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Erotic Art

Term applied to art with a sexual content, and especially to art that celebrates human sexuality. It is derived from eros, the Greek word for human, physical love for another person (as opposed to agape, the spiritual, unselfish love for a god). The imagery of erotic art may be either explicitly or implicitly sexual, instances of the latter being more common in many cultures because of such factors as codes of behaviour, prudery and censorship. The majority of sexually explicit works of art in the Western world have been produced as part of an overall desire to express the totality of human experience: very few artists have made eroticism their only motivation. In many other societies and cultures, however, sex has provided a far more evident source of inspiration.
I. Historical survey.
1. Ancient cultures.

All ancient cultures sought to humanize and sexualize their universe by ‘projecting’ their emotions and activities on to the spiritual powers thought to control nature. A basic concern of many ancient religions was the ritual promotion of fertility in humanity and its food supply. Sexual magic was also widely used as a defence against malignant forces, and sexuality permeated the beliefs and rites marking the human life-cycle. Thus the myths, rituals and arts of ancient cultures, and of many continuing traditions rooted in them, express a wide variety of sexual themes. Erotic images are among the earliest surviving indications of human culture in the Paleolithic period between c. 30,000 and 10,000 BC. It is generally assumed that this art reflects beliefs relating to hunting and fertility magic and totemism. Carved reliefs and paintings in caves at such sites as La Ferassie, Angles-sur-l’Anglin, La Magdaleine and Le Portel in southern France include figures with pronounced vulvas and phalluses, often juxtaposed with hunting images. Paleolithic ‘Venus’ statuettes found at Lausell, France, and Willendorf, Austria, focus attention on enormous breasts, swelling stomach and vulva and are probably emblems of the veneration of female sexuality and childbearing.

Many erotic images and artefacts survive from the Neolithic period between c. 9000 and 7000 BC. A carved stone from Ain Sakri in the Judaean Desert (London, BM) represents perhaps the earliest image of human copulation. With the advent of stock-breeding, the male role in procreation must have been well understood and highly valued: many Neolithic figurines of women, usually obese and with vulva emphasized, show associated images of bulls and other horned animals. Some of the most impressive Neolithic images of the fertility cult have been excavated at the sites of Ҫatal Hüyük and Hacılar on the Anatolian plateau of Turkey. These have been interpreted as representations of the Mother Goddess, the Mother of Beasts and the Sacred Marriage (ritual copulation to promote the fertility of humanity, animals and all nature). Crudely carved figurines and chalk phalluses have been found at various Neolithic sites in England, such as Maumbury Rings, Dorset (examples in Dorchester, Dorset Co. Mus.); at Grimes Graves, Norfolk, a chalk statuette of an obese woman with associated phallus and testicles was found (London, BM) that is thought to be evidence of a fertility ritual.

By 3000 BC the great Bronze Age civilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia had evolved from Neolithic village cultures. Whereas the interpretations of earlier art can only be a matter of conjecture, the written texts of these ancient civilizations illuminate the religious and sexual symbolism of their art.
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Figure 1: New Kingdom Fragment of a Leather Hanging(?) with an Erotic Scene, leather (deerskin) and paint, 160 x 180 mm, c. 1550–1458 BC (New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, Rogers Fund, 1931, Accession No. 31.3.98); courtesy of the Museum of Modern Art


Egyptian creation myths are represented in many papyri depicting copulating couples with exaggerated sexual organs, such as the Papyrus of Tameniu from the 21st Dynasty (c. 1075–c. 950 BC; London, BM). Large ithyphallic statues of Min of Coptos, god of male creativity and sexual pleasure, have been found at Coptos, and the same figure also appears with the Pharaoh Ramesses III (12th century BC) in the latter’s mortuary temple. The cult of Isis and Osiris was celebrated in many erotic images, and the ithyphallic god Bes, patron of prostitutes and initiator of sexual magic, was also frequently depicted. Mesopotamian art is rich in cylinder seals and moulded terracotta plaques: collections of these objects (e.g. New York, Met.; Paris, Louvre; Oxford, Ashmolean; and London, BM) contain numerous nude images of the goddess Inamia-Ishtar, often in various positions of intercourse, as well as scenes of sexual activity among her priests.

Bronze Age and Celtic European art is sometimes concerned with the Earth Mother as a sexual fertility symbol, but more frequently found are ithyphallic warriors: many examples are seen in the rock engravings of Sweden and southern Europe. Bronze figurines and jewellery with clear sexual significance have been found throughout Europe. One of the most remarkable erotic images once thought to be of the period is the Cerne Abbas Giant, an ithyphallic hillside figure in Dorset that was thought to represent the Romano-British deity Hercules-Ogmios. Research in the mid-1990s indicated that it is probably of much later date.

In Africa, initiation ceremonies and fertility rites have provided sexual imagery for many millennia, although it is unclear whether such imagery is intended to be erotic. Rock engravings dating from c.
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