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Several years ago I became interested i n  the t radi t ional  sexual 
custons and bel iefs  of college students, a surprising number of vhich 
have survived in to  the era of f r e e  birth-control c l in ics  and l ega l  
abortions. I read a paper on this subject a t  the f a l l 1 9 7 0  meeting of 
the  New York Folklore Society. iiiost of my audience were a lso  familiar 
ts3.th this material, but no one was able t o  suggest a source f o r  any 
his tor ica l  background material. The early f olklorista,  who collected 
masses of material on childbirth, did not mention any of the  be l iefs  
concerning conception, contracept5on and abortion, all of %!hi.ch are of 
considerable in te res t  t o  the folk. It had several times occ~wred t o  
tha t  come sexual customs and bel iefs  might be found i n  Victorian prono- 
graphy and i n  sociology, ~ , ~ h i c h  the only  forms of l i t e r a t u r e  i.3 
tha t  period t o  discuss sex openly. 

Consequently I began wading (and I use the term advisedly) 
through a s  much Victorian pornography a s  I could locate. I n  the oft- 
b o t e d  words of Francis Jmes Child, they are  the original  dunghills 
"in t~hich, only a f t e r  a great deal of sickening grubbing, one inds a 
very moderate J G I J B ~ . ~ ~  1301fever I did turn up a certain amount of ; 

t redi t ional  material-not only customs and beliefs, but also folk speech, 
rhymes, songs and narratives. The vorks of Mayhet~ and hcton on prosti- 
tu t ion  and Acton's book on diseasss of the reproductive organs tpJere also 
occasionally helpful.. ( ~ e n r y  Mahew ~ j a s  a j o u r n d i s t  who published four 
massive volumes ent i t led  Labor Lonfion POOF (m1-1862) 
based almost ent i re ly  on interviews v%th the people he described. 
l . i i l l i a m  Acton was a physicitin who specialized i n  vanereal disease+ c,) 

There was, of course, same publishing of e ro t i c  folklore as such 
during the  Victorian eeriod -- the Kmtadia and the early volumes 
of the  fa l l  in to  this category. Unfortunately, they 
contain almost no Ehglish material. There was also tho volume of Loose 
and Humorous Songs from the Percy ms. But most of the ero t ic  folklore - - 
material can be found i n  pornographic novels (such as ad-1 and 
ero t i c  memoirs such a s  The Confessions cqf l?em.esis_ H u n t  and a Secret 
Life. Several journels ~lhfch include t radi t ional  erot ica were also 
published during t h i s  period: The Pearl (13 issues 1879-1880)~ The 
Cremorne (1882) and The ~ o u d o i r - ( % 3 ~ ~  (I have been able t o  examine 
most of these books. Some, ho~~~ever,  were unavailable and I have taken 
the word of Prank Hoffman o r  Gershon Legman a s  t o  t h e i r  contents.) 
TIJO s o ~ l o l o g I s t ~  of the Victorian period wrote about pros t i tu tes  and 
included some 9ioccupationdl folklore from this group. 

The best source of t radi t ional  sexual custorn and belief tras the 
ero t ic  memoir & Secret Life. This ~ ~ o r k ,  which m s  t o  eleven 
volumes i n  the original  edition, i s  the account of one mants sexual 
edventure s. The author, who c a l l s  himself "tlalter, knew many pros t i tu tes  
and described some of t h e i r  customs. Several times he noted t h a t  a "gayn 
t~oman ~ J a u ~ d  sp i t  on a coin a f t e r  he paid her -- a custom s t i l l  practiced 
by many people other than prostitutes.  One woman asked f o r  an extra 



shilling a f ten~ards  Itfor luck." On anbther occasion a g i r l  vho had 
broken an oath t o  her husband i n  order t o  meet t27!altert7 asked him fo r  a 
sovereign afterwards and threw it down the ??. C. t o  ward off evi l .  He 
also notes that  a young prostitute fo r  the f i r s t  time would not 
wash af te r  sex and said that it was unlucky t o  wash on the f i r s t  night. 
He knew some traditkonal beliefs about coonraception which are still 
current: that  a t$onan wi l l  not conceive while nursing, that  a vinegar- 
s d e d  sponge inserted into the bagina prevent conception and that 
mutual orgaam i s  necessary fo r  conception.  he l a s t  two beliefs are 
also found i n  The Horn Book, a sort of sex m a n u a l . )  Since he believed 
that  a virgin cannot have an orgasm on her f i r s t  sexual experience, he ' I  ' 

therefore must have also believed that  a virgin will not conceive the 
first time - - a belief so widespread tode '  that one Buffalo gamecologi& 
specifically tqarns all h i s  patients that  t h i s  i s  not true. fi!.!a3,teri; 
noted that  prostitutes al~my s urinated immediately a f te r  sex, probably 
because they believed, l ike  many American and English students, that this 
would prevent conception. He also shared the moden belief 
that  sex i s  debilitating and that  oysters are aphrodisiacs. Like Acton, 
one of the most prominent of the Victorian t d t e r s  on sex, and many of 
today's students;he believed that  masturbation could cause inpotence, 
i l lness  or insanity. The pregnant g i r l s  he knew took strong laxatives 
i n  order t o  produce a miscarriage, a s  same students still do, despite 
the availability of legal abortions. Several of the prostitutes he met 
would carry coins i n  their vagina, a t r ick  still knovn by sane performers 
in carn iv l  "gir l  s h o ~ s , ~ ;  

None of the other erotic memoirs o r  novels can match & Secret Life 
fo r  description of sexual beliefs. The Horn Book, which i s  an . 

instruction manual rather than fiction, does mention the &ill-current 
belief thet  only the f i r s t  ejaculation on a given occasion can 
impregnate. Acton and i4qrhet1, who interviewed many prostitutes, did 
pick up a fen beliefs, but it seems logical t o  assume that a man l i ke  
l l k l t e r t l  t W d  learn more about the i r  occupational lore by sleeping 
trith them. Acton reported from France a i~ supe r~ t i t i on  prevalent among 
the  lover classes that  connexion with a child i s  a cure fo r  sypldli s 
i n  the male", a particularly horrible belief t~hich i s  still k n ~  
today. l iwhe~~ gives same interesting sidelights on sai lorst  songs, ' 

t~hich tend t o  portray the prostitute as a harpy, According t o  h i s  
intel-rriec.rs, many sai lors on shore leave picked up a ~~oruan t o  whom they 
considered themselves married pro tan, gave them the i r  pay and lived 
with them un t i l  it was gone. The women, according t o  Jlayhe~f, generally 
treated them tiell. He tallred t o  one g i r l  who had ten "husbands'; as t~e3.l 
as  a lover. 

Any one of the :Ictorian pornographic novels i s  a good source of 
erotic folk speech. Again, & Secret Lifa i s  generally the best 
source. However, I have found no term i n  my reading which e s  not 
picked up by J.S. Farmer and V.E. HeiiLey in the i r  Slang; and i ts  bnalogues, 
p~:~ivately published in seven volumes between 1G9O and 1904. ( ~ h e g  fill 
tvo pages with f o l k  terms for the penis alone.) The Pearl, an erotic 
magazine of the period, i s  so rich i n  folk terminology that  Legman has 
suggested that  Fainer may have edited it. Frank Hof f h n  has suggested 



the pocket songstkrs - .  as a source fo r  slang and folk speech. 
' < n .  

The limerick 11as born during the Victorian em - the original fad f o r  
clean limericlrs was started bg the repiatin@: of Mm.sd Learts Book 
of N o ~ ~ e n s e  i n  1363 (it was o r & g i U y  published in 1846). The - 
ear l ies t  cohlection of ero'tic limericks vas publi&ed,.in 1846 ( A 
Book of Nonsense - -'no knotin ' 'me 'eadsts) . 'In. 1870 a group .'of writers -- 
and journalists-pubUshed Cvtheinabi H m a l ,  a aollection ofabawdy and 
sacreligious verse that includes 51 limericks, vhich are calfed ''nurser~r 
~hymes," 65 more limericks Inre published in a Pearl -- ari erot ic  
monthlp',nagszine %~kirch ran f o r  18 Issues in 1879-90. According f o  Legnan, 
l"Phe 120 lherickrr included, in all., i n  the& two sources, and tn the 
continuation of The Pearl and The ,Cemrne ; , . included a large proportion 
of the bavdy linericks still i n  'osal circulation on both .England and America, 
and these must be considered the elassics o r  old favorites of the genreetll 

'. ' 

In  1868 Frederick FbmLvaU, published the final volume 04 the Percy 
Folio, and Humorbus u. His co-ed2tors Chtld and IIales refused 
t o  a l l o w  the use of their k e s  on this supplementarJr volume and.it 
was privately p-Anted. 3y modern standards it i n  pretty tame staff, - 
although there i s  a nice versfon of "The Sea Crab." %'he most valuable 
collection of unexpurgated folksongs and ballads in QglLsh i s  John 
Stephen Banner's i iem Songs Ballads, o r i g i n d l ~ r  published as Ikrrp-, 
a o u s  and a Ballads $n 1895. In 1G97 a second edition, 
i n  five volumes, appeared. Same of these songs came from manusc~*pts 
which par me^ unearthed at the British Xiuseurn and a t  Oxforcl, others are 
reprinted from brodside ballad sheets and from the ephemeral d r o l h r i e s  
and garlands of' the late 17th and 18th c e o t d e s .  Others are taken f  am 
so% collections like Pills & 14emcholg &nd The 

Charles P5,nUqr included a few mildly bawdy songstin Curiosities of 
Street =r?ture (1071). Several British army songs were published 
i n  volumes seven and eight of the Ankhrow~hvteiq (1910-19lI). Legman 
s ta tes  that i'bndianq, a poi*no&raphic novel miginally published in I@%, 
contained a fev follcsongs in music hall revisions, but the'modern reprint 
has cut all but one. There were also songs is Cvthera's H w w - 4  ~lhich, 
acco@fng Lo Legman, cane from university tradition. 

The ba~xly songsters are the most interesting mwces of erotf c smgs 
of the Victorian peilod. These l i t t l e  "Coal l-Iole CompanionsG and 

. Wibinets of Choice SongsG ihve never been:-studied in a n ~ r  sgstwl~atic wa$ -- 
i n  fact,  t h e ~ e  3,s not even a mtisfactoly list of these publications. 
Ashbee gives the t i t l e s  of nearly f i f ty  or" them i n  volume one oc Index 
I1ibron.m Pmhibitorum (1C77), Legman mentions another group of f i f t ~ r  
simi lar  songsters i n  th8 British i~useum and there are doubtless many 
others scattered 'around i n  Libraries and p&ra te  collections. The songs 
are oPten closer t o  music h a l l  than t o  folltsong tradit ion and the poetic 

' 
Level i s  a t  an all-time lot{, even fo r  chapbmks, lxlt they would ce r t ah ly  
repay stu67 bg fol~lrloristc. 

&iqr pornographic novels and short stories of the VLctorian period -contain 
traditional m k i f 8 ,  but, unlike songs, there was im publishing of traditional 
erotic t a l e s  as such. IIo~ever, traditional jokes did often t u n  up i n  



erotic publications. The P e a ~ l ,  ~remorne and a Boudoir followed the 
videspread fonnat fo r  TJictorian periodicals anct included joke columns. 
I n  his dissertation, i' h d y t i c d -  Sum& of' linglo-American Lk0ti.c Folklore, 
Franlr IloIoTCman m i t e s  "The moaern openly erotic joke . . . begins t o  take 
shape in the pages of these magazines. Of course, the genre, i n  the form 
of erotic jes ts  and anecdotes, has a long history of publication, going 
back t o  medieval and even classics?. l i terature,  but t h i s  i s  one of the 
ear l ies t  appearances of the brief, compact joke form a punch l ine  . . 
many of then have been reprinted regularly, i n  both direct  and v a r i d  -.. 
f oms9 i n  mom r ~ c e n t  joke collections .Ii2 

The f ollo~jing j olte, for  exanpl.e, i s  ~ j e ~ l - ~ ~ n o ~ ~ n  in modem oral  tradition. 

A gent1lsa.n uas i n  the habit,  shen never attending a public dinner 
of aluays, 1111en caned upn  fo r  a toast, giving, "The Church. " 
His ~ d f e ,   rho vas rather deaf, got t i red  of this c o n t b u d  
repetition, and told him that  the next time he gave it she t.~ould 
ewose him. The husband td&ng the hint  upon the next occasion 
gave, "The Ladies. " The df8,  mistalring this fo r  the old toast, 
astonished the company 'q rising and saying--"I told q husband 
that  i f  he again gave this toast I ~ o u l d  expose him - I assure YOU 
he has not been i n  one fo r  a veT long time, andl the l a s t  time he 
tras he came out before it 11as half over.li3 

Some British a i m  j e s t s  from India vere printed in volumes seven and 
eight of the h t i ~ r i i p o p h ~ a .  I n  The ~ o k e s o i o n s  of ilemesie Hunt, an 
erotic memoir l ~ r i t t e n  by an ectress and published in three volumes from 
1902 t o  1906, the a u ~ h ~  constantly int&rupts her narrative t o  exchange ' 
Jokes v i th  her secretary. Unfortunately, these are not fncluded. in the3 
modern one-volume reprint. 

Henrg Iiayhetr picked up a good many stories from the prostituLes he 
in'bervier~ed an$. a t  least t vo  of them are, I believe, traditional. 

Phps  are frequenbljr spoken of, and ~ h p h g  i s  a \lord verg 
generally used, but I doubt very mucn whether m a n y  of them 
exist, a t  l eas t  of the male gender. The women do most of 
the pimping that i s  requisite t o  carry on the amours of London 
society, and pander i s  a r.~ol.d th~et merges into the olher, 
losing any distinctive significance thet  it may possess fo r  
the eyes of the lexicographer. A woman tshen she introduces a 
man t o  a trcrman i s  literally pimping fo r  him, or  %~h:lhat I have 
said about keepers of introducing houses must apply generauy 
t o  the panders and the pinps. I may add a story I heard 
of a bu23.y attached t o  a brothel, i~ho on one occasion 
acting as pimp, 11en-t into the streets t o  picli up a v o w  
t~ho vas required fo?: the purposes of the establishment. Iie 
t~en t  some my tvi-bhout success, and at la& met P. "vanderbg 
beauty of the night," ~ ~ h o n  he solicited; she yeilded t o  
his entreaties, md f o l l o ~ ~ e d  him t o  h i s  brothel. I.hen they 



reached the l igh t  i n  the  passege she raised her vetl, when 
he-was horrified a s  a man i n  his position and ~&th his feelings 
could be t o  perceive that  he had Ids otm sister t o  an 
iormoral'house: he had not seen her f o r  some years. His 
profligacy had k i l l e d  his fathey, had brought him t o  his 
present degraded situation, and i n  a great measure occasioned 
his s i s te r ' s  fall and vay of l iving. 

kc uno - the proverb says -- a lesson m a ~ r  be taug1i-k a great many .4 

lin anecdote vas told me i l lustrcbive of t h i s  sorb of %Nag -th.~zt 
may not be out of place heye. 

A la33 of intrigue, belonging -Lo the kigher c i lc les  of society, 
married t o  a nan of considerable property, founcl herself unhappy 
i n  his society, snd affer some time umdlling13r came t o  the con- 
clusion that she hod formed an d l i a n c e  that  tjas destined t o  mdre 
her miserable..' Her passions naturally strong, and she one dpy 
resolved t o  visit a house that one 0.2 her female acquaintances had 
caL)u71,jt spoken about bezore hey some time before. Ordering a cab, 
she drove t o  the house in question, 'and vent in. There was no 
necessity fo r  her t o  explein the nature of her bueiness, o r  the 
obj e d  with vhich she called. T h a t  was understood. She vas shown 
into' a haname dral.ling-~oom, beautirully fitted up, fo r  the house 
vas situated i n  one of the best s t ree ts  i n  lIay Fair, there t o  v&% 
the coming of her unknor;m paranow. Mter  1~1aiting same l i t t l e  time 
the door opened, anrl a gentleman entered. The cu r tdns  of the room 
vere pax.E;%dI.y d m m  around the vindo~.~s, and ths blinds i-~ei-e pulled 
dotm, which ceused a tf.dim religious ligl1tii t o  pervade the apa*ent, 
preventfig the lady from seeing dist inct ly the features of her 
visitor.  Ke app?~ached her, and i n  a low tone of voice comenced 
a convey staion with her about some intaif f erent m b  j e d ,  

She Listened t o  hiin for  a moment, 2nd then a c ~ y  of a*donish- 
men% recognized her huabandts voice. IIe, equally confused, discovered 
that  he had acciclentall-ST met i n  a house of i37-fame t21t;ls wige 1~1iorn he 
had treated ~ & t h  unkindness and cruelty, and condemned t o  languish a t  
home vhile he did as he chose abroad. T h i s  strange encounter had a 
successful termination,  lo^ it ended in the reconciliation of 
husbahd and tMe, r111o discovered that they uere mutuaU.y -bo blame. 5 

Thus it can be seen that  there i s  a fair  amount of t radit ional  mate r id  i n  
V'ictorisn sexual l i t e r ~ t w e .  It i s  probable that  a thorough search 110ul8 
tun1 up a good i leal  more; the research f o r  this paper tras limited t o  
books ~ M c h  are presently in print  o r  available through inter-Ubmzy 
loan. Since tliere ate still many books whicll have not been reprinled 
or  vhich l~ave been reprinted only i n  cut o r  condensed form it i s  
obvious that some time spent i n  the EritiGh ibseum o r  the l ibrary of the 
Ins t i tu te  for Sex &search i n  D l o o ~ g t o n  should prove retfering. 
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