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grate highlight the immediacy of a domestic idyll interrupted by passion. Though tea tables 

were often used as a trope to signal the decay behind the façade of respectability, as in 

Hogarth’s progress, they also signaled domesticity and class affiliation. Though a rich 

harlot might also have access to a tea equipage and set herself up as a lady, it was also a 

gendered claim to refinement. The quarter panels on the door and the frieze surrounding 

the fireplace further reinforce the suggestion that a polite woman has been interrupted 

during a quiet hour before dinner for an amorous frolic.  

 

Fig. 22 The Vertuous Maids Resolution, Or, The Two Honest Lovers. Detail. 

The refinement of sexuality was possible in large part because of the instructive 

nature of pornographic imagery and erotic writing. Just as manners books disseminated 

information and provided a common reference point from which men and women 
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measured their own behavior, erotica served both as diverting titillation and a repository of 

arcane secrets. By taking a private act and creating templates of erotic action which a 

reading public could imitate and reference, printers of erotic and pornographic materials 

provided a tangible reference from which a literate public could engage. The progression 

from the bawdy and ribald joking about sexuality to its treatment as a serious topic could 

not have happened without the aid of a robust print culture that facilitated the spread of 

uniform messages.  

Reading and the Imagination 

As a reading public became more familiar with the necessity of imagining a story 

line in their head as they read silently, they were no longer satisfied with laundry lists about 

adultery or mere mention of the generic ‘crim con’ or criminal conversation that had begun 

the cultural fascination with the sex lives of elites.295 They wanted details of the precise 

actions taken by bodies engaged in the arts of love. The existence of a literary repository 

of sexual acts was not revelationary. The refinement of these representations of sexualized 

content, modified to include new social habits, positional goods, and domestic space replete 

with the hidden messages about personality connected to domestic furnishings and status 

objects, differentiated the British pornography and erotica of the eighteenth century from 

other sexualized content that had existed before. 

Nearly a century after the Courtier’s Gallery at Kensington Palace was depicted in 

Alexis the Courtier, ‘typical’ British pornography would focus on class and the furnishings 

of polite households nearly as much as the naked bodies displayed in their tinted color 

                                                
295 Tim Hitchcock, English Sexualities, 1700-1800 (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1997), 16-17. 
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plates. Having further developed the associations between gentility and sexual 

performance, the middle class domestic house would become the default setting for most 

pornographic content. The multiple and varied settings for representations of sexuality had 

been narrowed to the domestic household of middle class Britons. These settings reflected 

a multitude of new items and spaces when compared to the texts that came from earlier in 

the century, but they show a homogenization of social expectations and ‘typical’ household 

spaces that reflected the culmination of a universal understanding of these objects as 

familiar rather than singular.  

A further refinement in these early nineteenth-century erotic texts is the 

construction of highly refined and elaborate sexual spaces created for the express purpose 

of conjugal activity. In the seventeenth and early eighteenth century, sex was and could be 

anywhere. Whether taking place in a barn or behind the promenade of a fashionable garden 

like Ranleigh or Vauxhall, both elites and plebeians recognized the reality of alfresco 

seductions. With the increasing valorization of privacy, however, houses were re-ordered 

and conjugal activity was more often removed to the private realm.296 By the nineteenth 

century, the middle class prudishness which had developed during the previous generations 

made sexuality a prohibited topic amongst all classes, forcing sexuality underground where 

it emerged in highly specific and detailed constructions within private rooms in private 

books.297  

                                                
296 Elias, The Civilizing Process, 138; Saumarez Smith, Eighteenth-Century Decoration, 189; Roche, A 
History of Everyday Things, 175; Curtain Lectures…, 8-12, 24, 52, 59, 61, 64, 75, 79, 93, 103, 118, for 
descriptions of conversations between husbands and wives involving beds or bedchambers. 
297 Elias, The Civilizing Process, 139-45. 
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In the late 1820s, just before the beginning of the Victorian era, two erotic novels 

with pornographic illustrations appeared for sale. With the customary five color plates 

complementing the text, the Adventures of Thermidor and Rozette and The Intrigues and 

Amours of a Ladies Maid tell stories of sexual passion and illicit love within the physical 

and social framework of the middle class house. When compared to sixteenth and 

seventeenth century works like Aretino’s Postures or the ballad sheets and shilling 

illustrations featuring sailors and bawds, the domestic focus is the most obvious shift. By 

1830, the assumption of a private domestic room as a theatre for bodily passions had 

become a cultural commonplace. These texts interweave the domestic furnishings and 

architectural details of the house (or symbols of them) into the story line, relying on the 

physicality of hidden staircases and supportive furniture to facilitate illicit sexual practices. 

They differ sharply with seventeenth-century depictions of large hallways and classical 

poses to highlight the minutest details of domestic furniture arrangement and the profusion 

of objects in the background of love trysts.  

The understanding of sexual intentions is often communicated by entry into a 

private room where the owner’s sexual intentions are revealed by the furnishings present 

in the room. Explicit statuary, ‘Turkish’ couches, and strategically placed mirrors serve as 

clues, warning the protagonist what to expect and facilitating secrecy, silence, and desire. 

Even after the Regency, couches still carried a frisson of illicit sexual intention. When the 

couches were in the Turkish style, linked to older representations of harems and 

associations with dissolute ‘Oriental’ culture, the intention was unmistakable. Some 

furnishings within these novels are themselves explicit. A pornographic candelabrum 
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buried within the secret walls of an apartment built for adulterous assignations lights the 

way for each couple; a mirrored ceiling reflects a secret lesbian orgy, and a concealed 

stairway facilitates cross class adulterous romance in a middle class marriage as the 

husband sneaks away for a tryst with his wife’s maid.  

These refinements in architecture and furnishing combined with notions about 

refined manners, class membership and privacy to push sexual activity to the bedroom and 

entrench the notion that sexual expression was not acceptable in public. Like other bodily 

functions, conjugal activity was regulated to the realm of the private and secret. This 

secrecy made the closed doors and perceived forbidden activity of the bedroom a 

compelling setting for erotic tales. In this way, the genre itself was refined from a 

mechanism for showcasing hypocrisy or satirizing the faults of others into a library of 

secret knowledge that claimed to reveal secrets of sexual mastery as well as common 

practices that had no acceptable outlet.  

Elias’s claim that the forbidden is revealed in dreams, in thoughts, and in pictures 

was proved again and again in the successful editions of voyeuristic pornography and 

erotica that privileged the domestic household as a theatre of sexual activity and often, 

perversions.298 Voyeuristic elements had always highlighted the illicit nature of 

pornography, but with the concrete elements of realistic furniture and material details of 

middle class households laid out before the reader, the entire scene was contextualized in 

a more complete way. Instead of historically, ethnographically, or professionally removed 

fantasies, such as religious figures in cloisters or Oriental harems, or transcripts of criminal 

                                                
298 Peakman, Mighty Lewd Books, 186. 
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conversations, (often called ‘crim cons’) providing titillation, reading audiences were now 

more compelled by what might be going on next door at their neighbor’s house.299 The 

Intrigues and Amours of a Ladies’ Maid brings all of these elements together, and is 

representative of the transition toward the private and domestic bent of Victorian 

pornography that would become typical after 1830. 

The opening page of ‘Ladies Maid’ begins with the protagonist, the maid Louisa, 

shouting “Coming” to her mistress, who has summoned her with a bell. The increasing 

desire for privacy and service in the suburban villas and bourgeois terrace houses 

necessitated the system of bells for calling servants that would become a synecdoche for 

the master/servant relationship and a hallmark of elite Victorian pretentions. Louisa’s 

answer is both humorous and true, as she happens to be engaged in libidinous activities 

with the master of the house, the husband of the woman summoning her.300 Though many 

differences exist in erotica and pornography from the eighteenth-century to the nineteenth-

century, the use of humor and wit in erotic materials remained a common feature in erotic 

works.  

The escalier derobe, a hidden staircase by which Sir Simon descends to conceal his 

illicit (and adulterous) sexual encounter makes his movement in the house undetectable. 

The concealed staircase conceals his secret sexual life, hiding him from the polite and 

genteel areas of his house as it enables a secret sexuality to coexist with the height of 

refinement. ‘…unwilling to leave her pleasing employment, she had waited til the word 

                                                
299 McKeon, The Secret History of Domesticity, 303, 469-80. 
300 J. Ryder, The Adventures, Intrigues, and Amours of a Lady’s Maid (Portobello Passage, London, 1822), 
b. 
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‘Coming!’ had not only the piquancy of the apropos, but also the merit of being literally 

true.’301 Her secret adventures cause Louisa to take five minutes to reach the summons of 

her mistress in the drawing room. While subverting her social rank and undermining the 

sacred bond of marriage between her employers, Louisa’s ‘amours’ reveal much about the 

class, status, and sexuality as it played out within domestic space in lived reality. It also 

speaks to the importance of accuracy and detail in representations of physical spaces within 

erotic texts and imagery, which helped readers reconstruct spaces in the plastic arenas of 

their imaginations.  

The first page of this erotic novel relies on an architectural detail to facilitate the 

private sexual revels of an unequal relationship predicated on privacy and status. Without 

the separation of the living quarters between master and servant, this hypocrisy and 

adultery would be impossible. The emphasis on external appearances and the dignity of the 

employing class is ironically the very spatial arrangement that conceals the adultery that 

threatens domestic life. By the dawn of the Victorian era and the Romantic age, the desire 

for status caused men and women to privilege social perception at the expense of domestic 

tranquility. 

The pornographic illustrations in both books emphasize current fashions from the 

1820s and 1830s, with the hand tinted plates colored with saturated reds, yellows, and 

greens. In The Adventures of Thermador and Rozette, the illustrations show copulation 

between the protagonist and her seducer, but though the same artistic style in used in 

Intrigues and Amours of a Ladies Maid, illustrations are much more pornographic, focused, 
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with emphasis on the conjoined genitals of the protagonists privileged above detailed 

depictions of furnishings. In these compositions, however, the background may recede but 

does not disappear.  

For an audience already familiar with the symbols and meanings of household 

spaces, little is needed to convey the representation of spaces associated with privacy and 

seduction. Different household spaces are suggested by abstract impressions rather than 

the concrete details present in earlier works. The reliance on drapery and the shadowy 

suggestion of library shelves is all that is needed to convey the inherent privacy in a scene 

where Louisa the maid is seduced by the Reverend Mr. J in the masculine space of the 

library. Another illustration places her again with the Reverend Mr. J, but this time alfresco 

on the banks of a stream. Again, the focus is pornographic, focused on what lies beneath 

her fashionable gown, raised to accommodate the lustful wishes of her protector, which 

occupies a third of the frame. The abstract trees and “natural bed which had witnessed our 

transports” is here rendered in cartoonish pastels, diffused of detail.302 In contrast their 

conjoined genitals are portrayed as the detailed focal point of the image without subtlety.  

In the next illustration, Louisa is portrayed on the verge of a lesbian encounter with 

her new employer, a woman named Madame Fieschi. Both women occupy the entire frame, 

naked except for a dildo strapped to one figure. While the presence of sexual accoutrements 

gives no doubt as to the sexual intentions between the two women, Louisa does not learn 

of her employer’s sexual interest through their appearance. At her initial meeting with her 
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future employer, she is shown into a room. It is through her observations of the furnishings 

in the room that Louisa learns of Madame Fieschi’s lascivious intent.  

 
Fig. 23 Illustration from Ryder, J., The Adventures, Intrigues, and Amours of a Lady’s Maid. (London: 

Portobello Passage, 1822). 

After she is examined and found fit to assume her duties as a maid by Madame Fieschi, 

Louisa is left in the saloon, where she notes: 

I had the opportunity of examining the saloon, in which 
instead of chairs were ranged low Turkish sofas, with the 
exception of the end facing folding doors, which formed an 
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alcove, in the recesses of which was placed the couch of 
eider down, raised three steps above the floor, on which 
Madame Fieschi had been seated. In a niche above it was an 
alabaster statue of Silence, her finger on her lips and beneath 
it the inscription, ‘For boundless bliss, the sole return we 
crave/Is Silence, deep as tenants of the grave.303  

This message about the imperatives of sexual secrecy is delivered through the inscription 

of an allegorical statue. Madame Fieschi’s saloon was obviously not for strangers, and it 

relied on the implied and overt messages inherent in the furnishing to communicate her 

lascivious intentions to those ushered in it. Merely having been in the room in the presence 

of these revealing furnishings is a harbinger of future sexual exploits. 

That this was not the room where Madame Fieschi received 
strangers, was evident; and I could only attribute her having 
done so in my instance, and giving me time to satisfy my 
curiosity, to her wish of gradually preparing me for some 
mysterious ceremonies, secret worship of some dea ignota, 
the sudden revelation of which she perhaps fancied might 
shock my island notions of virtue, and render abortive the 
projects she had formed respecting me.304  

By showing her to an obviously private room replete with Turkish sofas, Madame Fieschi 

has tipped her hand to Louisa, revealing future licentious intent. Both are aware of the 

sexual messages and intentions revealed in the furnishing of the room and the crossing of 

thresholds from the public to the private realm. After describing other statues of goddesses 

and a few allegorical paintings, Louisa notices further unusual décor in the form of mirrors 

on the ceiling.  

The ceiling was covered with fine Venetian mirrors, which 
being alternately and slightly raised and depressed at the 
jointures, had the effect of Cen tripling every object 
contained in the saloon. . . Judge then, what it must have 

                                                
303 Ibid., 82. 
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been, when all the decorations which belonged to it were 
arranged in the now vacant spaces; when the light, streaming 
from twenty-four wax tapers, placed around the lustre, made 
the resplendent ceiling look like an ocean of fire, and instead 
of me alone, motionless, too, as I was, the room was 
occupied by twelve lovely women, completely naked, full of 
life and animation, now circling in the voluptuous waltz, and 
now, exhausted with fatigue, reclined upon the sofas…such 
was the scene I once witnessed.305 

Every sexual encounter Louisa describes takes place in a new and specific architectural 

setting. These settings and the objects within them add nuance and meaning to the action 

taking place within them; especially in the case of sexual meaning. When Louisa’s former 

employer wishes another rendezvous with her, he instructs her to meet him in town at the 

Cigar Divan, ostensibly a tobacco shop catering to men. When she arrives, she is escorted 

by the proprietor into a secret apartment without windows, concealed by surrounding 

industrial buildings. Sir Simon meets her there via a concealed stairway and tells her the 

space is called the “Temple of Happy Lovers.”306 Sir Simon reveals the complete history 

of this sexualized space, which is shared by several men and their paramours. He first 

reveals the economic structure of the rental agreements, and Louisa hears how:  

The expence is defrayed by subscription and the profits are 
divided between the tobacconist and the leaseholder of the 
warehouse.” After the trail of rents and monetary divisions 
has been explained, the location and secrecy of the 
building’s structure is revealed. The building, ‘… is situated 
over the warehouse adjoining the Divan, and, as there are no 
windows to the street, nor to the rear…307 

                                                
305 Ibid., 83. 
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Despite the fact that this story is fictional, realistic details and explanations showing how 

this space could be recreated in reality show the importance of real world details in the 

creation of fictional space. Though the heating of the rooms is never of subsequent 

importance, Sir Simon explains the intricacies of it to Louisa, telling her how the room “ 

is ventilated by secret pipes…” showing how physical details in the representation of 

sexualized spaces contributed to the essential element of privacy necessary for decadence. 

Details of the structure and financial arrangements, concealed windows and pipes, 

and the explanation of the single entrance that assures “none but the initiated are aware of 

its existence” reassure Louisa of absolute privacy. These details could easily have been 

omitted in the convenient structure of fiction, but their realism establishes the connection 

to reality for the reader, and helps to establish the possibility of the same circumstances 

existing in the social world of the reader. These details also importantly show how the 

specialization of room use had become important not only within the domestic household 

but also within the imagined world of fiction. The ‘back stage’ existence of a secret den of 

assignation, where even pipes for ventilation had been concealed, speaks of realms so 

unknown that they could descend into the most depraved perversions.  

Sexuality and secrecy were not only linked in popular culture, they had become 

inseparable. Secret spaces were seen as places to conceal what was not permissible to 

discuss, and the more secret these spaces the more decadent they could become. The objects 

in such hidden rooms could be even more decadent because the fear of discovery was 

absent. While rooms in Madame Fieschi’s house sent covert messages about sexual 

intentions, the space in the “Temple of Happy Lovers” was not subject to the constraints 
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of the domestic household. Purpose built for sexual excess, these secret rooms functioned 

as a symbolic space where freedom extended to imagery so licentious it was capable of 

shocking a servant.  

Louisa, temporarily alone, describes the objects she first encounters. “On the table, 

before the indicated panel, was a folio family bible, surmounted by a blue Morocco prayer 

book.” Above the fireplace was a large image of the day of judgement, as well as a framed 

series of prints depicting Hogarth’s Harlot’s Progress, and a Chinese lamp and Turkish 

ottoman, along with curtains “…close drawn, and as evening was approaching, afforded 

me but just sufficient light to distinguish the objects I have enumerated.”308 The 

approaching nightfall, the gothic warning of religious laws about to be violated, and the 

symbolic placement of Hogarth’s moral works; themselves full of symbolism, indicate a 

mood of sinful decadence to the reader. After Sir Simon takes Louisa from “sensibility to 

dishevelment”… “over an ottoman, upon which, ere I had time to recover from my 

astonishment, he with a rush of impetuous delight in a few seconds made me forget every 

thing but the ecstasy of our mutual embraces,” he offers her a cordial glass of liquor and 

explains the secrecy of their adulterous apartment, created specifically for the purpose they 

have used it for.309 After listening to Sir Simon’s explanation, Louisa looks around her to 

see the material details of a room dedicated to sexual decadence. Like the saloon of 

Madame Fieschi, mirrors play an important role in signifying decadence and luxury.  

                                                
308 Ibid., 47. 
309 Ibid. 



 

 

187 

Unlike her previous employer’s household, however, additional erotic imagery is 

present. “Mirrors, reaching from ceiling to floor, were distributed at intervals along the 

festooned walls, and between them were paintings representing the amorous conflicts 

between demigods and of men, in every possible attitude that the lascivious imagination of 

Aretin ever committed to paper.”310 Invoking Aretino’s historic love guide, the author 

indicates the additional layer of decadence present in the imagined space of his creation 

compared to the historic examples. Paintings were accompanied by allegorical statuary in 

the same theme, ‘Beneath these paintings, in small niches, were alabaster groupings of 

fawns [sic] and satyrs, and of the priestess of Cybele, suspending the votive phalli of 

prostrate virgins on the gigantic and heaven directed weapon of Priapus. But all this was 

nothing to the demoniac [sic] and hideously convulsive figures, which, from the lamp, 

reflected by polished mirrors, seemed to surround the spectator with the realities of 

Pandemonium.”311 Louisa is shocked to see allegorical imagery depicting sexual 

conquests, and ‘was on the point of screaming with afright’ when Sir Simon kisses her 

passionately and reassures her.312 Though Louisa has been initiated into lesbian sex by her 

former employer, she models the reserve expected of more genteel women in the eighteenth 

century with her “fright” at the imagery before her. Sir Simon assures her that they are 

below the level of art but useful for inciting lust. “Don’t be alarmed my dear girl these are 

mere shadows. They are grotesque and Van Bruegel-like caricatures of the sweet mysteries 

of Venus.”313 Louisa, however, ascribes to gendered notions of reserve and innocence when 

                                                
310 Peakman, Mighty Lewd Books, 15-16, for more on the history and significance of Aretino’s Postures. 
311 Ryder, The Adventures, Intrigues, and Amours of a Lady’s Maid, 47. 
312 Ibid., 8. 
313 Ibid., 47. 
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she claims she cannot fathom the real purpose of these depictions, and asks Sir Simon about 

the meaning of these objects, “But Sir Simon, what occasion to represent them at all on 

canvas?”314 He explains it is to incite lust, and then uses them to teach her new sexual 

positions. We see here a difference between what is considered classical allegory and what 

has become obscene. It is interesting to note that extant monochromatic alabaster statues 

of the type described in this passage were a common decorating trope for the polite world 

in Britain, France, and the Atlantic World throughout the long eighteenth-century, and well 

into the nineteenth. For Louisa to have worked in a great house and failed to encounter 

statues like these would have been exceptional. Placed in a room intended only for the 

fulfillment of lust, she sees them in a pornographic light. On a dining table at Clandon Park 

or in the drawing room at Chatsworth House, however, these items signified refinement 

and elite taste. Here we see a shift in values toward a greater refinement of sexuality 

reflected in a gendered expectation of prudery. 

Eighteenth century plebeian women were not placed under the same strictures 

regarding the repression of sexuality as their sisters in the polite world. Eighteenth century 

servants, men and women alike, were chided for looking at erotic imagery in print shop 

windows, teaching their master’s children about masturbation, and were accused of sexual 

promiscuity. Still able to joke, run races, and play leap frog, eighteenth-century servant 

girls would have been conversant in sexual mysteries which elite women were meant to 

feign ignorance of.  

                                                
314 Ibid. 
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With the increasing intolerance of bodily display that came after the Regency, 

however, the restrictions formerly placed only on elite women in polite circles extended 

downwards to the serving class. Whereas formerly innocence and naivety were the marks 

of a lady, it was now a gendered expectation of all women, even servants. What had been 

a mark of distinction separating elites from the rest of society had become a predilection 

associated with all members of the fair sex. In this passage then, Louisa’s behavior 

showcases a crossroads of gender and class confusion. She does not know Latin, and has 

not been educated in classical mythology, but she sees the allegorical art as pornographic. 

She is a plebeian servant girl, yet she is unfamiliar with objects commonly found in the 

houses of elites (which required extensive dusting by servants) and she assumes the air of 

an innocent well brought up girl of the eighteenth century when she is in fact a knowing 

participant in an adulterous affair. These details of social position, facilitated by knowledge 

of furnishings and familiarity or ignorance with them, show the many facets of knowledge 

that refined people possessed.  

This confluence of furnishings, privacy, and specifically sexualized space 

distinguishes the erotic and pornographic representations of the long eighteenth century 

from the examples of previous eras. The context of furniture, fashions, and private spaces 

had become essential to the sexual plot. Though details might be contradictory and 

fictional, the presence of concrete objects and theoretical privacy presented sexuality in a 

way that had never before been done. Industrial production and pornography are considered 

the hallmarks of modernity, and in the pornography of the long eighteenth century we find 



 

 

190 

a system of understanding sexuality mediated by the fruits of international trade displayed 

alongside amorous activity. 

Conclusion 

Eighteenth-century erotica can be broken down into several categories, such as anti-

religious, anti-noble, flagellation, and pastoral. To understand the many additional layers 

of meaning behind the categories, however, we must examine contemporary social events 

and the shaping of social rituals related to status and gender. Sexuality and status became 

entwined in unique ways during the long eighteenth century, and these combinations in 

turn produced new understandings about each separate category. Even within known 

political and anti-clerical works are inclusions of material culture that add nuance and 

reveal information about gender, status, and sexuality. Men and women of different classes 

changed their images and worldview by participating in new social rituals involving newly 

created objects. These objects contributed to a totally new social space which necessarily 

included sexual space. Sexuality is inherently tied to self -image and public image, and 

neither can be altered without altering its intrinsic meaning. Eighteenth-century men and 

women of many classes were undergoing gentrification in dining, fashion, and living 

habits, and this refinement was echoed in both ephemeral physical encounters and in the 

material record of pornographic books, prints, and the representations of domestic spaces 

within the physical pages of the books. The refinement of objects, then, produced refined 

representations of these objects, even in places thought sordid and vulgar. The spread of 

the desire for privacy and its proportional relation to class also influenced the material 

details of the sexual scenes depicted. Before and after 1750, when Peter Wagner claims 
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pornography “became an aim in itself” domestic settings and architectural details reflect 

the particular frisson of private sexual encounters.315  

Adhering to or violating privacy added a layer of understanding to sexual practices. 

In voyeuristic depictions of copulating couples, the viewer’s experience is predicated on 

the two secrets kept from the participants. In other words, the couple engaged in amorous 

activity revels in the secret delight of ecstasy, while the thrill of the voyeur comes from 

viewing these secrets in secret. 

Secrecy and privacy were not quotidian expectations for most men and women. 

Hierarchy governed distance and dependency. It was common, for instance, for entire 

families to share a room for sleeping. It was usual for employers to lock their servants in 

their rooms for the night, and it was nearly impossible for those without a house to conceal 

and keep goods that did not fit into pockets.316 By the end of the eighteenth century, 

however, notions of privacy had shifted from older ideas and contrary to the special 

physical and social distance created around the king and other nobles, privacy had become 

a reasonable expectation even for servants (though to a lesser degree).  

Elias’s civilizing process relies almost entirely on privacy to set new standards of 

decency in public. By removing bodily functions and sexuality from public view, a 

                                                
315 Wallace, Consuming Subjects, 99; Walter Kendrick, The Secret Museum: Pornography in Modern Culture 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 75-79, for further discussion of pornography. 
316 Ariane Fennetaux, "Women's Pockets and the Construction of Privacy in the Long Eighteenth Century," 
Eighteenth-Century Fiction: Vol. 20: Iss. 3, Article 5, 2008.  
Available at: http://digitalcommons.mcmaster.ca/ecf/vol20/iss3/5; Vickery, figure 3 for John Wilkes’ 
detector lock.  
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repository of secrets was created to contain shameful or uncivilized behavior. Records of 

these changes exist in secret libraries about the most forbidden topic; sexual activity.317 

Many historians have attempted to place erotica and pornography in context within 

a cultural milieu. I have identified the situational confluence of sexuality and new 

understandings of politeness as they related to objects, gender, and social spaces. In terms 

of pornographic and erotic imagery and amatory novels, the domestic details that are 

described to aid or enhance sexual scenarios reflect a change in the overarching structure 

of sexual understanding and practice. The change in details reflects the change in larger 

thought and belief. This is particularly true of sexual practices as they relate to social 

practices.  

Once certain rooms were established as theaters of sexual activity, refined details 

multiplied. Dining and seduction have always been linked as the primary sensory pleasures 

of the human condition, and as dining regulations multiplied and became ever more 

elaborate and nuanced as signs of good living, so too did the forbidden and secret spaces 

and techniques of sexual congress. 

Giacomo Casanova built his social reputation on his sexual prowess, but it was his 

status as a gentleman that made this possible. Had Casanova been further down the social 

ladder he would not have been able to leverage his sexual assignations as social currency. 

It was because of his background and knowledge of the polite world that he was able to act 

with impunity when he intentionally transgressed these boundaries. According to his own 

pen, his interests were primarily sensory, "Cultivating whatever gave pleasure to my senses 
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was always the chief business of my life; I never found any occupation more important. 

Feeling that I was born for the sex opposite of mine, I have always loved it and done all 

that I could to make myself loved by it.”318  

As part of a sybaritic social group with the financial clout to buy every conceivable 

luxury available on the market, Casanova was part of a founding movement of men 

embracing a version of Bernard Mandeville’s reconfiguration of economic and moral 

imperatives. Whereas Mandeville excused private vice for public benefit according to the 

fledgling principles of eighteenth-century economics, pleasure seeking elites added an 

additional layer of private vice in the form of private sexual realms accessed only by a 

privileged few. For this reason, perhaps, a collective curiosity arose with respect to 

luxurious settings and sexual games played by elites in secret, often in secret chambers 

furnished for that purpose only. Just as other activities became suffused with additional 

status meanings and social meanings that required elaborate equipment and the knowledge 

to use it correctly, so too did sexuality, as it was now ostensibly sealed off from prying 

eyes and gossip, only to emerge as specialized knowledge in forbidden books. Just as the 

tea table created a new desire and requirement for knowledge and material trappings 

necessary to engage in this social activity with genteel correctness, so too was sexual 

practice now a series of actions which could be measured against a rubric of genteel 

performance and ranked acceptable or not.  

                                                
318 Giacomo Casanova and Arthur Machen, The Memoirs of Jacques Casanova De Seingalt (New York: 
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The concealment of sexual practices required private space. Plebeian culture often 

referenced the humorous results of couples caught in flagrante delicto as they copulated in 

semi- public areas. The tale of the country couple who nearly killed the man sleeping under 

the haystack they fornicated on was a public joke, but it addresses the very real difficulty 

plebeian couples faced when they attempted to gain fleeting privacy for sexual practices.319 

Public fornication was both a standard jest, published in almost every guide purporting to 

enhance wit, and also standard practice, even amongst the elite. Samuel Pepys witnessed 

an assault from his carriage on Ludgate Hill, and James Boswell engaged the services of a 

prostitute on “that noble edifice” of Westminster Bridge.320 While gentleman might choose 

to engage in sexual congress outdoors, they also had the option of private specialized rooms 

if they desired. This was not the case with plebeian men and women, who shared space and 

whose rooms served multiple purposes. It is important to understand the novelty of privacy 

and its class associations to fully grasp the nuances of private space as it related to sexuality 

in eighteenth-century British culture. When private elite spaces were depicted, they were 

novel to most.  

Ultimately, furnishings became entwined with status and sexual personality in the 

eighteenth century, and the population at large became intrigued by the alleged finesses 

and perfections of sexual congress practiced in the secret chambers of elites. Pornographic 

novels and prints thus became instructional vehicles not only for the actions and techniques 
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of erotic play, but also sexual manners books of sorts, instructing readers in the importance 

of surroundings as adjuncts to sexual feeling. This was well known to elites, as they were 

used to all of the ways that luxury objects and settings contributed to an integrated 

experience. Furniture not only supported (sometimes literally) sexual activities, it also 

contributed to the social tone of the room, and by extension, the sexual personality of the 

inhabitants of the house. In many cases, architectural details became physical supports to 

adulterous relationships or forbidden love. In the erotic novel, Intrigues and Amours of a 

Ladies’ Maid, the hidden servants’ staircase allows the protagonist’s master to access her 

room despite his wife’s presence in the house. In the case of William Beckford, the 

necromantic lighting and fog at his Christmas party, combined with his Eastern architecture 

and placement of Turkish sofas and floor pillows communicate his space as sexualized 

before a word was spoken. The voyeuristic element of eighteenth-century pornography 

evolves from the relative novelty of sexual privacy. These secret worlds, not accessible to 

most, created a fascination with the violation of sexual privacy, which revealed not only 

the sexual acts taking place but also the secret living habits of those able to cordon off 

impolite bodily acts from the knowing eyes of the world.  

Though secrecy and privacy were often used to convey additional messages about 

class conflict and the hypocrisy of women in general and aristocrats in particular, the 

underlying desire of it was rooted in essential differences between the daily living habits 

of plebeians in contrast to those who could claim at least a minimal level of polite gentility. 

While the uninitiated sought new knowledge of background furnishings and the practices 

associated with them, those to the manner born treated them as necessary minimums for 
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pleasure. Louisa Beckford, writing to William Beckford a year after his notorious 

Christmas party, contrasted the memory of his “silken apartments” with the tawdry room 

at a French inn where she was currently forced to pass Christmas.321 Bitter about spending 

time apart from her paramour, she notes with distaste her current surroundings in 

comparison to his planned sexual haven. Whereas the Fonthill fete had catered to every 

sense and raised it to an Elysian refinement, her room in Brignoles was a dystopian 

nightmare, “hung with dark tapestries” and illuminated, not with the celestial light, but “lit 

with a single taper.” As she recalled the “luxurious fancies of vice” they had enjoyed the 

previous year, Louisa encouraged William to do the same: “Recollect this day last year and 

think of how I must suffer when I compare it to this.”322 

These refinements in sexual practices are inherently connected to refinements in 

dining and social concepts of politeness and taste that suffused eighteenth-century popular 

culture and contributed to a new social sphere mediated by manners. The general rule 

dictating appropriate behaviors to appropriate spaces extended to include sexual spaces, 

even though new understandings of privacy prohibited the sharing of these rules. Members 

of the elite classes asserted their superiority with correct behavior in every circumstance 

whether or not an audience observed it. 

The cultural acceptance of new manners significantly limited and contextualized 

behaviors. Whereas formerly, men and women of all ranks relied on their emotions and 

feelings to dictate their behavior in public and in private, they were now obliged to restrict 
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their behaviors to a narrow set of acceptable responses and actions deemed appropriate for 

the public realm. By dividing the world into two discreet theoretical concepts, ‘public’ and 

‘private’ were not only oppositional, they were often contradictory in aim and in nature. 

The disappearance of certain behaviors in public led them to become secret. What cannot 

be spoken of may appear, as Elias and Greenblatt suggest, in dreams, in books, in pictures, 

and in allegory, but they cannot give rise to robust public discourse until they become 

public.323 It is easy to see how the secret nature of erotic materials and behaviors 

condemned them to the realm of the illicit. What is interesting is that representation and 

intimacy were not actually separable. While it is true that image crafting was slackened in 

certain areas within private spaces and in private company, the ‘exact accounts’ of sexual 

voyeurism depicted in erotic and pornographic materials inevitably depicted elements 

contributing to social status and representations. Within representations of sexual intimacy 

were inherent clues to social status. These combined elements served to craft and announce 

clues to sexual personality. As readers incorporated secretly gleaned secret knowledge into 

their personal practices, they established a template for normative sexual behaviors based 

on fictional representations.  

In many ways, the sexually proficient gentleman in an erotic storyline provided a 

vision of refined masculinity that could coexist with sexuality. The cultural transition from 

crudity to refinement had created the satirical figure of the fop, a man so refined he had 

lost his masculinity and, by extension, his virility. The fop’s refined clothing, predilection 
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for powder and patches, and effeminate ‘French’ manners robbed him of his sexual 

attraction to women, or so men alleged. With fictional examples of courtiers and gentlemen 

who seduced women on a regular basis and were also conversant with high fashion, 

powder, and social niceties, there was room for the development of alternative templates 

in which these social markers of refinement and status did not preclude the possibility of 

successful seduction. Indeed, the existence of Giacomo Casanova, a man famed for his 

excessive sexual conquests, mirrored the template provided by so many extant erotic 

novels.  

By the end of the eighteenth century, Casanova’s success as a lover was predicated 

on his gentlemanly status which was seen to bolster his sexual expertise. Refined sexual 

practices were seen to be connected with the refined spaces and refined people. As the 

refined man became acceptably sexualized and so legitimized, the brutish man who relied 

on force and strength to assert his sexual will over women fell out of favor with women 

and men alike. The aim of all good manners and refinements was the realization of comfort 

for the other. Noblesse oblige in the context of sexuality meant shared pleasure and mutual 

consideration. Just as good manners had refined everyday situations from shopping to the 

new social habits of tea and coffee, so too did new sexual manners and accepted behaviors 

taught in the erotic examples in print refine the practices in person. 
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CONCLUSION 

Over the course of the eighteenth century, the social and cultural fabric of British 

society evolved and changed. The relationship of material objects to ownership, gender 

and class became increasingly linked to new perceptions of power and rank. Tangible 

objects and representations of objects served as both structure and grammar for new social 

situations, and were formally recognized in legal codes. The evolution of an understanding 

of property not only as land but as movable chattel goods spread across every 

socioeconomic class, reshaping and complicating traditional symbols of power and the 

relationships of those relying on power. With the first phase of industrialization in Britain 

coupled with a wider mercantile theatre of foreign luxury goods and populuxe goods for 

mass consumption, old symbols of social power were supplanted by new and unstable 

goods which relied more on the symbiotic relationship between owner and object than 

inherent historical symbolism. This relationship between object and personality was further 

strengthened and intensified through representation in pictures, prints, and books. 

Accumulated objects served not merely as a representation of social status, but also as key 

indicators of personality and expectation. The material consequences of the civilizing 

process that Norbert Elias claims occurred in Europe from the sixteenth through the 

twentieth centuries became bound up in new objects that facilitated social eminence and 

helped the owner claim status and power in the unstable new world of casual sociality. The 

relationship between owner and possession became highly personal in a social context even 

as its production became more mechanized. It was the eighteenth-century middle classes, 

in particular, who helped facilitate this transition from land to chattel property, from the 
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anonymity of pre crafted goods to the personal relationship of object and owner, especially 

in the new social spheres where these goods were used: “If the inanimate objects amassed 

carry the burden of sentiment through time, representing these objects serves only to 

enhance their intensity.”324 

Perhaps one of the most profound changes related to these developments was the 

creation of a new social sphere predicated on refined behaviors. At the table, in the drawing 

room, and outside the household walls, the importance of personal image in the 

configuration of rank and the power attached to it became greatly magnified. Objects and 

spaces began to play a more significant role in establishing the condition, temperament, 

and personality of the people associated with them. Lorna Weatherill’s pioneering research 

on tea wares in household inventories across Britain, Amanda Vickery’s profound 

contribution of middle class Georgian households analyzed in terms of gender and power 

and Norbert Elias’s theory regarding the civilizing process that occurred in Europe from 

the sixteenth through the twentieth centuries have greatly influenced my analysis of the 

social and cultural changes that occurred over the long eighteenth century in Britain. It was 

Elias who inspired me to think about the ways material culture, politeness, and new social 

rituals and paradigms challenged and bounded expressions and perceptions of sexuality.  

The tea table and the couch, though ostensibly new furniture, were also new social 

spaces that functioned as portals to new social situations, many involving aspects of 

sexuality. The cordoning off of sexuality from other aspects of social interaction was a 

hallmark of refinement, as references to copulation became taboo and vulgar, yet there 
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were many instances of more refined sexuality becoming entwined with the domestic social 

sphere. In the third chapter, for instance, we see the confluence of status and luxury goods 

with a specifically crafted sexual setting meant to influence the company to participate in 

an unregulated moment of sexual excess. The plasticity and flexibility of goods relied on 

social context to explain them and the status of their owner to verify their significance. 

This symbiotic relationship complicated understandings and created longer periods of 

instability for new items and by extension, the standing and motives of their owners. 

Satirical prints and magazine articles lampooned those who would use the market to their 

social advantage, pretending a status they did not possess with the possession of an object. 

The hostility to those who united the marks of labor with the symbols of leisure was 

unrelenting and harsh. Sir Joshua Reynolds, famous for his disdain of the nouveau riche, 

remarked on the impropriety of baubles on bodies that were unworthy of them. He asserted 

in 1777 that ‘… many a good woman whose arms are marked with an eternal red, from the 

industry of less prosperous days, considers the Bracelet, with the Minature [sic] Painting, 

as an ornament necessary to her Station in Life.’ 

The enhanced significance and intensity of objects represented in books and in 

pictures echoed throughout the social sphere. The creation of the conversation piece as a 

genre of personal self-expression underscored and immortalized the well understood 

relationship between portable chattel goods and individual personality within the physical 

and theoretical boundaries of the social sphere.  

The treatment of women and the beliefs surrounding appropriate gendered behavior 

by men and women became yet another layer in the intrinsic identity and lifestyle 
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associated with practices such as dining, shopping, and celebrating. Art and song, food and 

fetes, came to reflect not only representations and idealizations of sexual paradigms, but 

also shaped them. As associations between objects and behaviors became more nuanced 

they enabled the transmission of coded sexual messages easily read by those in the know. 

The importance of objects in relation to people, and in turn, their interactive social 

relationships, has been a compelling focus for anthropologists, sociologists, and historians 

for decades. Objects speak of ownership, of possession, of status, and death. Representation 

of these objects reinforces their symbolism and their significance, and this collective social 

repository of meaning acts as an underlying structure of all social relationships, 

communicating messages of personality and status within a social sphere.  

The confluence of ‘genteel appearance’ luxury goods, and sexuality within social 

spaces was communicated visually through fashionable clothing and accessories that 

facilitated desire and heightened erotic feeling. Men and women of the polite world of the 

eighteenth century, whether located in the metropole or further afield in the Atlantic World 

of the American colonies, abided by codes of presentation dependent upon established 

social locations. While geographic locales differed in terms of a variety of goods and the 

particular styles of fashion, the shared knowledge of behavior appropriate to each specific 

social zone within the domestic house transcended the miles between the Old and New 

world, uniting them in a shared belief that gentility correlated with appearance, and in many 

ways depended upon fashion.  

The combination of fashions and social spaces gave rise to many connections 

between the accessories appropriate in a polite drawing room and the social power 
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connected to them. Often, social power was connected to sexual desirability. In the 

specifically set social stage of the domestic drawing room, it was necessary for men and 

women alike to make extra efforts in terms of their appearance. Lady Sarah Lennox, for 

instance, distinguished between casual, powdered ‘everyday’ hairstyles and something 

‘perfectly genteel’ that was appropriate for a drawing room; the social epicenter of the 

polite house.325 Her instructions to her sister, Susan Fox-Strangways, carry an implicit 

warning about the social dangers of disregarding a genteel appearance, ‘To be perfectly 

genteel you must be dressed thus…The roots of your hair must be drawn up straight, & not 

frizzled at all for half an inch, above the root.’326 Lady Lennox’s sister Emily used fashion 

in a more explicitly erotic context. Using expensive and fashionable stockings as a foil to 

set off her legs, she requested several pairs of elaborate clocked stockings from her husband 

when he visited London in 1762. Perhaps because of their obvious connection to erotic 

thought, he bought her even more than she had requested, making her a ‘present of the 

dozen.’ Inspired by thoughts of her ‘dear, pretty legs’ in his purchases, he confessed to 

Emily that, ‘The writing about your stockings and dear, pretty legs makes me feel what is 

not to be expressed.’ A sexual transaction was necessary to complete the order for 

stockings, however, and he made clear to Emily that he expected her to reward him for his 

expenditure; ‘I… long very much for the acknowledgement [your] dear, dear legs are to 

make me for the trouble I have had upon their account, and make no doubt but that I shall 

be amply rewarded for the care I have had about them.’ So distracted was Lord Kildare’s 
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mind with thoughts of his wife’s ‘dear legs’ in the clocked stockings that he feared he 

would ‘sleep but little tonight thinking of them.’327 By 1762, however, he knew the bawdy 

joking of a previous age to be vulgar and incongruent with gentility. Kildare references 

‘what is not to be spoken’ but keeps his reference vague. The bawdy jokes and double 

entendres recommended in The Beau’s Academy, published in 1699, were not only out of 

date, but vulgar. Not only does Kildare rely on euphemism to express his desire, but also 

the accoutrements of fashionable undergarments, purchased in a shop hundreds of miles 

from his wife, to stand in and enhance his future sexual bliss. This sophisticated seduction, 

which relied on luxury goods and objects to enhance the sexual experience, used the goods 

of the marketplace, the concept of fashion, and the newly important element of privacy to 

create new expectations for sexual satisfaction. When these objects, furnishings, and social 

settings were represented in prints and books in a sexual context reliant on the disruption 

of privacy and the sharing of secrets, a new paradigm of sexuality was born. No longer 

primarily thought of in relation to reproduction or blasphemy, sexuality had become an art 

in its own right. Giacomo Casanova’s genteel seductions and William Beckford’s sybaritic 

worlds were crafted with elite objects and furnishings meant to complement, rather than 

obscure their other gentlemanly pursuits. Relying on social cues, physical objects and 

spaces, and gendered beliefs about performance, the eighteenth-century paradigm 

regarding sexuality exhibited an important shift toward modernity as the objects of a 

productive marketplace and notions of gentility combined in a sexual arena to produce a 

new way of imagining erotic activity.  
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In a changing Britain, the tea table galvanized old concerns about women and 

power, the accumulation and display of wealth, and the control of sexuality. This new 

social ritual, which would become so innocuous and respectable a century later, was 

fraught with tension, instability, and distrust at its inception. It played upon men’s fears 

about women’s sexuality and power, and it introduced new refined objects that mediated 

sexual inappropriateness through patina goods, which were so valorized in their own right 

they could bear the associations with impropriety and emerge unscathed. The tea table also 

helped to re-order the spatial zones of the household, ultimately aiding women able to 

perform this social ceremony with flair, and placing men in a double bind over power and 

authority. Anxious patriarchs castigated women tea drinkers as prostitutes and associated 

them with ugliness and promiscuity, attempting to wrest power away from this new spatial 

zone that enhanced female social power. Ironically, the material items depicting erotic 

scenes, most notably erotic porcelain tea cups, were not used to disparage women tea 

drinkers. As long as risqué content was emblazoned on prohibitively expensive surfaces 

like silver and porcelain, it could avoid negative associations. Even as allegorical nudes, 

bacchiante, and erotic porcelain was becoming more common at tea tables across Britain, 

new prohibitions on speech were effectively curtailing the public mention of sexuality that 

had previously been a staple of social mirth. The simultaneous repression of sexualized 

speech and the emergence of erotically themed patina goods and decorative objects allowed 

men to effectively criticize respectable women drinking tea. When sexuality was 

transformed from the ephemeral to the concrete, it was tempered by the materials of luxury 

and thus recast as acceptable.  
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As a popular sexual expert in the 1920s, Dr. Gallichan explained the cultural 

changes regarding the practice and beliefs surrounding sexual expression that had been 

new in eighteenth-century Britain had become so deeply engrained that by the twentieth 

century, biology was used to explain what were now seen as universal differences amongst 

men and women. These templates of behavior had not always been normal or obvious. The 

struggle between the stereotype of the fop and the brute, fought in satirical imagery as well 

as public venues, had no obvious outcome to contemporaries witnessing the fracas. The 

enduring legacy of behaviors and beliefs first understood in terms of narrow class 

associations and notions of civility and refinement continued to evolve in the next century. 

The roots of these ideas grew until they became so popular during the Victorian era that 

they extended down the class ladder and were eventually considered universal. As 

associations with class vanished, biological difference explained behavior. The roots of 

revelations about women’s “natural” sexual reserve and men’s “impulse to dominate” are 

a product of a culture of respectability first forged amongst the British middle classes in 

the eighteenth century in opposition to prevailing norms.328 As this dissertation has shown, 

marriage provided an arena for the expression of power and sexuality. When outside forces 

challenged this traditional balance of power, gender, materiality, and power were 

reconfigured and altered. As power was recast as restraint amongst the polite, barbarity and 

overt force were denigrated by their association with lower classes. In terms of sexual 

behavior, this was crucial in shaping future beliefs about the nature of men and women, 
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and the nature of sexual expression and consent which still resonate today in the twenty-

first century.  

These beliefs introduced into the middle class social circles of Britons living in the 

eighteenth century when middle class women began to show refinement by restraining their 

sexual passions and ascribing to a template of gendered behavior that valorized sexual 

restraint as genteel. Novels, lovers’ guides and didactic literature provided new models of 

restrained women resisting the advances of men determined to seduce them. While 

seventeenth-century women were seen to be sexually insatiable, the new model of 

womanhood championed polite sexual behavior amongst the middling. As I have 

illustrated, the ‘coy resistance’ of women in eighteenth-century Britain was intrinsically 

related to class. The twentieth-century statement about “coy resistance” called on the same 

historical ideas related to notions of respectability and, ultimately, class, but now biology 

was brought to bear in a sexual equation that cast man as hunter and woman as prey.329  

Sexual assault and force, in 1927, was conveniently relegated to a biological shortcoming 

on the part of men when their out of control ‘nature’ drove them too far in the pursuit of 

the “mating impulse.”330 Whereas early guides had spoken explicitly about the sequenced 

steps of seduction, advising actions such as “grasping her waist” and other step by step 

actions to promote pleasure, the twentieth century man knew that sexual expertise was a 

necessary precursor to marital happiness. 
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The stark divisions between polite society and their plebeian counterparts were 

mirrored in distinct patterns of social behaviors. Once social superiority was established 

by distinguishing behaviors related to economic associations, the opportunity for 

distinction compelled men and women to modify their behaviors in every category of life 

to avoid being associated with those considered beneath the minimum standard of decency. 

As the men and women of Britain became more refined over the course of the long 

eighteenth century, their ways of thinking about sexuality evolved and became more 

complex. The carnal urges associated with lust and sensory gratification were made more 

palatable and dignified by the polite classes through privacy, refined reference, improved 

technique, and an appeal to higher ideals. For middle class men and women, elevating 

conjugal activity from the rude passions of lust to the level of art required metaphors and 

an appeal to philosophic principles. The presence or absence of higher ideals underlay the 

actions of men and women, motivating them to different courses of action. Thus, while 

polite men were capable of indulging in the amorous “combat” of love, they did so 

motivated by “finer feelings” instead of animal lust.331 As prohibitions of violence toward 

women expanded to include sexual violence, men assaulting women were now viewed as 

violators submitting to their lowest instincts. 

When sexual impropriety could compromise a man’s social standing or honor, men 

who had previously acted without discrimination were now socially, if not legally, 

accountable for their actions. Rape had always been punishable in the courts and in the 
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community, theoretically, but the link between actions of sexual violence and personal 

honor had never been as explicit as it was made in eighteenth century Britain.  

Print culture reinforced this, with authors narrating violent assaults with inclusions 

about the moral shortcomings of the rapist. Privately printed pamphlets revealed the true 

nature of exalted figures condemned in print for sexual assaults against helpless women.332 

Eighteenth-century British society censured men who could not abstain from committing 

these ultimate offenses. Sexual assault, more often associated with foreigners and barbaric 

types, was thus considered below polite society and impervious of sexual restraint.   

Restraint in the social world paid dividends in standing and respect within the 

community contributing to the ‘invisible standard’ necessary for acceptance into elite 

social circles. Tea had to be sipped slowly, with the top and bottom of the tea cup grasped 

precisely by the finger and thumb. Appetite had to be restrained and food consumed in a 

genteel manner, and dress, dancing, and conversation were to take place in ideal scenarios 

designed to highlight the practitioner’s ease with these complex tasks. Sexual assault was 

the ultimate lack of control. It revealed a weakness or distaste for the rules of restraint that 

governed society and enabled it to function properly. Successful men relied on “Cool 

Reason” to provide “curbing Power” when lust threatened to overwhelm them.333 The 

careful study of books dedicated to teaching refined methods of seduction helped these 

                                                
332 Cynthia B. Herrup, A House in Gross Disorder: Sex, Law, and the 2nd Earl of Castlehaven (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 164-69; John MacLaurin and Lord Dreghorn, Arguments and Decisions in 
Remarkable Cases Before the High Court of Justiciary and Other Supreme Courts in Scotland (Edinburgh: 
1774), 117; Robert Drury, The Devil of a Duke: Or, Trapolin's Vagaries. a (Farcical Ballad) Opera, As It Is 
Acted at the Theatre-Royal in Drury-Lane. to Which Is Prefix'd the Musick to Each Song (London: 1732), 
11. 
333 Armstrong, The Oeconomy of Love, 21.  



 

 

210 

men raise their actions “Above the merely sensual touch of Brutes” and reap the rewards 

of sexual delight well into the future. The new image of man as the seducer directly 

challenged the traditional role of men as physical enforcers of their will, challenging them 

to heroically restrain their passions not only to avoid moral and legal crime in terms of 

assault, but also for the greater reward of women’s pleasure. The modern valuation of men 

as skilled seducers was forged in the eighteenth century as men were challenged to show 

personal restraint and focus on the gratification of their partner. Sexual harmony between 

a husband and wife was an important dimension of marriage and men anticipating the 

possibility of a woman “demanding the dues of Venus” did not wish to risk being branded 

an inadequate “fumbler” unable to impress.334 To the degree that rape and sexual assault 

validated the true nature of the brute who committed it, a successful seduction resulting in 

mutual pleasure reinforced the supposition of the presence of ‘finer feelings’ doubtless 

present in the mind and breast of one who had been tutored in the arts of love. Whereas 

men of earlier generations could coerce and use force to ensure their sexual needs were 

met without negative consequences, the changing social landscape of Britain was 

increasingly hostile to men who did not meet the minimum requirements of gentility, 

including those related to matters of love. With the profusion of lover’s guides teaching 

men everything from how to write letters to their amorous prospects to the particular 

physical skills necessary to please their partner sexually when the time arose, competition 

increased. Men aware of the existence of these techniques now strove to perfect their own 

skill lest it harm their reputation. The imperative for sexual privacy left the possibility for 
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gossip and rumor to loom larger than previously. In the Stuart age, for instance, when 

bawdy talk was permissible and a shame frontier had not yet developed around sexual 

matters, gossip could be publicly refuted.335 As prohibitions surrounding the discussion of 

sexual matters infiltrated the social circles of the polite, private behavior had to be guessed 

at through the observation of other activities that validated what could not be spoken of 

publicly. In this way, we see how the public image of the gentleman, showing his restraint 

and skill in the dining room and at the hunt, could be presumed skillful in private matters, 

including conjugal activities.  

Print culture reinforced and contributed to links between social ‘stages’ and notions 

of civility or barbarity. The material furnishings in front parlors, dining rooms, and saloons 

were seen not only to reflect the degree of wealth and social standing of the householders, 

but also to reveal unspoken statements about personality. Interestingly, in the represented 

worlds of erotic fiction and pornography, furnishings were arguably more significant than 

they were in person. Marcia Pointon’s claim that the meaning of objects is magnified in 

representation is especially true in the private imagery consumed in private on a topic 

increasingly restricted in public. The public nature of luxury objects made them ideal 

transmitters and receptacles of signals too risky to verbalize. With every passing year, 

refinements multiplied and spread across society, encroaching on the freedoms of self-

expression and recasting parts of the social self into symbolic items capable of speaking 

what was now unsuitable to voice.  
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In print culture, the signals known in polite social circles were replicated, signaling 

the authenticity of “true” reporting and adding to the sense of voyeurism experienced by 

the reader. For courtiers reading Alexis the Courtier, the depiction of the Courtiers Gallery 

at Kensington Palace, completed in 1714, would have been familiar and recognizable, for 

a person lower on the social ladder, the depiction of such an elite space connected to social 

and political power could inform her of other lifestyles only accessible in the representative 

world of print.  

The invisible standard of true elites was made of the material cyphers inherent in 

the arrangement of furniture in social spaces, in the canvases and prints displayed on their 

walls, and in the particular configuration of their tea tables, decorated with elite imported 

commodities. In terms of eighteenth-century sexual media, the presence of these publicly 

valorized luxury objects provided a layer of refinement to the sexual content. To aspirants 

consuming stories of private assignations amongst the elite, the imagery and descriptions 

of furniture also offered a view into the social and private spaces of elite households. Just 

as a middling merchant might have read didactic literature to learn how to genteelly ask an 

acquaintance to dinner, anyone reading erotica or pornography set in the social worlds of 

another class would learn of particulars they might never see in person. As items 

multiplied, meanings became more nuanced. Couches and Turkish rugs, as I have shown, 

were viewed with suspicion in eighteenth-century Britain because of their ‘obvious’ 

sexualized nature, but by the nineteenth century, these items had become not only banal, 

but indicative of the typical furnishings of a respectable middle class household. This was 

significant in lived behavior as well as in representations of private acts in erotic storylines, 
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where the presence of these items foreshadowed the licentious intent of the householder. 

As long as items remained unstable, they were capable of speaking sexual messages. 

Unlike allegory, which subsumes and makes palatable “that which cannot be said”, 

furniture freighted with sexual connotations added a frisson of the forbidden and grafted 

the inappropriate onto the respectable. This carried over into lived experience. As chapter 

four has shown, when William Beckford wished to signal his intentions of sexual 

decadence to his guests at his Christmas party in 1781, he did so through the manipulation 

of his household space and the display of goods, punctuating ‘front stage’ areas with 

“Turkish couches” and “Turkish rugs.”  

A late nineteenth-century art critic writing about the painting, “Love Unbinding the 

Zone of Beauty” commonly called “Snake in the Grass” revealed the contrast in social 

manners occasioned by the display of particular imagery in public. The painting, which 

had hung in the dining room of Sir John Soane from the last quarter of the eighteenth 

century, was seen in a later and more conservative time, to be scandalous. The allegorical 

depiction of Cupid untying the ribbons on the dress of a nymph, which had been seen as 

an elevated subject fitting for the dining room of an elite and cosmopolitan man at its 

execution, was now viewed as too explicitly erotic. Despite the exemplary skill and fame 

of the artist and the refinement of allegorical symbols and classical allusions, this work was 

now seen to intrude on a refined social sphere that demanded the removal of sexual 

references from public view. In the eighteenth century, as I have shown, allegory and 

classical allusion bounded sexuality and made it a permissible and even refining element 

in household rooms increasingly specialized by use. Thus, the dining room at Lincoln’s 
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Inn Fields would have been an exemplar of refined social space suited for elite socializing. 

The Pleaides painted on the ceiling above Mrs. Soane’s customary chair and the painting 

by Reynolds would have been viewed as tasteful, elegant expressions of eroticism, suitable 

for mixed company and in keeping with the refined and public nature of the dining room, 

an epicenter of public entertainment in a genteel household.  

The contrast, obvious to Soane and his guests, between coarse bawdy talk and the 

beauty of the female body, depicted by a virtuoso like Sir Joshua Reynolds, would have 

elevated and made permissible the erotic nature of the painting. Expressing sexuality 

through refined erotic imagery elevated content and made it appropriate in public. 

Showcasing such elevated imagery helped establish connections between the householder 

and refined feelings of delicacy that demanded a subtle and luxurious expression. As 

chapter one and chapter four have shown, valuable luxury goods associated with higher 

artistic properties were acceptable vehicles for the expression and containment of erotic 

imagery. Items like this painting and erotic china tea cups bounded sexuality and 

transformed an unruly, uncouth, subject into a refined image in a refined medium able to 

be displayed in front of visitors. While Georgians saw such imagery and allegorical objects 

as containing and controlling unruly sexuality, their descendants saw only the sexual 

elements of the composition. The Georgians refined sexuality; the Victorians removed it 

from view. Through the end of the seventeenth century, women were the obvious targets 

of clerics and other moral reformers quick to link their inherent sinfulness to the fall of Eve 

and condemn them for any attempts to gain power, especially social power associated with 

visual display. The familiar narrative of sermons posited women as vain, artificial, and 
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morally frail; potential Jezebel’s on the brink of a fall if not kept strictly in line. This 

narrative served as a convenient excuse for anxious patriarchs wishing to deny the women 

under their control material items and elements of fashionable life that would enhance their 

social standing. By 1701, however, some pamphlet writers contested the religious 

arguments against women enhancing their beauty and following fashion through “painting 

the face.”336 There were practical reasons for a lady to resort to cosmetics, such as “to keep 

up that which time would needs diminish.”337 The traditional objections to bodily 

adornment and display were directly challenged by the advancement of a marketplace 

based on the selling of superfluous luxury goods to a wider middling market. This pamphlet 

provides an example of changing thought that would be greatly expanded on as the 

eighteenth century progressed.  

This dissertation has shown the refinement of sexuality as concurrent with the 

refinement of social behavior and the placement of material possessions in various physical 

settings. While the Georgians’ more refined and civil behavior contrasted with their 

predecessors, the Stuarts, the Georgians’ legacy of refinements was taken even further by 

their own descendants who saw them as having lived in a time of comparative freedom. 

While Sir John Soane’s guests would have seen good taste and restraint in one of his 

favorite paintings, the next generation saw profligacy and vulgarity.  

In a letter written in the last year of his life, William Beckford, then 84, reflected 

on the change in social mores that differed so starkly from his youth. His pleasures, hopes, 

                                                
336 John Gauden, Several Letters Between Two Ladies: wherein the lawfulness and unlawfulness of artificial 
beauty in point of conscience, are nicely debated (London: 1701), A4. 
337 Ibid,. A3. 
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and dreams, catered to and enlivened during his Georgian youth, were now supplanted by 

more rigid social codes that prohibited the freedoms most precious to him. He was “chilled 

by the present age” which he saw as fundamentally different from his youth. By 1844, the 

proliferation of refinements had changed the social landscape and made it more restrictive 

than it had been in the Georgian era. Tea was seen as respectable, and began to take on 

connotations of the civility represented by empire as Britain triumphed over much of the 

globe. The splintering force of new manners in the Stuart age that had caused so much 

tension in the eighteenth century had been resolved in the Victorian era. By 1830, the 

imperatives of respectability and public image extended even to servants. Beliefs about 

public behavior, women, humor, and sexuality had been elaborately codified and 

respectable behavior could be expected even from the low born and uneducated. Britons 

were united in a nationalistic show of civility and superiority in opposition to the rest of 

the globe. From New Delhi to Rhodesia, Britons of all ranks had come to believe their 

native blood was superior to those of the “savages” they presided over. Race had replaced 

class as the metric of value.  

The Stuart courtier who viewed bawdy talk as a social asset had been refined into 

the eighteenth-century patriarch whose orderly and elegant household reflected his polite 

status. The Victorian man now navigated a social world so refined and complex that no 

matter his class he was obliged to change clothes multiple times a day. Sexual media, too, 

was inherently different than it had been previously. New printing and lithography 

techniques had made high quality, detailed imagery accessible to all classes. The two 

dimensional line drawings on seventeenth century ballads had disappeared with the advent 
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of better engraving techniques, but lithography, color plates and the new invention of 

daguerreotypes was further changing the visual expectations of consumers of erotica across 

all classes. The fledgling division between public and private had been considerably 

strengthened, and all classes of people were now concerned lest their public reputation be 

damaged by rumors of their failure to restrain or control some aspect of their bodies, their 

expressions, and their disclosures.  Removing the impolite from public view, suppressing 

the primary drives of the body, and behaving in refined and polite ways in social company 

was no longer the purview of a small group of elites distinguishing themselves through this 

behavior, it was the minimum standard of social discourse for all members of society. In 

terms of gender, sexuality and power were assigned to men, who were seen to have sexual 

passions they needed to guard against, while women were seen to be colder and less 

libidinous than ever. The category of sexual media, however, safely private, catered to a 

variety of sexual tastes. The categories of Victorian erotica were so extensive it took Henry 

Spencer Ashbee years to meticulously catalog them. Class became even more entrenched 

with these depictions of sexual behavior and desire. Men and women now well versed in 

the language of objects were presented with specially crafted rooms, furniture, and spaces 

meant to raise desire and showcase decadence. Erotic plot lines incorporated secret spaces, 

hypocrisy, and specialized arrangements of furniture to showcase the personality and style 

of living where actions occurred. The dirt rubbed off of the Stuarts had become the new 

varnish of the Georgians, which in turn became the daily expectations of the Victorians. 

Sexuality was not permitted in public at all, but in private spaces and private books, it 

flourished in a way impossible before these prohibitions had added to its scandalous nature. 
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Humor reflected these changed beliefs. The tales of cuckolds, so amusing to seventeenth-

century Britons, had been replaced by rape as a current joke, but by the Victorian era, rape 

was the ultimate tragedy, no longer even permissible to discuss except in the euphemism 

“ruined.” The household structure was now portrayed as women’s natural environment, 

safe from the dangers and impurities of the corrupting world. Women were now seen to 

have natural authority over the décor and management of the house, and their most 

acceptable foray into the outside world was shopping. Change had been achieved through 

hyper refinement extending to all classes, and would continue to affect generations coming 

of age in the twentieth century. 
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This project examines the refinement of sexuality over the course of the long 

eighteenth century in Britain in relation to a changing social and material world. The class 

connotations associated with seduction and sexual violence were used to elevate and 

denigrate men who aligned on one side of the divide between restraint and force, and the 

sexual nature of men was often indicated by the positional goods they were associated with. 

In person and in print, objects became freighted with meanings connecting sexuality and 

status in ways that could not be separated. By analyzing the decorative objects and luxury 

furnishings depicted in prints and literature, it is possible to understand the construction of 

many social norms connected to sexuality. Masculinity, restraint, feminine posture, and 

‘turkey rugs’ were diachronically and synchronically linked to the representations of 

people and objects in social situations, shaping and shaped by the magnification inherent 

in visual reproductions.  



 

 

231 

AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL STATEMENT 

Joelle Del Rose researches luxury, sexuality, and social spaces in eighteenth-

century Britain. She is particularly interested in social changes brought about by new 

objects, and their representations in paintings and print culture. 

 


