, he was removed from the Bastille – ‘naked as a worm’ – and transferred to an asylum outside of Paris.4 This sudden removal meant that Sade could not retrieve his novel, which was still hidden in his cell wall. To make matters worse, ten days later, revolutionaries stormed the Bastille. Hearing of the mass lootings, Sade believed his novel had been lost forever. Overwhelmed with grief for his missing masterpiece, he wept ‘tears of blood’.5

         But remarkably, his secret scroll was not lost. It had been 8found and saved just before the storming, by a man called Arnoux de Saint-Maximin. After making its way through the hands of a Provençal aristocrat and then a German collector of erotica, the novel was eventually published in 1904 by Iwan Bloch, a Berlin sexologist.6 Although Bloch was careful to use a pseudonym when he published Sade’s work, he did not regard its wild sexual and violent excess to be inappropriate for public consumption. In fact, Bloch considered The 120 Days of Sodom to have great scientific and anthropological importance in its categorisation of the most shocking sexual fetishes: ‘a similar work will not be found either among the ancients or among the moderns’, he later wrote.7

         Bloch was not alone in his admiration of Sade’s art. Throughout the twentieth century the novel was made available via private publications for wealthy patrons, produced pseudonymously or anonymously to evade the authorities. At mid-century a publisher called Jean-Jacques Pauvert put his name on a large print run of a collection of Sade’s works, including The 120 Days of Sodom. Like Bloch, Pauvert saw Sade’s novel as a valuable medico-legal document; while his was the first commercial French edition of the text, he claimed that most of his sales were to the medical community.

         Artists, philosophers, and historians began to identify aesthetic, cognitive, and political value in Sade’s work. Simone de Beauvoir disagreed with Sade’s cruel ethics, but in 1955 she defended the publication of his literature on the grounds that it explored atheistic existentialist themes and therefore had philosophical importance. In 1957, Georges Bataille praised Sade’s work in its shameless presentation of man’s deepest desires, although he added: ‘Nobody, unless he is totally deaf to it, can finish Les Cent Vingt Journées de Sodome without feeling sick.’8 9Around this time, avant-garde artists and writers were harnessing what art historian Alyce Mahon calls the ‘Sadean imagination’ to critique socio-political issues from fascism to terrorism, and to subvert traditional gender roles by placing the sexual body at the centre of art-making as a form of political resistance.

         Eventually, the dam cracked. In a landmark British legal case in 1960, Penguin Books were cleared of any crime for publishing an uncensored version of D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover, a novel condemned for its frequent use of the words ‘fuck’ and ‘cunt’. While the novel had been published privately in small print runs in Italy and France, the UK trial, bolstered by a similar one in the US a year earlier, resulted in mainstream publishers across the world distributing works that had previously been considered obscene and unpublishable – including those of Sade.

         This was hailed by many as an important victory in the struggle for freedom of artistic expression. It heralded a general reassessment of the legitimacy of art with subversive or offensive themes. Today, the original manuscript of The 120 Days of Sodom is worth at least €6 million and is deemed a French national treasure. Some critics have even described Sade as France’s Shakespeare.9

         
            —————

         

         Since the middle of the twentieth century, societies around the globe have undergone a collective revolution in standards and attitudes towards obscenity and immorality. In the realms of art, literature, film, and television, words and images that would once have been considered indecent, offensive, or immoral are now commonplace, especially in the West. Where 10several generations ago it would have been difficult to incidentally glimpse explicit depictions of vice, sex, blasphemy, and violent death, today it would be more unusual to go through a single day without seeing one or more of these.

         For those who actively seek out obscenity, there is a limitless supply. With pornography at our fingertips via laptops and smartphones, we can access images and videos that would have made even Sade blush. While some genres of pornography aim to encourage a more egalitarian erotic taste in consumers (one that is free from patriarchal conditioning and respects consent), other genres relish in portraying pure horror, including real sexual violence and death. Many of the acts Sade described in words are now actually performed in high-production videos, streamable for free.

         This transformation in values and accessibility has profoundly affected the story of art. From sexualised horror films like Alfred Hithcock’s Psycho (1960) and art performances of masturbation like Vito Acconci’s Seedbed (1972), to explicit music videos like Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion’s ‘WAP (Wet-Ass Pussy)’ (2020) and dark true-crime TV shows like Ryan Murphy and Ian Brennan’s Monster: The Ed Gein Story (2025), traditionally ‘immoral’ themes and images are now celebrated in art of all kinds. Where medieval Christian art in England was once under threat from the Lollards, who saw image worship itself as heathen idolatry, we now encounter overtly blasphemous art: the figure of Christ submerged in urine; a crucifix penetrating a demon-possessed child; the Virgin Mary painted with elephant dung; and ‘JESUS IS A CUNT’ stamped on rock band T-shirts (this piece of merch from metal band Cradle of Filth also features a masturbating nun on the front – throughout the 1990s fans were arrested for wearing it in public).

         11Some find these works and objects amusing or exciting, but others are deeply troubled by them. Allegedly, so many cinema-goers vomited and fainted during the initial screenings of William Friedkin’s The Exorcist (1973) that theatre staff had to hand out smelling salts. And a very small minority resort to extreme violence in response, as with the terrorist attacks on the offices of the French magazine Charlie Hebdo in 2011, 2015, and 2020, which were motivated by the magazine’s mocking depictions of the Prophet Muhammad.

         Today, violence is mainstream in many art forms, especially in videogames. The Grand Theft Auto series is infamous for its portrayal of drugs, sex, and brutality, with one scene inviting the player to perform waterboard torture. And where in the eighteenth century, shunga – Japanese erotic art showing sex between couples – was banned, in 2006 the videogame RapeLay was released in Japan. The game centres on a male character stalking and raping a mother and her two young daughters.

         As art and its creators have shed their inhibitions in this post-Sadean world, politicians and cultural commentators have reliably lined up to condemn this total freedom of expression as being dangerous to society. In the 1960s, British campaigner and teacher Mary Whitehouse launched her crusade against this ever-growing ‘permissive society’. While Whitehouse – often seen as a Christian prude – should be criticised for her organising against sex education in schools, and condemned for her homophobia, some critics now think she was ahead of her time. Her lobbying resulted in legislation which surely was good for society – for instance, the 1978 Protection of Children Act, which criminalised child pornography.

         Whitehouse’s views culminated in the so-called ‘porn wars’ of the 1970s–80s. While radical feminist Andrea Dworkin 12argued that pornography dehumanised women and caused gender-based violence, others like the novelist Angela Carter considered some pornography – including Sade’s literary art – to offer a progressive utopian reality where women have autonomy and sexual freedom.

         The debate rages on. People still butt heads over ‘WAP’ and its accompanying music video. Is it a feminist masterpiece celebrating women’s sexual empowerment? A step back in women’s progress? Or is it just simply ‘really, really, really, vulgar’, as right-wing commentator Ben Shapiro puts it?10 Republican politician James Bradley, who claims to have heard the song by accident, echoes Shapiro’s disquiet: according to him, ‘WAP’ is ‘what happens when children are raised without God’.

         Often these kinds of criticisms can be dismissed as a matter of taste, not to mention prejudice. But where they carry real weight is when artworks can be linked to harm caused in the real world. Many worry that the free and easy availability of pornography and the sexualisation of popular culture has affected young men and women’s expectations of real sex; that the celebration of graphic violence and criminality in videogames, films, and music videos glamorises such behaviour to the extent that it inspires copycats. And many twenty-first-century civil rights activists argue that the celebration and glorification of historical imperialists, slave traders, or racist leaders by public statues and paintings perpetuates inequality in the modern world – causing concrete damage to the oppressed groups implicitly targeted by these artworks.

         Then there are more specific cases. In the 1980s and 1990s, several white supremacists cited William Luther Pierce’s Turner Diaries (1978), a racist and antisemitic novel, as influencing their hate crimes and acts of terrorism. The novel tells the story 13of a violent revolution in the US which leads to a race war, and it has since been credited with shaping white nationalism in the US, the UK, and Germany. And after the disturbed American James Holmes murdered twelve people in a cinema in Aurora, Colorado, in 2012 during a screening of the Batman film The Dark Knight Rises, persistent rumours and newspaper reports suggested he was dressed as (and influenced by) the character of the Joker from the previous The Dark Knight. The fact that this was untrue – Holmes had dyed his hair red, but not for that reason – did little to dispel the rumour, which seemed to fit the popular belief that violent, dystopian art has the power to induce some viewers to commit terrible crimes.11

         Sometimes we’ve got it wrong. Our views on morality and indecency are rife with inconsistency and hypocrisy. As recently as the 1990s, while sexually explicit images of women were plastered over so-called ‘lad mags’ targeted at heterosexual boys and men, artists like Robert Mapplethorpe were censored for their explicit homosexual art. Mapplethorpe was called a ‘human cockroach’ by Republican senator Jesse Helms, who blamed the LGBTQIA+ community for the seeming decay of culture. And while museums are bursting at the seams with paintings of naked women, real women are thrown out of museums for wearing too little (a low-cut dress) or too much (a niqab).12

         Taken together, these cases and others like them suggest a thorny and complex narrative about the philosophy and history of art. The general movement towards unbounded freedom of expression in liberal societies still meets legal, cultural, or social restrictions on the morality of artworks. Art can be dangerous – but the very gatekeepers of supposedly depraved art can also be dangerous. What we deem morally 14acceptable is itself fraught with issues; depravity does not always appear how we might expect it to. It can hide in plain sight like a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

         
            —————

         

         Immoral art has captivated philosophers and theorists for millennia. Plato panicked over its power to corrupt citizens because of how it could disrupt a person’s emotions and ability to rationalise. Oscar Wilde celebrated the provocative capacity of art, declaring that it should aim to transgress our morals and that it can be great precisely because it is able to challenge conventional beliefs. And today, during a time of so-called cancel culture, statue toppling, and debates over censorship, addressing the significance of immoral art has never been more urgent.

         Part of the philosopher’s job, as Plato put it in his Phaedrus (370 bce), is to ‘carve nature at its joints’.13 How do we classify, identify, or conceptualise parts of the world? The problem of depraved art speaks to philosophy’s raison d’être. We’ve got two big concepts as bedfellows here: art and depravity. So we need to handle this weighty phenomenon carefully.

         As a discipline, philosophy is packed full of tools to help us answer difficult questions, or to clarify problems so we are at least clear on what it is we’re puzzled about. And one of the most important things we must do at the start of any philosophical enquiry is to sharpen our terms and sketch our concepts. Let’s begin.

         What do we mean by ‘art’? Perhaps an artwork is an object that represents something in the world, and which aims to be aesthetically pleasing or to convey some deep truth. Perhaps art is simply any artefact which has been conferred the status 15of ‘art’ by institutions with sufficient authority (think of early readymades like Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain, a urinal which he boldly plonked into a gallery in 1917).

         This book is not the place to choose and defend one of these definitions. Instead I’ll follow the example of United States Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart, who, when pressed to define hard-core pornography during an obscenity trial in 1964, stated: ‘I shall not today attempt further to define the kinds of material I understand to be embraced … [b]ut I know it when I see it.’14

          

         So, of art: I know it when I see it.

          

         I hope you don’t see this as a cop-out – it’s a deliberately broad approach and will include things made in familiar and traditional media like paintings, novels, plays, sculptures, films, and music. But I will also explore more contemporary art forms like videogames, installations, and performance art. To my mind, these are artworks, even if they are tricky to pin down. And given their often-troubling relationship with morality, they will be vital for our study.

         What is depravity? Derived from the Latin for ‘perverse’, or ‘crooked’, when we think of the depraved, we tend to think of wickedness, debasement, and pure evil. Though we sometimes describe natural disasters which destroy livelihoods or parasites like those that blind the Greenland shark as ‘evil’, this is technically inaccurate. Hurricanes and copepods don’t have moral capacities and so can hardly be accused of wrongdoing. But we can describe people and their actions as evil or depraved. The Protestant theological doctrine of Total Depravity, for example, holds that human nature is essentially sinful: that people are necessarily corrupt because of the original sin. Since the Fall of 16Man, so the Bible says, we are fundamentally flawed and predisposed to evil.

         Regardless of your views on human nature and religion, it is true that nobody is perfect. And even if there were what the philosopher Susan Wolf called ‘moral saints’ – people who are entirely morally perfect – they would likely get on our nerves, and be pretty dull company.15 If moral saints are hard to come by, the world is sadly littered with moral fiends – think of serial rapists, or genocidal dictators. Their actions and beliefs are so awful that they become difficult to understand as human beings, to the point of us describing them as demons or monsters.

         The core of depravity, as I understand it in this book, is morality. To be depraved is to be extremely immoral. It might be a little wrong for me to tell you the white lie that I like your outfit before your big job interview, but it’s certainly not depraved. To systematically lie and manipulate you as part of a wider pattern of domestic abuse, slowly weakening your sense of reality, as Gregory does to his wife Paula in the film Gaslight (1944) – this is a depraved thing to do.

         So what does it mean to be immoral? At its base, morality is a set of principles and norms that govern our conduct with each other and the natural world. These rules of conduct tend to be seen as having a special authority and the force of commands. To be immoral is to somehow violate these commands and do something egregiously wrong. But what exactly is it that makes something right or wrong? Perhaps actions are right insofar as they produce good consequences like happiness, and wrong insofar as they produce unhappiness, or pain. Philosophers who believe this think that outcomes solely justify our actions. Others think the opposite: something is wrong insofar as it violates a fundamental moral law regardless of outcomes; 17a law given to us via reason or by some divine being. One such law might be that we should treat each other as ends in ourselves and not merely as a means, to respect human autonomy.

         There are also more abstract questions about the nature of morality itself: are there moral facts? If so, where the hell are they? Numbers exist, but you don’t trip over the number 9 when taking a walk. So, numbers must exist in some abstract realm. Do moral facts exist in this way? Or are they instead reducible to fleeting expressions of human emotion?

         While there’s much more to say about these positions on morality – what makes something right or wrong, good or bad, and what kind of fact this may involve – again, this book is not the place to settle such disputes. But what I will do is make assumptions throughout about what is terribly wrong, claims that most if not all ethical theories would agree upon, even if they disagree about how exactly we arrive at those conclusions. So: genocide, slavery, rape, abuse, paedophilia, and non-consenting sadistic torture, for instance, are deep wrongs. Then there are those wrongs of structural injustice: racism, sexism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia, and social inequalities like the unfair distribution of wealth and resources. These things may be wrong because of the pain they cause, or because they break moral laws. Whatever the reason, we can rely once again on the intuitive approach outlined above.

          

         Of depravity: I know it when I see it. 

          

         People do disagree over moral judgements – over whether euthanasia is wrong, or whether extreme menstrual taboos and practices like chhaupadi are wrong. Such disagreements lead some to embrace a moral relativism: what is right and wrong is 18only ever relative to a part of society at a certain point in time, and there’s no deeper objective truth of the matter beyond what different cultures happen to think is good or bad.

         I am not a fan of moral relativism. Of course, it’s vital that some cultural and religious differences and conventions be respected. But moral disagreements themselves don’t necessarily undermine the existence of moral facts, which do stay steady – globally, and across time. A remark I come across often when discussing the ethics around public sculptures of slave traders is that slavery ‘wasn’t seen as wrong back then’. This is a very peculiar response. First, who are the moral judges being referred to here? The 15 million black men, women, and children who were enslaved over at least four hundred years during the transatlantic slave trade surely did not make such a moral judgement.16 And second, those few who sincerely did believe that slavery was permissible likely did so because they had other interests for which they needed justification, such as financial and territorial gain. This white supremacist elite probably isn’t the most reliable source of moral truth.

         Of course, beliefs about what is right and wrong do change over time and place. It wasn’t too long ago that homosexuality was seen by many as immoral (and in some parts of the world it still is). Trans people are now suffering similar treatment in the mainstream to that experienced by homosexual people in the not-too-distant past. But again, changing beliefs don’t mean that there aren’t any objective moral sentiments. Human enslavement and sexual harassment, for instance, are wrong. Those who may have believed ‘back in the day’ that these were morally permissible, or even good, were simply incorrect; so too are those who did or do believe that gay people and trans people are somehow immoral, or that selling young girls 19into marriage is permissible. They’re mistaken about the facts; they’ve added 2 and 2 and gotten 5.

         So, when it comes to the nature of depravity, I won’t endorse a particular moral theory, but I do endorse a broad objectivism: there are moral facts which do not reduce to varying opinions. There are very real wrongs, and these won’t be up for discussion. Yet, given all of this, depravity in art isn’t always what it seems. What conventionally has been considered depraved will be put under the spotlight in this book. But art that positively champions abuse and oppressive systems, like racism and sexism, will be considered genuinely immoral, especially in cases where this wickedness is shrouded in dazzling beauty.

         The Hydra

         Now that we have some clarity on what we mean by immorality, we can lay out the backbone of this book. Art can be depraved in five ways. First, many artworks explicitly show immoral states of affairs such as gratuitous violence or obscene scenarios. We will see, however, that such judgements of obscenity can have a surprisingly sinister underbelly. Second, an artwork may somehow cause a person to do something terrible. While this is often difficult to prove in practice, we will see how art can still stoke the coals that already lurk within us. Third, an artwork may express dangerous messages in how it invites us to think and feel about something. More specifically, art can be a form of hate speech, which creates and sustains social hierarchies. Fourth, sometimes works of art are created by immoral artists. Knowing an artist’s biography and their moral character often affects how we interpret and value their work. But should it? I’ll argue yes – when we look at art, we see the world through its 20creator’s eyes. Lastly, the way an artwork has been created may be morally suspect, by exploiting humans, non-human animals, and the natural world. Many of us are happy to eat meat, so why draw the line at killing an animal for art – an artefact which, after all, lasts a lot longer than a juicy burger?

         These are our five faces of depraved art. I want you to think of this concept as a Hydra, the infamous serpent-monster that dwelled in a lake at the entrance to the Underworld in Greek and Roman myth.17 * The reason I want you to think of depraved art through this monstrous concept is because the Hydra possessed many heads. For convenience, let’s posit five heads, though its exact number varies across ancient sources. Depraved art as a whole has five distinct relationships to morality, and like the Hydra’s heads, they all belong to the same creature. They are all connected to one another; they do not work in isolation. To truly understand obscene art, we must acknowledge that such art isn’t merely showing us something but is expressing something significant about its subject matter. To truly understand art’s capacity to induce criminality, we must factor in the artist’s identity but also acknowledge that art can be dangerous even without an artist’s fully fledged incitement to violence. And to truly understand how an artist’s own depravity leaks into their art, we need to understand how art’s ethical and aesthetic value is bound up in its very production.

         After unearthing this Hydra, we’ll be ready to tackle its stench and toxicity by confronting an urgent political issue: what do we do with this monstrous art? Nothing at all? Or do we burn it all down – as Simone de Beauvoir asked: ‘must we burn 21Sade?’ We’ll see that censorship in general creates more problems than it solves: we can’t simply chop off a head of the Hydra, for it’ll just grow another one. Instead, I suggest an alternative to traditional iconoclasm; what I call ‘metaphysical iconoclasm’ through the form of artistic counterspeech. Paul Gauguin’s disturbing paintings of his Polynesian child brides, for instance, should not be forever buried in the vaults – there are more creative ways to respond to their malevolence. Effective strategies such as decolonised art education, transparent and progressive curation, and protest art can ‘speak back’ to hateful art in a less destructive manner. This constructive counterspeech allows us to adequately confront the dark art in our lives and pave the way for a brighter aesthetic world. Depraved art is a many-headed monster, but one that we must tame rather than slaughter. 
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            * The earliest narrative where the Hydra appears is in Hesiod’s poem Theogony from 730–700 bce, and its earliest image is found engraved on a Boeotian bronze fibula dating from c. 700 bce.
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            1 | OBSCENITY

         

         An early human carefully carved a piece of woolly mammoth tusk with stone tools. They shaped the ivory into a small, squat adult female body, with large protruding breasts, an accentuated vulva, and broad shoulders. With their sharpened chisel, they forcefully made incisions horizontally across the torso, perhaps to indicate clothing. In place of a head, our artist crafted a small loop, possibly to thread a cord through so the figure could be worn as an amulet.

         Millennia passed. Its creator long gone, the small figurine lay in undisturbed fragments under red-brown silt in a large cave in Germany’s Swabian Jura. Nearby were bones of reindeer, bear, and horse, a broken flute carved from vulture bone, a substantial phallic object, and a tiny, exquisite water-bird sculpture.1

         In 2008, the palm-sized female figure and the flute were discovered in the now-named Hohle Fels cave by an archaeological team based at the University of Tübingen, led by Nicholas Conard. The artefacts’ estimated age dates them to the Aurignacian culture of the Upper Palaeolithic, about 35,000 years ago.

         The discovery radically shifted understandings of prehistoric cultural innovation and just how far back homo sapiens and other hominids began creating music and aesthetic objects (there may be earlier figurines: Morocco’s Venus of Tan-Tan 24could be up to 500,000 years old, but its status as an artwork rather than just a naturally weathered rock is still debated). Up until this discovery of the figure now known as the ‘Venus of Hohle Fels’, human female imagery in Palaeolithic Europe at least was entirely unknown, with previous finds having been dominated by animal and shamanistic imagery.

         Nicholas Conard interpreted the Hohle Fels piece as similar to other ‘Venus’ figurines that have been discovered across Eurasia, and clearly a symbol of fertility, stating that ‘there can be no doubt that the depiction of oversized breasts, accentuated buttocks and genitalia results from the deliberate exaggeration of the sexual features of the figurine’.2 Today, the meaning of these prehistoric figurative artworks is still hotly debated among scholars; even the name ‘Venus’ seems inappropriate given that this refers to a Roman fertility goddess, which is relatively recent by human history’s standards.

         But what did follow was a sensational frenzy in the West’s media. On release of the discovery in the respected journal Nature, the press as well as other scientific researchers branded the figurine as ‘smut carved from a mammoth tusk’,3 the ‘world’s first Page 3 Girl’,4 a ‘prehistoric pinup’, and a ‘35,000-year-old sex object’.5 The magazine Science wondered if the small sculpture might be the ‘earliest pornography’.6

         This reception assumes that the world’s earliest figurative art is pornographic, and by extension, obscene. But is it? We don’t know who made this figurine. We will never fully understand the purpose of prehistoric sculptures. But quickly branding them as ‘pornographic’ and ‘smut’ carries connotations of immorality and indecency. Why do so many automatically assume, with little evidence, that any depiction of the naked female body, no matter how many thousands of years ago it 25was made, must be filth? More generally, is it right to judge artworks which simply show sex and nudity as obscene? And what exactly makes the immoral so captivating anyway?

         Temples of Horror

         One archaeologist describes the Stone Age as ‘sex-mad’.7 This is a fair judgement. Since the dawn of artistic creation, humans have portrayed sex and the naked body. Evidence of these creations can be found across the globe. Algeria’s famous Tassili n’Ajjer rock art from the Neolithic period is filled with wondrous images of cattle and wild animals like giraffes and elephants, depictions of herding, hunting, and dancing, but also obvious scenes of copulation in various sexual positions. In Brazil’s National Park of the Serra da Capivara, rock art possibly up to 36,000 years old shows animals like lizards, jaguars, and armadillos, as well as human sexual activity including bestiality and group sex.

         San-people rock art in the Southern African Drakensberg, and in Mutoko, Zimbabwe, shows menstrual blood flowing like rivers from between the legs of women and girls, possibly forming part of ancient rituals and ceremonies for menarche rites of passage.8 The Aboriginal Maliwawa Figures in Arnhem Land, Australia, with their distinctive red pigment, include images of people vomiting, impaled macropods, and sexual intercourse – one picture appears to show a man with dots emerging from his penis (it’s not clear which bodily fluid is represented here though).9

         For a very long time, such themes were considered a central part of life and religion, and not something to be ashamed of. Before European contact, elders in ancient and medieval 26African tribes such as the Baganda in Uganda, for instance, would often teach the young about sex without contempt or condemnation. While pre-colonial beliefs about sex were wide and varied across the continent, sex was generally not considered a shameful act reserved simply for reproduction, but instead was connected to love, pleasure, and spirituality.10* Ancient Mesopotamian societies positively revered the naked human body, especially the vulva, and had multiple deities for sex and love. The art of the Sumer people, from around 3000 bce, which included terracottas, poetry, and sculpture, was brimming with vaginal and anal intercourse.

         This art was celebratory. Sumerian poetry described vulvas as tasting like beer and honey, and even as beautiful – something Sigmund Freud would strongly have rejected, as according to him the genitals are exciting but hardly ever beautiful.11 Consider the royal love song of Shu-Suen from the Ur III period (2100–2000 bce):

         
            
               The beer of my …, Il-Ummiya the tapstress

               Is sweet

               And her vulva

               Is sweet like her beer

               And her beer is sweet!

               And her vulva

               Is sweet like her chatter

               And her beer is sweet!

               Her bittersweet beer

               And her beer are sweet!12

            

         

         27Assyriologist Zainab Bahrani notes how the Sumerians did not even have a word for nudity, but did have a large array of terms to describe genitalia – words which did not have negative connotations like they do today (like ‘cunt’ being used as a biting insult).13 Sex in ancient Mesopotamia did not have the unfavourable reputation it does in some parts of the contemporary world. It was instead seen fundamentally as an expression of love:14 the two formed sides of the same sacred coin for this ancient civilisation, which also gave us arithmetic, the wheel, and the earliest written language.

         Vulva imagery almost disappeared in the later ancient Greek and Roman world,† but phallic symbols and male nudity remained an important part of cultural expression. The male warrior figure that epitomises ancient Greek art would nearly always be shown naked in public monuments and on ‘naughty pottery’ like drinking vessels. This nudity extended to portrayals of all sorts of activities, even precarious scenarios like fighting a battle.15 As classicist Mary Beard writes of the pervasive phallic imagery in Roman Pompeii:

         
            Power, status and good fortune were expressed in terms of the phallus. Hence the presence of phallic imagery in almost unimaginable varieties all round the town … There are phalluses greeting you in doorways, phalluses above bread ovens, phalluses carved into the surface of the street and plenty more phalluses with bells on – and wings.16

         

         28Portrayals of sex, including bestiality, were standard during this time. The first-century Roman erotic art found in Herculaneum and Pompeii ranges from frescoes found in brothels to household objects like phallic oil lamps and mosaics. A notable piece in this collection is a small-scale white marble sculpture of the rustic god Pan having sexual intercourse with a supine female goat, which
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