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BOOK REVIEW: 
RECONSIDERING THE NOTION OF ART
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Shusterman, R. (2021). Ars Erotica: Sex and 
Somaesthetics in the Classical Arts of Love. 
Cambridge University Press.

In our contemporary society and culture that is constant-

ly and rapidly developing, reevaluating itself by broad-

ening its horizon of thinking, the different practices of 

lovemaking, however, have not been regarded as essen-

tially artistic. By reviving and purposefully analyzing the 

varying and sometimes radically contrasting history of 

ars erotica, Richard Shusterman masterfully forms a solid 

basis for reconsidering the aesthetic dimensions of the 

erotical theory. Moreover, he offers a thorough insight 

into the ruling philosophical and socio-political condi-

tions of influential premodern cultures that had shaped 

our sexual thinking. Still, he manages to highlight the al-

most exclusively ever-present and problematic context 

of male dominance. Hence connecting the ancient theo-

retical and practical knowledge with the current issue of 

mere sexual or misogynistic attitudes, his true melioristic 

pragmatist motivation becomes obvious; widening our 

understanding leads us to a richer, more professional, 

and sensitive education to make our society better.

The book's fundamental question is whether the dif-

ferent forms of lovemaking are artistic and if they are, in 

what ways do they cooperate with ethics of self-cultiva-

tion, aesthetics, and – as the Greeks viewed it–the art 

of living. As the text structure is basically comparative, 

Shusterman offers a critical examination of different cul-

tures’ traditions. Therefore to understand and reconcile 

diverse approaches, he primarily explains the use of the 

Greek-Latin hybrid ars erotica, which is also connected 

to Michel Foucault’s History of sexuality. Although it is 

clear that Shusterman’s Ars erotica owes him, and his 

ideas a deep dept, we must not forget that the latter is a 

much broader project since Foucault focused only on the 

Greco-Roman approach, which Shusterman recurringly 

criticizes the direction of his for being incorrect, super-

ficial or simply one-sided1Since Foucault initially missed 

to explain the reasons for the use of the two-languaged, 

mixed word, Shusterman points out the importance 

of the Latin ars, instead of its greek equivalent techné 

(τέχνη), that would initially suggest that making love is 

not an art, but rather a craft. As it would be inaccurate 

to use, the further explanation leads to the Greek God 

Eros’s (Ἔρως) ambiguous interpretation, that later in the 

chapter of Dialectics of Desire and Virtue: Aesthetics, 

Power, and Self-Cultivation in Greco-Roman Erotic Theory 

will find its broader context of interpretation highlighting 

the sometimes controversial mythological features the 

greek culture owns for centuries. 

For maintaining the essential aim and direction of 

analysis, regarding such a complex text that collects re-

lated yet conflicting theories on an undoubtedly wide 

historical and cultural scale, Shusterman concretizes the 

focus of ars erotica in six main key aesthetic features 

that are to be presented and built upon in every partic-

ular chapter. The first focus point is the unification or in-

corporation of fine arts and aesthetic activities into the 

practice of the arts of lovemaking, whether it is music, 

poetry, or simply a fragrance enhancing the erotic mood. 

The second feature of ars erotica is the lack of utility, 

but the significant emphasis on pleasure and beauty, 

or in other words, lovemaking for its own sake. The fol-

lowing point, he remarks, is the importance of attention 

to structural and formal qualities of ars erotica that dif-

ferentiates it from mere sexual performance-centered 

thinking. Therefore, the third point is connected to the 

fourth, which tells the performance's style and mode, be-

sides knowing which actions to perform. Introducing the 

fifth aesthetic feature with an analogy to Andy Warhol’s 

Brillo Boxes, he emphasizes the richness of symbols used 

in the art of lovemaking. As the sixth and last point, he 

underlines ars erotica’s concerns for evaluative dimen-

sions, including the concern with beauty, superior taste, 

1 By recurring topic, see Shusterman, Richard. Body Conscious-
ness. A philosophy of Mindfulness and Somaesthetics. Cam-
bridge University Press. 2008. and Thinking through the Body. 
Essays in Somaesthetics. Cambridge University Press. 2012. 
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or competitions, which features constitute the perspec-

tives through which the erotical theories are examined.

Logically structured, the Greco-Roman approach is 

introduced primarily for two main reasons; first, the no-

tion of erotica originates from Eros (the Greek God of sex-

ual desire and lovemaking) and Aphrodite (the Goddess 

of beauty and love), and second because of the Greek 

model’s philosophical and traditional influence on the 

Roman Empire and Christianity, that is examined through 

this tradition in the subsequent chapters. Complex as it 

may be, Shusterman perfectly points out the fundamen-

tal contrasts in the Greek mythology that are not only 

present considering Eros’s age –as it is debated in Plato’s 

Symposium whether he was the youngest of all Gods or 

the most ancient one – his birth or Aphrodite’s similar 

controversial mythological features of many divergent 

personae and meaning but are elementarily connected 

to the polysemic culture they are embedded in. This re-

markable divergence the ancient Greek civilization has 

through their polytheistic and their polysemic compre-

hension flow into their perception of love and erotic the-

ories or as Shusterman states: "this polysemic plurality 

of love gods nourishes a richly polymorphic eroticism: 

homosexual and heterosexual; marital and extramarital; 

for procreation and purely for pleasure; deploying geni-

tal, anal and oral modes; between same-aged lovers and 

partners from different generations. Transcending the 

boundaries of nations, cultures, and races, erotic love also 

transgresses taboos of incest and bestiality, and even the 

division between mortals and gods.”2  Shusterman high-

lights the rich complexity of pluralism and the solid rela-

tion between religion and erotic theories. However, the 

impact of pluralist, religious beliefs, he notes troubling 

misogyny that formed the ancient thinking and can be 

understood through the Hesiodian myth of the invention 

of women, so through the medical theory of Hippocrates 

who initiated the superiority of the male body. Albeit, 

2Shusterman, Richard. Ars erotica, Sex and Somaesthetics in 
the Classical Arts of Love. Cambridge University Press. 2021. 
pp.32.

Shusterman’s analysis goes far beyond the problem of 

female subjugation, as different gender identities and 

sexual roles are presented in Greek erotic thinking, giving 

us a well-formed impression of a culture which, with its 

diversity, was way ahead of its own time. It is clear that 

neither are the female and male dichotomies present in 

a traditional way, nor the distinction between ethics and 

aesthetics when it comes to Eros. As women could be a 

virgin, a wife, a widow, a concubine, a slave girl, a prosti-

tute, or a courtesan of high level, the distinction of pro-

creation and pleasure is evidently made, that stands true 

for various erotic identities among men as well (slave 

boys, male prostitutes, kinaidos, effeminate men and the 

well-known erastes and eromenos). Shusterman’s reason 

for the distinctive narration emphasizes the reflection 

of ideologies of fundamental female and male sexual-

ity on general erotic expectations. Therefore he makes 

the enormous influence of the religious and social back-

ground on a culture unquestionable and unavoidable, on 

which solid ground the various practices of lovemaking 

can be studied as a conscious concern for our individual 

and social self-cultivation, hence heightened sensitivity 

for others. Shusterman’s essential pragmatist attitude is 

enormously intensified by his dedication to his unique 

project, somaesthetics, that combines the individual’s 

detailed knowledge concerning the sensitive, living body 

(soma) and mind with its social context and reflection. 

The aesthetic part of his discipline is emphasized even 

more; Eros, therefore erotica inspires art and is served 

by artistic fashioning. Since Kant, the notion of aesthet-

ics ought to be defined in contrast to instrumentality or 

functionality, as its value lies in the mere pleasure of ex-

periencing it. However, the distance in time, Shusterman 

correctly points out the similarity found in the Greek tra-

dition of erotic arts that prefers pleasure of experience 

over functionality or simple duty. Needless to say, Greek 

men were fundamentally aware of the importance of 

their products as it was their primary duty, but indulg-

ing in sexual relations with courtesans meant something 

even more valuable; aesthetic pleasure. Among them, 
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Shusterman underlines the significance of the high-class 

hetaerae and youthful boys, whose graces were the hard-

est to earn, implying the joy of competing for them. The 

most valuable reward had a beautiful body and virtues 

in personality, bringing forth the notion of Kalos-kai-ag-

athos, or the notion of good and beautiful, invoking the 

strong relation between ethics and aesthetics in the art 

of erotica. Diversely thinking himself, Shusterman makes 

further examinations from another perspective; philos-

ophy regards the art of lovemaking, which manages to 

turn variety into contrasts. There were different philo-

sophical attitudes and practices towards sexual desire 

and love. Still, even Plato contradicts himself in the case 

of homosexuality as Shusterman perfectly highlights it 

based on Symposium, Phaedrus, and the Laws. Howev-

er, it seems that there is no consensus to be found. The 

detailed analysis of such philosophers’ approaches like 

Plato and Aristotle makes the general description more 

normative and precise regarding the philosophical-aes-

thetical ground ars erotica is to be embedded in.

Using the motif of the ambiguity of the Greek Eros, 

Shusterman manages to create an elegant transition not 

only to the Roman Empire’s approach to sexual thinking 

but to the ancient biblical tradition, which absorbed the 

main idea of it. His intention with the transition is sub-

tly clear to today’s readers, emphasizing the importance 

of the impact of religious thinking on our secular society 

by showing how Christianity shaped our culture’s sexual 

attitude. However, the difficulty lies in the details since 

the Bible is not the richest source for analyzing erotic 

art. Though the scale varies from same-sex relations to 

incest, there is no concern for aesthetics of lovemaking 

to be found. Therefore Shusterman inventively examines 

the roots of such neglect. As an authentic philosophical 

thinker, he marks an exciting yet paradoxical starting 

point for the possible avoidance of erotic intercourse. 

The riddle concerning the Hebrew God includes the ques-

tion of his body; if he has one, what is its nature, and with 

who could God procreate? The answer, however, seems 

simple since divine images were strictly forbidden. Hence 

the uncomfortability and anxiety about God’s body can 

partly be explained. But what about the problem with 

the partner whose presence – in any form – could solve 

the issue of probable coupling – let it be spiritual or phys-

ical? The leading cause Shusterman perfectly highlights 

lies in the essence of monotheism, as the mere thought 

of any other God or Goddess would be incompatible with 

the concept of the Omnipotent One.

Furthermore, the issue evokes the problem of male 

emphasis through the myth of creation. Since Adam was 

the first created animal to accompany him, Eve falls into a 

derivative place; she was never an original intention, but 

only an afterthought derived from Adam’s rib. How could 

this solid religious thought not influence the general ap-

proach towards women and their sexual meaning? More-

over, eating from the tree of knowledge, and becom-

ing aware of nakedness as a shameful state, makes the 

presence of Eve even more devalued. Parallelly though, 

as Shusterman adds, the moment women are punished 

for this sinful deed with the pain of childbirth gives Eros 

and achieved meaning through conceiving. Thus, the Ju-

deo-Christian approach towards erotics between male 

and female is to be looked for in the concept of repro-

duction, just like in the socio-political and historical 

motivation of a small nation, the Hebrews. Shusterman 

genially marks this as an initial point for abolishing the 

possibility of God being without gender or sexual iden-

tity, as his original Hebrew name could have suggested 

female fertility, too. In addition, the interconnects the 

strong emphasis on procreation with the duty of circum-

cision, since removing the male genital’s most sensitive 

part deprives the individual of a pleasure-seeking, erotic 

desire to dedicate the sexual act to God’s original will. 

Interestingly enough, compared to the Greek tradition – 

with some exceptions – the importance of the Hebrew 

progeny leaves no room for homosexuality or bestiality, 

which stands true for levirate marriages, polygyny, mar-

rying outside of the religion, or the exclusion of the sex-
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ually incapable. Whereas Shusterman successfully con-

trasts the general approach of the Judeo-Christian with 

the Song of Songs’ which is exceptionally fruitful in erotic 

massages.  

Nevertheless, thinking between the contrasting lines, 

the New Testament’s examination presents a radically 

different view on eroticism. Not only did celibacy’s rel-

evance occur, but it has brought a logical consequence; 

almost wholly abandoning the arts of erotica in exchange 

for the love of God. Through the description of St. Paul’s, 

Augustine’s, and Aquinas’ essentially Christian views, 

Shusterman wishes to show both sides of the coin. Paul’s 

approach tells of a more conservative attitude towards 

sex since he confines it to marriage with strict chasti-

ty. However, the primary position of love is still aimed 

at God himself. At the same time, Augustine and Aqui-

nas both seemingly concede letting their thoughts swirl 

around the possible, sinful, yet rational pleasures that 

can emerge during physical encounters between a man 

and his lawful wife. Thus, Shusterman sharply and consis-

tently appoints his argument mentioned at the beginning 

of the chapter considering the significant influence the 

Greco-Roman culture and philosophy has made; the Ju-

deo-Christian religion adapted an assertive male superi-

ority, Christianity ennobled the idea of self-discipline and 

self-cultivation, rather than mere procreation.

As the book is logically, not chronologically struc-

tured, the oldest surviving texts and studies about the 

arts of sex appear only in the fourth chapter, which deals 

with ancient China’s broad and complex theories about 

erotics, or so-called Qi Erotics. Nevertheless, the sheer 

thrill of this text lies in its complexity. On the one hand, 

the diversity Shusterman had presented through the 

analysis of the Greek sexual tradition returns, only in a 

different form; since the founding texts of the Chinese 

thought, sexual thinking was present in various, broad 

fields and topics as religious and medical aspects were af-

fected, too. But, on the other hand, by analyzing the Chi-

nese theories, Shusterman parallelly revises Foucault’s 

previous misinterpretations and explains the possible 

aesthetic motivations behind his views.  

First and foremost, as his critique towards Foucault is 

noticeably recurring, it is precisely and consequently elab-

orated. Shusterman lays down the first faulty principle 

of Foucault’s. In the History of Sexuality, Foucault based 

his primary approach on his own experiences and the 

Greek-Roman style, rather than the Asian ars erotica. Sec-

ond, Shusterman states that Foucault basing on his work 

on Robert van Gulik’s Sexual life in Ancient China, not only 

misreads the cited texts but tends to misinterpret Gulik’s 

main account, too. Therefore, by presenting different co-

itus theories that emphasize youth, immortality, and an 

individual's health, Shusterman simultaneously manages 

to accurately point out Foucault’s wrong characterization 

regarding classical Chinese texts: they should not be the 

same defined in contrast to sexual science.

Furthermore, with the examination of coitus reserva-

tus, Shusterman proves that the French philosopher was 

mistaken when he stated that pleasure in itself is the goal 

in sexual relations according to Chinese thought. Shus-

terman contrasts his idea by introducing the yin and yang 

essence, which’ harmony is only present if one avoids 

pleasure centeredness, warning about its unhealthy as-

pects for the individual. Shusterman’s developed con-

tradiction to Foucault gives the impression of Foucault 

being inattentive to the social, cultural, and even philo-

sophical background of China’s erotic thinking.  

However, Shusterman does not seem satisfied with 

the undoubtedly exciting highlights he adds to Foucault’s 

approach. Nevertheless, he manages to present an even 

more detailed knowledge about the Asian ars erotica 

than previously elaborated in Thinking Through the Body: 

Essays in Somaesthetics. Apparent his authentic interest 

be, he divides classical Chinese thinking into three main 

genres based on China’s oldest book, the Book of Changes 

and The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of International Med-

icine: the medical approach, guides for the household-

er, and the Daoist aims of paranormal longevity, or the 
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earthly immortality for a person. Regarding this additive, 

he incorporates an ontological and metaphysical aspect 

and the concept of Chinese pluralist thinking. Firstly, he 

introduces the basic principle in Chinese metaphysics 

that is changing, which sharply contradicts the Greek, 

more precisely Plato’s metaphysical thinking, emphasiz-

ing the unchangeable reality. Secondly, he derives the 

critical concept of contrast between China and Greece 

in genuinely different desires regarding ars erotica. As 

he states: "Chinese erotic theory could more easily see 

desire as a dynamic potency rather than a lack-related 

weakness because its underlying philosophy (in contrast 

to the Greek’s) is less preoccupied with the idea of indi-

vidual autonomy and self-sufficiency but instead insists 

on how one’s energies and powers are borrowed from 

larger natural forces.”3 His ascertainment builds a bridge 

to understanding the third contrast to Western thinking. 

The function of a fruitful and prosperous spiritual and cos-

mic union of opposites does not preclude aesthetic values 

since Chinese thought makes no opposition between the 

aesthetic and the practical. Ars erotica’s everpresent aim 

is to reach self-mastery and self-cultivation. 

In the complexity and diversity of opposites, Shus-

terman primarily and elegantly brings the similarities 

between Qi Erotics and Indian ars erotica in chapter five, 

Lovemaking as Aesthetic Education. As Indian texts tend 

to provide knowledge about empirical matters based 

primarily on observation, they define themselves essen-

tially scientific, just as Chinese medical texts do. More-

over, they view erotics as ethical self-cultivation based 

on the contrastive personality of Ṥiva’s mythical image, 

reconciling passion and self-restraint. The mythological, 

philosophical and religious impact seems inevitable re-

garding sexual attitudes. However, Shusterman opens 

up the seemingly endless book of aesthetic features In-

dian erotic approaches include. Since their texts empha-

size the significance of fine arts and aesthetic pleasures, 

3 Shusterman, Richard. Ars erotica, Sex and Somaesthetics in the 
Classical Arts of Love. Cambridge University Press. 2021. pp. 182.

it is notable that they do not disregard poetry, dance, 

music, and the art of drama as a part of sexual behav-

ior. Moreover, the characters described in Kamasutra, 

Koka Shastra, or Ananga Ranga are borrowed from In-

dian art dramas, strengthening the connection between 

aesthetics, art, and sex. One of the reasons for this, as 

Shusterman suggests, is the almost simultaneous cre-

ation of India’s two undoubtedly significant texts, Ka-

masutra and Natyaśastra. Widely known Kamasutra as 

the founding text of ars erotica interiorized some cru-

cial features from Natyaśastra’s aesthetic and dramatic 

theories seem artistic, thus the traditional approach to-

wards sex. However, Shusterman’s detailed examination 

presents another perspective of the aesthetically unique 

erotic theory; the endeavor of psychological analysis. 

The emphasis lies in the enhanced knowledge, self-con-

trol, mastery of the senses, and excellent understanding 

of a person’s character, moods, needs, and feelings to 

master perception at its finest. He states the similarities 

between Greek and Chinese erotical theories appear 

slightly, as from one aspect, the Indian ars erotica, if 

mastered correctly, is, in fact, the art of living. From the 

other element, the position of self-cultivation is always 

superior to mere sexual pleasure. Despite the developed 

and complex theories regarding erotics, Shusterman 

consequently addresses the issue of male dominance 

embedded in the Indian sexual culture. The situation, 

however, seems to be conflicting since a radical and ex-

treme subordination of women can be found as females 

should strictly be guarded by men, whose task is also 

to make their [women’s] independence impossible. On 

the contrary, men are urged to honor and respect their 

wives, not only with their behavior but with presents 

and gifts, too. Shusterman regards this as compensation 

for the radical dependence and strict rules women are 

faced with. Yet, it also points out the importance of the 

harmony of the family since unhappy women are equal 

to unhappy homes, including the possibility of the lack 

of offspring. 
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Considering the combined, multi-layered nature of 

the Indian sexual theory that involves cognitive, prac-

tical, and aesthetic aspects through the importance of 

self-mastery, Shusterman highlights its’ traditional edu-

cational role that could be aimed at the contemporary 

approach towards ars erotica.

Seemingly distant theories in the art of lovemaking 

are connected by the description of their historical roots, 

such as the Islamic culture’s origins. Highlighting its rare 

known background, Shusterman draws attention to the 

Indian and Greco-Roman thought about sex that had 

made a notable impact on the Muslim erotic theory, with 

the difference of monotheism. Implying the distinction 

between the religious aspects, he provides further in-

sight into the enormous influence of cultural and ideolog-

ical frameworks on the matters of sexual art. However, in 

the case of Islam, this sexual art is profoundly contrast-

ed with the culture itself. The opposition comes to light 

when Shusterman introduces the notion of temporary 

marriage, Nika mut’ah, that had been permitted when 

soldiers left their homes, then Prophet Mohammed for-

bade it forever. However, the presence of Mohammed 

itself brings forth the issue of sexual thinking, as he, in 

contrast to Jesus or Jeremiah, enjoyed a whole, polygy-

nous sexual life. Therefore as an example to be followed, 

the erotic tradition parallelly attributes robust and pow-

erful energy to sexual desire while regards it as a raised 

spiritual and ethical path through which perfection and 

self-cultivation can be attained. Nevertheless, Shuster-

man does not stop at the close examination of the Quran. 

He draws attention to three main Islamic books regarding 

sexual thinking; The Ring of the Dove, The perfumed Gar-

den of Sensual Delight, and The Encyclopedia Pleasure.

Interestingly enough, reading these texts – which 

are considered essential parts of the Muslim culture 

– results in further contrasts. As he compares The En-

cyclopedia of Pleasure with Quran, the question of 

pederastry arises, proving that while the former text 

openly speaks of its presence, the latter does not agree 

with homosexual behavior but hints at its possibility. 

Moreover, since the topic of the sexually incapable was 

previously analyzed by Shusterman, the question of eu-

nuchs resurfaces, acknowledging their importance in 

the Muslim culture. However, castration was forbidden 

since sexual activity constitutes a cardinal Islamic duty. 

Therefore, the intriguing part of the erotic life was the 

multi-layered relationship between a husband and many 

wives and concubines and the detailed knowledge of 

aesthetic features used to attain perfect intercourse. 

Among these, Shusterman specifies the importance of 

the five senses, since the vision of beauty, the hearing 

of the well-formed language, the odor of a perfume, the 

taste, and the touch of another form an acceptable ex-

pectation for ars erotica. Opposed to the slightly elegant 

elements that constitute the intercourses' complex joy, 

Shusterman recurringly reaches back to his initial ar-

gument, which aims to analyze the possibility of male 

dominance in different cultures. Aside from some ex-

amples, he points out men’s general superiority, which 

in some cases leads to the notion of violence regarding 

sexual intercourses. However, the texts seem to convey 

that women agree to this. Emphasizing that men should 

be forceful or using the metaphor for penetration as a 

"knife-like stabbing” implies that aggression seems to be 

the natural part of some aspects of Islamic lovemaking. 

The most significant part of supporting Shusterman’s 

argument is presenting one of Mohammed’s favorite 

wives ' opinions about marriage: "For women, marriage 

is a sort of slavery," and instead of choosing the right 

husband, it is about choosing "the right master."4 One of 

the reasons for this, as Shusterman adduces, is to keep 

in hands the infinite lust of women, which is considered 

to be a threat to male sexuality, thus to their dominance 

just like he presented it in the Greek theory. However, 

similarly to Plato, Íbn Szína’s or so-called Avicenna’s 

approach towards lovemaking implicates a deeper phil-

4 Shusterman, Richard. Ars erotica, Sex and Somaesthetics in the 
Classical Arts of Love. Cambridge University Press. 2021. pp. 262.
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osophical meaning to love, indicating the variable atti-

tudes regarding the Islamic ars erotica. 

Consciously structuring, in the seventh chapter, 

Shusterman appoints the roots of Japanese sexual think-

ing, which seems to be a mixture of the local Japanese 

myths and political factors, Chinese Buddhism’s and 

Confucianism's aesthetics, with the presence of a violent 

aspect that reminds of the Islamic regard. By examining 

the Heian culture’s courtly love, the culture of male love 

practiced by Buddhist monks and samurai warriors, just 

like the high-class Yoshiwara prostitution, he emphasizes 

both the presence of tenderness, feelings, and controlled 

desire and the ugly side of commercialism, distrust and 

violent behaviors.  

Through the proper analysis of the original Japanese 

myths, he concludes two main points regarding sexual 

thinking; firstly, one should make love ritually the ap-

propriate way, that mainly includes male priority, since 

female initiation never results in any good, and secondly, 

but even more interestingly there is to be found some-

thing laughably awkward about sexual body parts. Shus-

terman manages to carry on this remark into the Heian 

culture’s attitude since there were no mentionings nor 

anything sexual or vulgarities that would have violated 

the excellent taste. Instead, as he appoints, aesthetics 

could win someone’s heart since a poem meant great 

intimacy. Moreover, what reminds us of the Indian or 

Islamic culture is that music, dance, and sophisticated 

hermeneutics were the primary elements of erotic think-

ing. His perfect comparison of male love among monks 

and warriors to Greek pederastry heightens the power-

ful message of finding the common in the contrasted. In 

addition to this, through the detailed examination of the 

Edo society’s high-class prostitution, he manages to trace 

another essential Greco-Roman likeness. As the courte-

sans in the Yoshiwara district were masters of ars erot-

ica to emphasize fine arts, chic and graceful manners, 

they were even harder to win by a man, which inevitably 

shows similarities with the hetaeras introduced in the 

second chapter. The precision of the author, however, is 

not letting any matter floating on the surface; Shuster-

man makes a clear distinction that enables us to see that 

while hetaeras served as the high purpose of aesthetic 

pleasure, high-class Japanese courtesans carried the 

dark side of the same goal; deceit, violence and the com-

modification of women.  

Albeit the last chapter serves as a new analysis, it in-

cludes some of the previously examined issues, making 

the text even more comprehensive, consequential, and 

well-formed. Shusterman implicates the Greco-Roman, 

Islamic and Christian theories in studying the medieval 

and Renaissance approach towards ars erotica. By the 

explanation of his, it resulted in a mix of erotic perspec-

tives. The commingling of sexual science, as he states, 

came through Islamic scholars. They transmitted the 

theories of the Greek and Roman origins, as well as con-

veying different features of the Arabian sexual thinking, 

which, however, drew on the Indian erotic arts.

Nevertheless, he highlights Christianity’s strict influ-

ence on the Medieval ages, which resulted in the prohi-

bitions of adultery, fornication, and nonprocreative sex-

ual interactions. By presenting the story of Heloise and 

Abelard, Shusterman aims to bring forth the problem of 

the reoccurring, residual sexism and the basic infringe 

of Christian ethics. Ficino’s and Bruno’s Neoplatonistic 

views share the welcoming of the thought of God being 

the only source of love, goodness, and perfection. At the 

same time, they differ in the idea of actual and practical 

lovemaking. Shusterman presents the exciting views of 

Montaigne, who distinguished between marriage and 

sexual desire, as he recommended erotics only outside 

of the lawful union with keeping the reputation of both 

men and women.

 Although the most thrilling and masterfully placed 

analysis of Shusterman’s is left towards the end of the 

chapter, thus the whole book, unfolding the philosoph-

ical Dialogue on the Infinity of Love. 5 written by Tullia 

5 D’Aragona, Tullia. Dialogue on the Infinity of Love. Trans. Ri-
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d’Aragona, a professional italian courtesan. Tullia tells 

of a rational appreciation for a lover’s virtues and spir-

itual union with him while admitting the relevant place 

of the body’s desire for physical intercourse. Moreover, 

as Shusterman states, she recognizes the possible devel-

opment of love starting from the vulgar to the spiritual 

form. However, what gives Tullia’s analysis another di-

mension that slightly rises above her admittedly rational 

and proper philosophical dialogue is her multi-layered 

and diverse approach – just like the book itself. With the 

study of her text, experience comes forth, an essential 

concept in ars erotica and Shusterman’s somaesthetics. 

Furthermore, as the broad examination of the general 

theory of ars erotica emphasizes the question of male 

dominance, presenting a woman’s detailed philosophical 

and practical approach towards sexual theory gives a fur-

ther, even more, realistic dimension to the explanatory 

aspiration. Finally, Tullia is unwilling to give out the de-

tails, information, and more precisely, the secrets of the 

art of lovemaking provide the needed yet always missing 

part of ars erotica; mystery.

Since art appeared in our minds, in the outer world, 

it has never been covered or explained with one defini-

tion, nor a comprehensive, unchangeable theory. The 

situation, however, stands true for aesthetics itself. As 

Alexander Baumgarten’s approach has been reconsid-
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ered, opposed, and even appraised, there is no consen-

sus in an everpresent, infinitely irrefutable theory. The 

probable reason for not having something unchangeable 

or permanent regarding art, aesthetics, or even erotical 

thinking lies in their nature; they must be secretive and 

mysterious to have an intention to explore them. Shus-

terman’s Ars erotica perfectly sums up the opposing. Yet, 

cohesive theories regarding the history and the true es-

sence of sexual thinking manages to mediate it in a prop-

erly structured and aptly formulated style that undoubt-

edly arouses curiosity and initiates the reconsideration 

of our notion of art. Thus, he seems to create something 

new, innovative, that has always been present. Contro-

versial, isn’t it? 
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