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Introduction

Everyone has heard of the Kama Sutra. But how many people have actually read it, in whatever translation or version, and realize that this legendary Indian book of love is not just a sex manual, an antique and exotic version of The Joy of Sex or any of the other how-to manuals that now populate the shelves of modern bookstores? And it is even less a pornographic work, as sadly, too many uninformed people still believe.

As Indra Sinha – whose contemporary translation is both poetic and faithful and outlined in five-line prose stanzas – points out in his introduction to The Love Teachings of the Kama Sutra, no two Sanskrit words, apart from svastika, are more widely known and misunderstood than Kama Sutra. “In the West the work is commonly believed to be a salacious, anecdotic account of exotic lovemaking, yet in India it is often given to young brides to read before their weddings.”

In her own section examining both the book’s genesis and its complex heritage and purpose, Trisha Telep explains where the book originated and why it actually contains no anecdotes and is much more than just a sex manual. In fact, only one of its seven books actually deals with the techniques of physical lovemaking. There is much more to it and I urge all of you curious readers to get hold of a copy in a modern translation and delve further.

The present volume is not yet another variation of the basic texts of the Kama Sutra, but a digest of some of its positions, with attractive illustrations by the talented artists Louisa Minkin and Carolyn Weltman. To this, we have taken the bold step of adding 24 brand new stories based on some of the selected positions, which I believe bring the Kama Sutra to life as never before. These stories are tales from the pens of provocative and exciting modern writers who have made it their mission to interpret the spirit of Kama Sutra for the modern reader. Some are deadly serious, some are humorous, while others are either sexy or even melancholy, but I feel they all add another dimension and make this Mammoth Book of the Kama Sutra more than just another familiar trawl down traditional roads.

So how did an ancient Hindu treatise come to be the world’s best-known sex manual? Written in Northern India in the third century AD, when erotic culture lay at the heart of an exquisite civilization, the Kama Sutra is a unique document, the discovery of by which the West was brought about by Victorian scholars. It also almost created a revolution when first translated by that hardy explorer and visionary Sir Richard Burton in 1883. For decades it was almost an underground book, forced into the hands of publishing pornographers before being thrust once and for all into respectable daylight in the wake of the publication of Lady Chatterley’s Lover.

Now, of course, it has become part of the fabric of our sexual and cultural life and a plethora of editions, variations, adaptations can be easily found. But I believe it still remains a misunderstood book, and those two Sanskrit words have become a strange form of shorthand for sex or matters sexual amongst the majority of us. We think of ourselves as modern and educated, but then we realize that ancient Indian civilization knew more than we did about sexual matters and did so with more refinement and elegance. Which is why the Kama Sutra remains modern and apposite.

Of course, the Kama Sutra in its unadorned version is an awkward book to summarize and understand, balancing the erotic arts with an almost mystical view of the bonds and relationships and contacts between men and women (as well as, surprisingly, in some instances, contacts between same-sex partners) and many a young person, at first intrigued if not titillated by the reputation of the book, has no doubt given up on it rather prematurely upon realizing it is not a fount of dirty words and is actually deadly serious in its intentions. I know that, as a teenager, I was one such defeated by the old-fashioned values and promises of the Kama Sutra. Ah, the folly of youth!

My wish is for this modest attempt to encapsulate its charm, heritage and knowledge and send many more readers out to sample the whole thing with a broad, open mind. I have no doubt it will make a better man or woman out of you, and not just in bed, or wherever you enjoy practising your sensuality.

Maxim Jakubowski
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