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FOR MICHAEL PERKINS


INTRODUCTION
BY ROB STEPHENSON

“...Hogg is like that, another country. If you were to live there, just like it is, for real, you wouldn’t live long. And maybe that’s your choice. It’s also a great place to visit, a vacation. And then the odds for your survival improve. It’s been difficult for me to find such a vacation spot. I’ve never read anything that does it quite so well for me as Hogg does. Maybe because no one will print the manuscripts, and you don’t get to see them...”

—Dragon E, from a letter to Samuel Delany in 1992

“In a sense, pornography is the most political form of fiction, dealing with how we use and exploit each other, in the most urgent and ruthless way.”

—J. G. Ballard, from the introduction to
the 1974 French edition of Crash

“The distinctions between them, already vast in all their other manias and tastes, are even more excessive in the case of passions, and whoever could assess and give details of these perversions might well produce one of the finest imaginable works on human mores, and perhaps one of the most interesting.”

—D. A. F. Sade, from the introduction to
The One Hundred and Twenty Days of Sodom.

THOSE READERS WHO HAVE HEARD OF SAMUEL DELANY before picking up Hogg will almost certainly know him as a science fiction writer. Science fiction writers go to all kinds of extremes to invent other worlds that inevitably end up revealing things, hopefully profound, about our own world. Hogg is no exception, though it is not a science fiction novel. Hogg manages in just over two-hundred-fifty pages to sculpt a world that is not at all futuristic, but fantastically unfamiliar in the most disturbing ways.

Samuel Delany wrote Hogg in San Francisco in 1969 and finished it just days before the Stonewall riots in New York City. Over the next four years he rewrote it, while working on several science fiction novels, including the internationally acclaimed Dhalgren. It took over twenty years for Hogg finally to be published in 1995 as a limited hardback edition of five hundred copies by Black Ice Books/Fiction Collective 2. A small paperback edition followed.

Over the years many book publishers, some eager to publish a Delany novel, would still not accept Hogg for publication after reading it. Maurice Girodias of Olympia Press, famous for first publishing Nabokov’s Lolita and the novels of Sade, told Delany it was the only novel he “ever rejected solely because of its sexual content.”

According to Walter Kendrick in The Secret Museum: Pornography in Modern Culture, concurrently with the rise of the novel in England, there was a fear that young women, reading the new “sensation novels,” would not be able to distinguish reality from fiction, causing them to give in to vice. Similar views were propounded by writers such as Charles Dickens, Samuel Johnson, and Anthony Trollope. Kendrick suggests that these views eventually culminated in the obscenity trials of Émile Zola and Gustave Flaubert.

The idea of the corruptible child, a dangerous young person illuminated by knowledge he or she shouldn’t be able to access, grew to a frenetic pitch during the nineteenth century in America, where this dangerous child was imagined to be either female or male. Fanatics like Alan Comstock went around the country burning books and invoking the judgments of the Almighty.

The unnamed boy who narrates Hogg is deliberately fashioned as the opposite of the “corruptible child.” He is corruption itself. In contrast to all the rape that Hogg initiates towards women in this novel, he never has to force this boy to do anything. Anything Hogg wants him to do, he relishes. He wants to experience everything that comes his way. He craves all of the nastiness that Hogg dishes out. He doesn’t have to learn to be a slave. There is even a second boy in the novel who is drawn to Hogg in the same way the narrator is, but Hogg rejects him.

The fact that Hogg is hardcore pornography may make it difficult, at first, to see the beauty of Delany’s language, the poetry and elegance in his descriptions of bodies, objects, and places. The same magical style that sweeps us through much of Delany’s writing is there, sharp and peculiar, lovely and vivid, holding everything together in a river of bloody, filthy, and downright evil sex and murder, which is occasionally punctuated by some illuminating dialogue.

Nothing is gratuitous in this novel. The excess of radical sexuality and violence in Hogg is reminiscent of Sade’s novels, but without Sade’s humorous and continual obsession with repetition and counting. Sade’s characters are rarely more than two-dimensional cartoons, though at times he makes them utter remarkable philosophical musings. Delany’s monstrous characters (Hogg and his gang of rapists) become uncomfortably fleshed-out humans. They elicit our sympathy. By the book’s end, they seem far less distant than they do at the beginning.

Aware that I may begin to look like I’m writing the CliffsNotes for Hogg, I list below a few questions that might enhance a reading of this novel:

What is the most disturbing thing about this novel? In the world of this novel, what actions of the main characters can be seen as good or moral? How do the main characters change at the very end of the story? Is there any way in which this is a feminist novel? How is race important in this novel? Who loves in this novel? How does humor operate in Hogg? How is the media portrayed? What viewpoints on violence are expressed?

In closing, I implore you to bring to this book the rigor necessary to enjoy it. Dig deeply beneath its deceptive, gritty surface and find the riches waiting there in one of Samuel Delany’s most rare and difficult gifts.

— January 2004, Ridgewood, New York
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