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FOR MICHAEL PERKINS


THE SCORPION GARDEN

Editor’s Note: Hogg, the novel “The Scorpion Garden” prefaces, is Delany’s second experiment in pornography. The first, Equinox, was published by Lancer Books as The Tides of Lust in 1973. Maurice Girodias of The Olympia Press expressed interest in Hogg before he quit publishing; no other publisher, however, has stepped forward to repeat M. Girodias’ offer. At present, there appears little likelihood that Hogg will be published.

—Douglas Barbour
 

“But how, Mr. Auden,” the interview from Life continued, “do you know if what you are reading is really pornography?”

“That’s simple,” replied the poet. “It gives me an erection.”

Questions of “author’s intentions,” “the leer of the sensualist,” and “lewd and lascivious thoughts” aside, I am content with this as the informal emblem, if not the formal definition, of pornography—with all its contingent ambiguities: What is pornographic for X may not be not be pornographic for Y. What is pornographic for Z at six o’clock may not be pornographic for Z at quarter to seven. What is pornographic for the reader may not have been pornographic for the writer; and vice versa.

Hogg is a work of pornography—that is, it was pornographic for the writer at the time of its writing. Rereading the many-times reworked manuscript, however, it strikes me that, in many places, it accomplishes many things I should like to see in any novel and—you must allow for the writer’s bias towards his latest work—in the rest is preparing to, or recovering from, accomplishing them, with varying skill. Yet, it is only a novel.

Somehow, with such material, or, rather, material from such volatile places in the psyche, one is surprised it is no more.

It does not twitter, bong, flash nor, in general, show any signs of life other than aesthetic. After all that was undergone in its creation—after all, it is pornography—one might expect the manuscript itself to quiver and vibrate beside the typewriter, sending out rays to alter the lives of passersby on the street! But, while it is pornography, it is only a novel. And the pornographic novel is only a novel of a particular type.


Two years ago (well after Hogg’s initial draft, and well before its final) I listened to a member of the Académie Française, at a small New England University, deliver a lecture (I translate the title freely): “Sade, The Compleat Bourgeois.” It was a lecture of great humour, quite a tour de force. To have belabored, during our discussion following, the fact that its main points, well embodied in its title, stood against all historical evidence, as well as the literary and scholarly consensus of the past three hundred years, would have been to attack wit with a jackhammer. But when our discussion gave way to the inevitable sherry party, where the professor received our compliments, someone did remark, now that our avowedly socialist scholar had finished with his dismissal of the Divine Marquis as a mere bourgeois moralist: Granted Sade’s bourgeois morality, perhaps his particular type of it is the only admirable aspect of the bourgeoisie—the aspect which, when one bourgeois recognizes it in a second, the second is immediately clapped into jail or an asylum; for it is that aspect which can ignited the fuel of revolution garnered by the world’s oppressed.

To define any of this more rigorously, we must, of course, throw out the initial premise and start again seriously—Sade was an aristocrat. But that leads me from, not to, my point.

Pornography is didactic. That is one of its intrinsic qualities—a quality that has more to do with the type of attention we pay to it than the intention of the writer. Better, then, a pornographer like Sade who at least tries, however clumsily, to take advantage of this quality and, more importantly, takes responsibility for what he preaches. This is certainly preferable to the bulk of modern pornographers who, convinced they are writing healthy, liberating, sexually un-hung-up entertainments, are actually espousing, when their work is examined, the most conservative and reactionary Weltanschauung, one that no Victorian patriarch would have argued with.

The didactic purpose of Sade’s major work, that diptych of novels the first of which has been ubiquitously available in one form or another since I learned to read, and the second of which has been nearly unobtainable since its composition (only paragraphs of it had been translated into English as late as 1968), was “to bring to birth the New Woman.”

And what stranger sister volumes are Justine and Juliette!

For almost three centuries, people have taken the former as the virtual synonym for pornography. For much of the same period, people could never quite agree whether or not the latter was even extant.

Justine, or the Miseries of Virtue, for three hundred-odd pages, depicts a young woman who believes passionately that the myths of Womanly Virtue and Female Honor are sacred to God; she suffers every conceivable abuse and indignity at the hands of society in the impossible attempt to live up to these ideals till, moments after she finishes recounting the pathetic comedy of her life story to her sister, Juliette, she is struck down by lightning—by the God she was so sure would bring her at least one breath of peace before her death, in reward for her belief. That, anyway, would be Justine’s interpretation. But, Sade assures us, there is no such God. Her death came, as all of ours must, from chance; for the rest, she is the victim of stupidity, ignorance, and truly pernicious values.

Juliette, or the Riches of Vice, the sister volume (but what a sister!—over a thousand pages to Justine’s three hundred!) gives us the story of Justine’s long-lost sibling: Juliette quickly learned in childhood, she narrates, that womanly virtue and female honor—any trait society deigns to call “virtuous,” but the “womanly” ones in particular—are a sham and are only invoked at the expense of the “virtuous” person to the profit of those in the position to apply the label, even if they are applying it to themselves. Hiding behind the facade of “the virtuous,” unscrupulous men and women have exploited her as a child, body, soul, and fortune. Therefore, by the age of twelve, Juliette decides to commit any and every crime and violence to better herself, or simply for amusement: she indulges in theft, blackmail, a panoply of sexual pleasures and atrocities; she commits innumerable murders, some for gain, some for passion, and an amazing number from sheer caprice. Some are clever and sly; many are overt, violent, and gory. As a result of all this, she gains wealth, social prestige, personal happiness with her final husband and her remaining lovers, male and female—and lives to a ripe, joyous old age.

Shocking?

Far more than Justine. But, as Sade says in his Preface to Juliette, “… the New Woman will only emerge when she learns to commit every horror and violence that till now society has denied her as foreign to her temperament.” In short, though he talks of a personal revolution, it is still a real and corporeal one—as real as the one he lived through.

Why should such a revolution be necessary?

For a moment ignoring the overwhelming evidence of life, let us simply look at what literature makes so evidently manifest.

This is the moral stance that controls, totalitarianly, the modern novel in all its genres, high or low:

“It is the novelist’s duty to attack society, for its false complacency, for its repressive rigidity, and for its self-righteous insensitivity. Society is women. Therefore, the novelist must attack and punish women in his works.”

At first glance, this must look very similar to the moral template of Justine. It is, with this difference: Sade goes to great pains to show that the idea that women are the upholders of the values of society and civilization is an illusion fostered on them purely to get the better of them—so they may be raped, enslaved, and all money and economic power they may be fortunate enough to have inherited or actually to have earned by their own work can be stripped from them more easily. And the larger point, of course, is that Justine is only a fraction of the dialogue, the fraction that sets out this stance in order, at so much greater length, to demolish it by positive example. And it is this denial—Juliette, not Justine—that is Sade’s truly “banned” novel.*

Understandably, the most successful novelists are not the ones who have espoused the novel’s moral stance intellectually, but the ones whose basic psycho-sexual mechanism holds them to it despite their more cerebral beliefs.

Reading the modern novel, one realizes all its energy, its bravura, its whole aesthetic life springs from this stance; both its art and its intelligence are straited by it, whatever its ostensible topic. Without it, novels would miss the very drive that propels them from incident to incident; and the novel as a form would deliquesce.

These are the novels of Fielding and Tolstoy, of Flaubert and Hawthorne, of Lawrence and Joyce, of Hemingway and Faulkner and Scott Fitzgerald, of Mailer and Gaddis and Baldwin and Bellow, of Gide and Collette, of Kesey and Brautigan and Berger. Even Beckett, as his novels stray near plot, catches in the same gaping groove. These, to take the most random and easily replaceable of examples, are spectacularly the novels of Thomas Pynchon: Where is Oedipa Maas’s treasured collection of pre-thirties Coca-Cola bottles? What happened to her passion for discovering new junked car-yards? The major punishment is that novelists deny the very calculus of invention second nature in their creation of the male character to any and every female character. They cannot place her in a structural position in that completely artificial construct called “the story” so that, in her purposes, in her actions, and in her reactions, she resonates as a whole and autonomous creation. Whereas the male characters are automatically conceived as a matrix of purposeful, habitual, and gratuitous actions, the female characters, if they are “bad,” are all purpose, or, if they are “good,” are all gratuitous. It is not that female characters in the modern novel are characterizations of bad or limited people—although, incidentally, they almost always are—but that they are badly drawn, because the writers flatly refuse to apply the same complex of literary artifice in their character realizations to both males and females—out of habits that begin as a response to some terror that human individuation would make the female characters equal to the males. In a political field where men have declared women must be kept inferior, especially at the level of language, actually to show a woman as equal threatens the whole field with overthrow because it implies the possibility of superiority, which is so socially anathema that no one (except certain Radical Lesbian groups and Radical Effeminists) will even consider it. The proscribed limits on what is allowed women characters in novels are stricter than any Hayes Code or Lord Chamberlain’s Office. They define the novel. If the novel is dying, this above all (as Fiedler hinted at, but could never quite come out and say, in Love and Death in the American Novel) is what is killing it. And if no novelist, from Barthelme to Oates, from Didion to Gass, can break these strictures, then better it die! For it is always understood—it is worked into the texture of the language with which the novelists cover their pages—that the men in these books, no matter how formal a structure binds them, be it the Czarist Army arrayed against Napoleon’s troops or the intrigues of Left Bank Bohemia, are free; it is only the betrayal of this freedom that decides if they are bad men or good men; no matter how grudgingly, they are a fraternity of free beings. But they are not society, even when they have power over it. Often they are society’s victim. Through stupidity or malice, they may be society’s dupes. But society itself—no man in a novel is ever shown thus.

Those occasional all- (or almost all-) male extravaganzas, from Melville’s Moby Dick to Dickey’s Deliverance, ask to be considered, to the extent they are womanless, as complex prose poems whose significance is in their exploration of the sui generis existential embattlements of the free, male spirit, allegorically dramatized in landscape or decor. Kate Millett to the contrary, this is true even of Genet. But these books are never to be taken as social commentary, unless, like Kesey’s Cuckoo’s Nest, they contain one Awful Woman and/or, like Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead, a herd of faceless, immoral ones. Should we mistakenly examine what we can of the author’s social ideas from his depiction of actual life on a nineteenth-century whaling voyage, or a twentieth-century canoeing trip, the picture seems oddly fascistic. And that certainly could not have been the author’s intention. …

The fictions of writers like Djuna Barnes, Virginia Woolf, or Ronald Firbank at first appear as a much needed respite from this standard stance. Is it that their casts are all- (or almost all-) female? Perhaps their characters simply tend to have what is so easily labelled a “female sensibility,” i.e., they seldom act or particularly think of themselves as apart from society and consequently seldom act or particularly think of themselves as “free.” Yet the socially marginal and the insane are important characters for all these writers. Take a second look: These are the “Uncle Remus” tales of a slave culture. “Society is women” is still their unquestioned supposition. They simply choose to ignore the attack that is the “novelist’s duty.”

But either in whole or in part, the moral stance of the novel is as absurd and self-perpetuating a lie as the one given by those Southern critics of American Slavery who claimed that the only flaw in the society of the American South was the appallingly weak character, lack of honor, laziness and scheming of its nigger chattel—who, according to them, had been given too much power and responsibility at every level already.

This is ridiculous.

In our society, men have all the real social power: men are society. Women, at best, are men’s viceroys in its administration. If some women think of this as freedom, few men will trouble to dispute them. Man has created the institution of womanhood, all to his own profit. And any woman who would move even slightly beyond the allowable margins of that institution is likely to become man’s hunted and hounded victim, economically threatened and jeopardized at every turn, jeered toward any slough of guilt and madness she can be shoved into: Man will commit any indignity upon those human beings he has set aside into that minimal social area he has reserved for women.

On observing the newborn infant, he notes the minutest physical distinction and sets all who bear it apart linguistically: They are “shes,” “daughters,” “girls,” “nieces,” who will grow into “ladies,” “women,” “females,” “aunts,” “mothers,” and “grandmothers,” forever cut from the linguistic collective of mankind. (Whoever claims the word “mankind” includes women is simply ignorant of the language’s history: “… she knew too much of the obstinacy of mankind to oppose any of their ridiculous humours,” writes Fielding in Tom Jones, Chapter 5, paragraph 2; it is only 1920, i.e., the year women forced men to cede them the vote, that, as an appeasing gesture, anyone even suggested the obviously masculine word might, on occasion, be interpreted with such generous inclusiveness.)

I recall a theater audience, a few years ago, gasping when a sensationalistic documentary showed some ten- and twelve-year-old African boys who, from the ages of two and three, had been kept in tiny cages, molds, and mangles their whole lives to stunt and deform their limbs so that their owners could put them to beg on the highways where their deformities might excite sympathy.

But half the population on any street in any civilized western city is victim of an equally vicious process of physical deformation.

Man imposes on any one female—and on females alone—from infancy on, an aesthetic standard that equates the fragile, the weak, and the powerless with the Good and the Beautiful. Consider: an uncritical infant, you are encouraged by the giving and withholding of affection to be dainty; should you be fleshy … well, some men find that attractive. But you must not be muscular! Perhaps in your legs, if you are a dancer, for even that can attract men. But you must never have muscles in your arms and hands. In you, muscular strength is the definition of grotesquery; it is unthinkable; it is more obscene than any toilet graffiti; it must never be depicted, even in jest. (Because, of course, its possibility is much too serious for jest.) But the mental deformation has been proceeding apace: The only toys we will give you with full approval are first-level reproductions of the domestic surround. Do not play with anything that might move your imagination beyond the home. Play with nothing that must be built, constructed, created, or figured out; with nothing that might stretch the mind or, even worse, encourage competition in the physical sports or the fantasies of the moving, adult world. Once in school, you can be as intellectually advanced as possible; and (because at home the imaginative and fantasizing facilities, as well as displays of physical energy, have been continually discouraged) how customary it is in those early years for girls to excel in those purely imitative exercises by which the intellect of the young is first judged. And at first the praise you receive for your accomplishments seems lavish. But soon you notice a discrepancy: While your efforts are praised, any tangible results are subtly devalued. And the scale against which the devaluation occurs is the efforts and achievements of … him.
 
If you write a poem, it is nice.

If he writes a poem, it is an evidence that his is a creative personality.

If you organize some social event, that too is nice.

If he organizes some social event, it is because he has organizational abilities that may lead him on to greater things.

Everything he does seems to have both a history and a future.

Everything you do seems to register on only the most immediate attention matrix.

With the most outrageous thing he does, even the condemnation of it, again and again, reiterates that he and his outrage exist.

Any outrage of yours is glossed over, inarticulately excused and, as soon as possible, forgotten.

Do you question the why of this?

“It is because you are a girl and are to partake in the mysteries of ‘womanhood.’ You will go on till some man finds you. You will serve him and bear him children. That alone will make you happy. Should experience ever seem to say other than this, know that you have strayed from the true path: all true happiness, for you, lies upon it. Look: You have written poems, organized events, committed outrages; and you have gotten less satisfaction from it than he has. That is because you are a woman and it is your place to be less happy. (Not because I, who praise and condemn, regard you differently and have praised and condemned you less.) Believe this till you die. If you do not, you will be mocked by the world, damned by God, and will get no love.”

The reward of love given and the punishment of love withheld have been the instruments with which these very real deformities have been inflicted till now. The temptation to acquiesce again, no matter the pain, is great. And if mothers collude with fathers … well, educated slaves worked as clerks and accountants in the slave markets of the ante-bellum South. Brutalizing, psychological systems can hold the personality to shape as surely as a bamboo splint, bound with thongs about the leg of a child and left for years, will produce the desired crippled limb.

A gallery of laws once existed to ensure there was no appeal from the situation. I know a woman, up this morning, as I write, at six, to make bread for her family, who was forty years old when women finally took the right to vote. If the legal system has altered, it is only because men are convinced that the damages inflicted in childhood are much too serious to be—seriously—affected by anything so abstract as a law. And it hasn’t altered much.

“If the crippled creature really wants to limp about the edges of the playing field during the game—well, let it!” is the tone in which men have passed most sexually equalizing laws, after the incredible work of the women who formulated and fought for them.

And having been so magnanimous by day, at night men turn to view your atrophied limbs, at last undraped, your attenuated body they have pared away with the acid of their dreams, your breasts praised if they are immature, dismissed as repellent if they are long and mature, your vulva above the fleshy thighs where the pelvic blades still jut in the parchment skin, and above it all your reticent smile which says: “I have no history, no memory of injustice. You are safe. I am not even capable of rage toward something so awesome as you!”—and their cocks rise …

And perhaps next day, the same men sit and fondly remember when they last put some feisty old biddy in her place; when they last shocked some tightassed virgin; when they last got the best of some castrating bitch; and they smile and they think: “I am helping to liberate society …”—while war and environmental pollution and economic exploitation make miserable and destroy, by frightening design, among all, all the earth’s peoples!

A very healthy sound: the rage a-broil behind that reticent smile. No person can deny another’s history; history comes into being as humans endure because all humans remember, and women’s history is remembered and broadcast by the mothers and the daughters who have lived it.

“But the very suffering that is God’s law women endure …” someone cries.

Well, man is very quick to label his most brutal whim “God’s law.” (All those “deaths in childbirth” that plagued the nineteenth century and infected the whole idea of motherhood well into the twentieth were not deaths from childbirth itself; the overwhelming majority were from puerperal fever, a complication that resulted because male doctors were too squeamish [or ignorant] to curette away the afterbirth that did not come out naturally—a complication that became prevalent, incidentally, only when midwives were replaced by male attending physicians.) The same voice again: “But you learn by your oppressions—”

No. Oppression teaches us nothing. It weakens us and demoralizes us, makes us shallow and coarse. Under it, we may be forced to learn the limits of the survival of the human in us. But it is the human that does the teaching, not the oppression. And the learning justifies the oppression not one bit.

And the novelist?

The lie that society has conditioned into the fictional practitioner is inchoate, sexual in genesis and political in effect—and practically opaque to intellectual analysis. Society, and the novels of others, constantly reiterate that the novelist’s is the normal sexual syndrome. It is condoned on every side. Bluntly, one who does not suffer from it—whether male or female, heterosexual or homosexual—in our society is not likely to become a novelist.

The great women writers of the nineteenth century came as close as anyone to escaping the syndrome.

Yet Emma Woodhouse must be humiliated. (And if Jane Austen came the closest of all, what a price she pays!)

Maggie Tulliver must drown.

So must the heroine of Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, perhaps the most pathetic, because it is the suicide of a person who has everything to live for.

The novelistic lie seems inchoate to the medium of fiction. If one can enumerate its effects on the art’s great practitioners, one could fill encyclopedias with examples of how it has defaced the works of the unskilled and the clumsy, whose fifty-thousand-word-plus endeavors fall, by want of another name, under the heading, novel.

It affects me.

I am distressed when, writing a novel in which I am consciously struggling to deploy men and women characters among the incidents of my tale in some way that violates this moral template, I discover the development of what I first thought some innocent piece of stage business or decor suddenly demands the situation resolve completely faithful to this sexual determinism. When I think I have conquered even this—for one small section of my story—then to step back from it and discover I have set loose elements in my narrative which, in league with the basic structure of the narrative itself, conspire backwards and forwards through the plot to support this moral lie by the overall structure more firmly than before, I am frightened. Some of this, the honest critic must admit, is the attitude we bring, as readers, to the fictional gesture—so different from our attitude toward the same gesture in life—so that one action, performed by Joseph, gets a completely different interpretation when performed by Judith; though we change only the proper noun, a phrase of description previously neutral is at once pejorative; another, before purely praising, now takes on an ironic tone of censure. But much more frequently, it is simply the insidious workings of the writers’ own prejudices.

Having constructed a scene in a book where a man and a woman must have a physical fight and the woman win, rereading it three days later I notice that I have written the whole six pages without a single declarative sentence beginning with the pronoun She followed by an active predicate! (Needless to say, there are many such sentences that begin with He.) All through the scene, although he occasionally reels from her blow or the like, she never actually hits him.

Another scene, another story: a discussion between a man and a woman. I want the woman to make an epigrammatic point that happens to be one I particularly believe in. Reading my tale later, I notice that somehow my woman is completely unanchored to the world of my story. No profession is mentioned for her, or any other source of income. How does she live? Where does she come from? Where will she go when the story is over? She is there only to make the point, and because she is, as a result of my failure, an insubstantial character, the point, as made in the discussion—in fact the whole discussion—is fairly insubstantial too. Yet I know that had I given the point to an equally minor male character, without even a second thought I would have constructed a whole series of past experiences, as well as a present situation, for him that would define a personality from which such a point might naturally flow. I know that ideas must be connected to character in fiction; it is one of the major aesthetic canons of my personal approach to writing. Yet time and again these methods of character construction, inchoate to the way in which I write male characters, have simply blanked out while I tried to create a female character in first draft after first draft. When I have been lucky, in second, third, or fourth, I have been able to correct some of this by conscientious contrivance.

Ten years ago, the result of this was that a number of readers (women) took it upon themselves to let me know they understood and appreciated what I was doing, and, in various letters, praised me for it—well before the phrase Women’s Liberation had received any of its much-needed currency. But language is a delicate medium; often it reflects the thought of the practitioner despite what he thinks he is thinking. A more recent and more informed reaction has been to note that, while there is the (rare enough) attempt to fill out my women characters, the attempts are contrived. I cannot argue; I know my method.

If it is annoying to watch methods creak, clank, and falter, it is shattering to watch intentions carom off the track to smithereen against the grandstand of cultural determinism:

I conceive a story around a form: “A set of couples, each member a distinct personality type, undergoes a series of situations in which, alternately singly and in pairs, each person must have an encounter with every other.”

That is the note I wrote to myself at the head of my first work-page.

After this comes much labor to construct a set of situations that will propel my characters from one encounter to the next; six weeks of five-hour-a-day labor later, I have finished a reasonable second draft. Picking it up from the kitchen table where I do most of my work, a day or so later, I notice—and for the first time!—that while each man has his encounter with every other man, and while each man has an encounter with every woman, somehow I have neglected, in express opposition to my sated form, to have any encounters among any of the women characters at all! Anyone with a sense of symmetry can feel the tale drastically list; and yet through two drafts the idea of fixing a situation so that two women might have to talk to one another never even occurred to me! Indeed, as I look again, I realize that there is one very definite non-encounter between two of the women: one refuses to speak to another because of mistaken jealousy over one of the men. At this point, the only way to return to the form is to wrench apart all the elements of the story—plot, themes, motivations—and build these missing encounters back in. On more than one occasion I have wrenched, and, at least in terms of my own satisfaction, found it well worth it.

The more distressing point is that I do not think I was any less aware of this problem twelve years ago when I started writing than I am today. My twentieth and twenty-first years were dominated by hundreds of discussions with women writers, housewives, women psychologists, and the men around them, on the position of women in society and literature. These are the points that were made then: why can neither male nor female writers show women in the psychological richness that they show men (or with the psychological generosity they show to their male characters); why can they not show the social and economic realities that hold their women to the world of their fictions; and why can they not show women’s relations with one another, involved and fruitful. And these are the place I still find my own fictions failing at age thirty-one. The mark of the failure is usually some blatant violation of a perfectly obvious aesthetic symmetry—thankfully! I have become so numbed by the world I live in, were it not for this over-determined relation between aesthetics and ethics, I sometimes think I would not even be able to recognize these inequities at all, even critically, much less have a hope of recognizing them from the more complicated position inside the creative, story-making process.

But when I speak of the inequity of literary artifice, the above examples only define the pernicious category. Again and again, over twelve years of writing, when my intentions have been the most conscientiously egalitarian, my initial results have been sabotaged by them. Looking at it objectively, it seems to have all the earmarks of a compulsive neurosis; and it is not in the least heartening that this particular neurosis seems endemic to almost all novelists in the West. What we are dealing with, here, are those fine elements of language and sensibility which the novelist uses to amass the life of the book. To see them so insidiously outside control as soon as the material wants to veer from the well-worn groove is terrifying. All writers who have confronted this problem must have felt the pressure on the vein, the tightening around the throat, the heart itself crushed, their lives as novelists in danger. But, somehow, during the uncritical years of reading, when the novel was weaving its initial enchantment around us, it also managed to scribe out on the base materia of recognition memory the pattern which the most energetic or considered efforts seem unable to erase and still leave a narrative recognizable to us, who have been so seduced, as fiction.

It is sexual.

I suffer from it.

Which brings me to the pornographic novel.

Each genre has its particular attractions, some of which appeal to the most serious writers, others to the most cynical. The attraction that the pornographic novel holds for the serious writer is a chance to organize a structure with which to explore his own, inchoate fantasies; the temptation to the cynical writer is that he can make minimal moneys while indulging his. And it is a bold writer who can claim he or she has a clear and certain view of the illusive line, especially here, between indulgence and exploration.

Nevertheless, this is the sexual syndrome—the truth behind the novel’s standard, moral stance—that I have chosen to explore:

Power in our society is overwhelmingly allotted to men; no matter how socially marginal a man is, the power situation is maintained in all ways when it is at the expense of women. Women are almost always society’s victims, when society deigns to consider them at all—which is rarely.

That is the didactic template under Hogg.

It is not Sade’s.

Still, do not mistake it for the standard lie. …

Though if any woman wishes to construct a proof that I have, indeed, fallen victim to it, at any level, subtle or overt, I bow to her argument sight unseen. It is all too possible. It is all too probable. I can only say: “Produce some fiction that contradicts it. That is the novel I wait for more eagerly than any other.”

In 1963, Marilyn and I, returning at dawn to our apartment on East Fifth Street, found a young woman asleep on a schoolyard bench on West Fourth. She had been the manager of a coffee house where I occasionally played guitar and sang for what Greenwich Village tourists would leave in the wicker basket—it was “seeded” with a dollar bill, but we were happy if there were quarters. We took her back to our second-floor apartment at the end of our dead-end street, and a complicated and harrowing story followed to explain why she was sleeping on a schoolyard bench in the first place: the only detail I remember was that, among other sordidness, someone had hired three men to rape the woman friend she had been staying with; and, indeed, such hirings, in certain circles, were common.

Once, I spent a boozy evening at a Clancy’s on Twenty-third Street, listening to a man regale me till closing with a tale, verging on psychotic incoherence, of the years he had spent as a “rape artist,” when he had been paid to sexually molest women—usually strangers to him. His account was punctuated by unfathomable statements like: “But I never killed none of ’em. Not one—at least not on purpose …”—a sort of line frequently used to lend ironic poignance to certain romantic fictions but, when encountered in life, somehow says more about fiction than about the incidents under discussion.

These, among other things, are the basal subject matter for Hogg.

It is perhaps time to say that Hogg is certainly not pornography for women, despite my concern—no, I can be more honest: despite my honest guilt.

Having said that, it is only fair to say: neither is it pornography for most men.

Though the majority of the goings-on inside depict sex between males, I would be astounded if even a plurality of male homosexuals found these goings-on particularly to their tastes. And I suspect it will be the rare lesbian who enjoys contemplating the ensuing scenes.

But it is the most rigorous and honest fictional exploration I can remember of what crawls and wriggles and grubs among the roots in my own scorpion garden.

That is its only excuse.

The Scorpion Garden is a dangerous place.

I have worked and reworked my map carefully over the last four years. It will take you, certainly, past a few of the more interesting growths. Followed carefully, it will even lead you out again—but a warning: These gardens are far larger than they appear. Are they pretty? I would not dare suggest it. But when you have browsed on the excrescent foliage; when you have observed the wet, sloughed bark, whose odor of decay is its most savory feature; when you have glimpsed the dark things glittering beneath the shadowy overhang, perhaps you will find something to make you look harder. … Listen!

The hinges are grating behind us.

How long have we been within?


—London

September 1973




* Justine (1791) and Juliette (1797) are, of course, as much manuals by a man for women’s behavior as were Richardson’s Pamela (1740) and Clarissa (1748) fifty years before. Indeed, Justine and Juliette may be read as parodies of their English forebears in much the same way that Gulliver’s Travels (1726) can be read as a parody of the phenomenally successful Robinson Crusoe (1720) that had appeared six years before it. But while Sade’s and Richardson’s works share the same respective physical proportions, the pornographic (i.e., fantasy) element in Sade allows a margin of interpretive play Richardson sorely misses.

A note on the titles of the two novels is appropriate here:

In 1787 while in prison for his revolutionary activities, Sade wrote a novel he entitled Les Infortunes de la vertue [The Misfortunes of Virtue]. Several times Justine has been translated into English under the title Justine, or the Misfortunes of Virtue, which is a good approximation of this early title. In 1791 under the title Justine, ou les malheurs de vertu [Justine, or the Miseries of Virtue], an expanded version of the novel was finally printed in Paris, chez Girouard on the rue du Bout-du-Monde in two octavo volumes, with a frontispiece depicting Virtue between Licentiousness and Irreligion. At the place on the title page generally reserved for the publisher’s imprint there appeared the vague description: In Holland, At Associated Booksellers. The novel sold quite briskly in Paris until 1797, when an immense book appeared, in ten volumes, entitled La nouvelle Justine—which the 18th century French reader would have read as: A New [version of, or edition of] “Justine.”

The full bibliographic citation is of interest:

La nouvelle Justine, ou les malheurs de la vertu. Ouvrage orné d’un frontispiece et de quarante gravés avec soin. En Hollande [Paris], 1797. Four volumes, 18mo. These four volumes comprise the first part of the definitive edition of this work, of which the second part, in six volumes, bears the title: La nouvelle Justine, ou les malheurs de la vertu, suivie de l’histoire de Juliette, sa soeur [ou les prospérités du vice]. Ouvrage orné d’un frontispice et de cent sujet gravés avec soin. En Hollande [Paris].

Assuming the final six volumes of the 4,000 page epic carry Sade’s final thoughts as to title, etc., then we are justified in calling the separate novels, Justine, ou les malheurs de vertu and Juliette, ou les prospérités du vice. The most respectable English translation, that of Austryn Wainhouse and Richard Seaver (Grove Press, New York: 1965), still chooses, nevertheless, to call the first volume Justine, or Good Conduct Well-Chastised, which is, I’m afraid, an importation of Victorian smuttiness that simply has no bearing on this 18th century revolutionary document.

La nouvelle Justine sold more or less without hindrance for a year. Then searches and seizures began. On March 6, 1801, Sade and his publisher, Massé, were arrested. Sade vigorously denied being the author of either work (there was no author given in the original published version), but was again incarcerated, first in St.–Pélagie, and, two years later, in Charenton Asylum, where he remained until his death.



This story is mostly Hogg’s.

But first I have to tell you some about me.

That summer, by the blistered radiator behind the landing of the steps down to the basement, I used to suck off a sad looking thirteen-year-old spic named Pedro, who wore his dad’s baggy pants I don’t think he ever changed and a white short-sleeved shirt he put on Sunday mornings. Saturday nights it was gray. With shiny hair bumping the underside of the stairs and their drips of dirt, he would grind his sneakers on the rusty boards by the radiator’s metal feet and rub the heel of his hand on the hard place above his groin where his dad’s belt was tied. (The buckle tongue had broken.) His knuckles were red from gnawing. “You want it?” He’d glance around, scared. “Come on, take it now. Go on, take it.” His zipper was always half open.

Squatting, I’d nose between the brass teeth to smell his sweat. He would push penis, both testicles, and the two little fingers of his left hand into my mouth. Holding his thin hips, I troweled my tongue inside his foreskin till, leaning and grunting, he would spurt his greasy juice and, quickly limp, a tablespoon of urine.

Once he told me, when I stood up, “You look funny down there. You really look funny.”

Though I was eleven, I was half a head taller than him. People who didn’t talk to us always thought I was the older.

There were two mattresses in the cellar already.

I helped him carry the third one down. Then he got his fifteen-year-old sister, Maria, made her lie on her back, pulled her new skirt up, her stained panties down, and wedged his chin between her thighs, blinking his eyes over her cunt hair. “Look at her.” (There was powdery gray on his head: I’d already done him once that morning.) He lifted his face. “She giggle all the time like that. Anybody fuck on her and she giggle. You suck my dick while I eat it out her pussy, huh?” Later he made her take all her clothes off and crawled on top, while she clawed the back of his shirt, big thighs shaking outside the sweaty cloth of his pants, big tits flattened beneath the wadded Saturday gray.

“Tickle my nuts!”

I put my hand between them where they rocked. His penis was very hot and slipped against the side of my palm. I tried to get some fingers into her. Then I tried to put my face down there and lick at her, but I couldn’t.

He shot.

“Hey …” He panted, rolling off. “You didn’t tickle my nuts.” But he was grinning. His belt was still tied but the top button on his pants had come loose. His crotch hair was wet and his cock—a wrinkled nozzle with a vein up the side—shone. “You wanna fuck on her now?”

Maria had her forearm over her mouth. She watched me across it, blinking. She was making hiccuppy sounds.

“Come on, come on.” Pedro hit her thigh with the back of his hand. “Open it, huh?”

She opened her legs for my face. Rough hair cut my mouth, till I got to the cunt, spreading around my chin. I sank in the double taste. My tongue went up against a fold in the roof where a nut, hooded in wet flesh, made her thighs clap my ears. I jabbed deeper, holding her buttocks while a mattress button on a loose thread dug the back of my hand.

She dribbled down one side of my chin.

“Fuck on her!” Pedro insisted. “Don’t you know how to fuck?”

He leaned on my back with one hand, while his other reached between my legs, caught my fly. “Buttons …!” he said, before he found there were only two left. “Shit, man!” He put his hand inside and pulled my cock out. Stiff, it hurt on the edge of the denim. I almost came. “Oh, Christ,” Pedro said. “You better put that thing up her pussy, cocksucker!”

I crawled up Maria and ground my wet face in her neck. She Shisssed beside me.

For a while I tried just to poke it in while I held onto her shoulders. But somebody has to use hands. I got the head in—and pushed. She just stopped breathing, then went, “Uhhhh.…” With one hand I held her shoulder and rubbed the side of her squashed tit with the other. Every third or fourth push, she’d shake her head and gasp. Her legs flapped against my sides. She lifted her feet off the mattress; and when I’d relax after a hunch in her, her ankles hit my hips.

Once I felt Pedro’s fingers, like curious mice, play in the plunging juncture. But he took them away.

When I was coming, the place right above my knees got hot. The heat went on up my legs. The skin between my balls and my ass tightened. I wanted Pedro to tickle my nuts now, but he didn’t. So I thought about his scum in there, around my dick. The slow explosion in the groin pushed all the air out of my lungs.

“Shit …” Pedro drawled. He reached between us again. I was so sensitive it hurt. So I rolled off.

Maria tried to grab me. As I got free, she said something in Spanish. Pedro hit her—he hit for her chin, but she twisted away and he just got her shoulder. He laughed. “Big, dumb cocksucker,” he said. Maria sat up and pulled her skirt into her lap over her pussy. First I thought she wanted to cover herself, but she kept her fist there, as though it felt good. Or maybe it didn’t.

She looked at my cock and sucked in her bottom lip.

She ran one hand to her knee, like she might reach and pick it up. Most of her nails were flecked with pearl-colored polish.

“What you doing?” Pedro asked.

“It don’t look like yours,” she said.

“A lot of guys, Polacks and Jews and stuff, they cut off the front part. He’s circumcised, is what they call it,” Pedro explained. “It’s still pretty fucking big, ain’t it.”

“Not that.” Maria arched her fingers on her knee, like a kitten on new jeans.

“He’s like a fucking mule,” Pedro said.

“The hair,” Maria said. “Yours is black and his is yellow. On your head, I mean, yours is curly like a nigger almost, and his is all soft. But down there—”

“What?” Pedro said.

“His and yours, it’s tight and rough on you both.”

“So’s yours,” Pedro said. “I ain’t no fucking nigger.” He pulled up his cuff to scratch the place behind his ankle. He didn’t wear socks with his sneakers. His heel was like a pole of dirt. He stopped and frowned. “Would you fuck with a nigger?”

But Maria had picked up her skirt and was shaking it out in her lap.

The next day Pedro met me in the street. “Hey,” he said, “you suck it good, you know? And Maria, she like it a lot, a big one you know, shove in her pussy? These guys around here, I bet they gimme a quarter for a piece of pussy. And we got too many, see, you suck, hey? You could sleep downstairs there anyway, instead of up on the roof. You could look out for the place when I ain’t there. We could do a lot of business off that dumb cunt, huh?”

Later I was coming out the hall and saw Pedro and Maria sitting on the front steps, their backs to me. His shoulders were moving a lot as he talked. Though I couldn’t see her face, I could tell she was chewing on the middle fingernail she let herself bite.

Pedro was saying: “… got three mattresses down there already. The little bastard’ll do anything I tell it to him. We could do a lot of business off that dumb cocksucker, huh?”

I turned around and went back downstairs.

We did a lot of business, too.

Pedro hit on the older guys in the neighborhood. Somebody turned one of the bikers from Ellenville onto him—the first time the Phantoms came over I wasn’t there—and they’d bring beer and just haul Maria’s ass all over the cellar floor, one after the other, while the rest stood around and drank and joked, or watched and played with themselves, till one would call: “Come on over here, cocksucker, and swing on this awhile for me, before I mess myself up!”

There were three of them got so they’d come in and not pay Maria any mind but go right in on me. One was the vice president or something big in the gang. The others were just strange. They were all pretty rough. But Rat, one of the real strange ones, would slip me a dollar sometimes, besides paying Pedro his quarter. So I liked them.

Pedro and Maria’s father, Mr. Alvarez, was the super for the building across the street. (The super for the one I stayed in had died from hepatitis three months before—I don’t think the landlord even knew because there wasn’t any new one yet—and he’d let me sleep in the tool shack on the roof; I used to come down and eat canned chili in his apartment. But after they found his body, they put a padlock on his door so I couldn’t get in.) Once Mr. Alvarez stopped me in the hall, his black eyes narrowing, kneading his hands inside his overalls pockets.

“That little motherfucker,” he said. “That little no good bastard son of a bitch, he got you and his sister making a whorehouse in here, huh?” Mr. Alvarez nodded toward the cellar steps. “Shit, everybody in the goddamn city go down there and fuck with my daughter. Shit. How you like that shit? I mean, just how you like that goddamn shit? Motherfucker!”

I thought he was going to do something or say something else. But he just shook his head, scratched, and wandered away.

On the first really hot day—it had rained that morning—Pedro brought some niggers over who usually hung out around Crawhole. They came in, big, loud, and barefoot. And they had some wine.

“You only got one pussy down here, boy?”

“But don’t it look like a sweet one!”

“Here’s my quarter. Lemme rip into a piece of that!”

“Look out, little girl! Look out, look out!”

Maria was giggling.

“This old blacksnake of mine got a bite, honey!”

Finally, one pushed himself away from the circle of backs. His sleeves were rolled up tight. He was bullet-headed, his arms glistened in the heat, and he was so black there wasn’t no brown on him. He picked up one of the gallon winejugs off the bottom step, wrapped his big mouth over the neck, swung it high, and sucked, while the plum-colored stuff bubbled in the greenish glass. He let the jug drop, and while it was swinging from his thumb, he saw me.

He grinned, put down the jug, and came over. “What you starin’ at, white boy?” He ran his callused hand through my hair. “You a cute little yellow-headed bastard. You see the way that little bitch over there goes after black meat? I could sure enjoy somebody goin’ after mine like that.” He squeezed the back of my neck and grinned even broader. There was a scar at the corner of his mouth that went a quarter-inch up and half an inch down. It gave the left side of his expression a crazy look. He shook me a little, so that I had to grab his hip with one hand. He had on a pair of workman’s blues, torn at one knee. The cuffs and the edges of the pockets were frayed. I say they’d been blue once; but there wasn’t much color at all in them now. “Gonna feel real good working it down in your face, cocksucker. Go on, take it out.”

Over the edge of the steps a piece of sunlight dropped across his foot. He pulled in his toes on the cracked concrete. The troughs between the ligaments were almost purple. He spread his toes wide.

I heard his fly sing.

“Go on, boy.”

I put my hand inside. His groin was sweaty. He moved one leg aside so I could get it. His legs were awfully hard.

He pushed down on my shoulder.

Half stiff, it was longer than a flashlight. The foreskin made a loose hood over the plum-sized head. He got his balls out. They were wrinkled and heavy, the skin pulled into a gray-black ridge, like his sack had been sewed up along it.

He smelled like something burning in front of a vegetable stand on a hot day.

“Suck it.”

I took it in my mouth. When it went all the way in—“Yeah …!”—he gasped. I hugged his legs. He put a hand on each side of my head and began to swing his hips. After a while I got dizzy: I was kneeling flat on the ground, and he put his bare foot on my thigh, working his toes, each time he went in. “Suck on my balls!” which was like licking black rock-salt, with his cock flapping by my ear. I looked up once, when it raised, to see his fist fall at me, beating the black shaft. “Eat it, white boy!” He pushed his balls all the way in my mouth with his thumb and jerked harder. I held his ankle with one hand and his belt with the other. “Here it …!”

I kneeled up. He crouched down and jammed my throat full, clutching my sides with his knees, my head with his hands. Three thrusts and he swelled and spilled. I drank and sucked deep as I could.

He panted, thrusting out gout and gout.

He breathed hard and held my face against him awhile. When I finally came off him, he caught his breath. “Yeah, boy!”

I stood up.

He grinned at me, put his hand on the back of my neck again. “Where you learn that?” With his other hand, he brushed his knuckles across my cheek. “You really look good down there, white boy.”

I took his cock in my hand.

It was still half hard. He laughed. “This nigger’s ol’ pig-sticker ain’t never less than a quarter stiff.” He pulled me down to sit with him on the bottom step. He closed his hand around mine around his dick. He moved his face up right in front of mine so that I could smell the wine; I kept glancing at the crazy scar that made its valley down beside his black lip. His hand behind my neck kept my face right against his. The other dug between my legs.

From behind us:

“Man, let me get at the bitch now!”

“Aw, come on. Shit, man, you already been there!”

Maria’s high, hiccupping giggle rode on a wallow of bass laughter, till a husky hysteria cut through it all:

“I’m gonna fuck ’er! I’m gonna fuck ’er, man! I’m gonna fuck ’er now!”

The nigger opened his mouth over mine and dug in my throat with his tongue, breathing through his nose. I could feel the stubble on his chin and cheek against mine.

He got my fly open and his hand inside.
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