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VĀTSYĀYANA 

THE KAMA SUTRA OF VĀTSYĀYANA 

The First English Edition, 1883 

“Few books have been so frequently invoked, so rarely read, and so completely misunderstood.” 

 

 

 

 

 
Vātsyāyana — a modern imagined portrait; no authenticated likeness survives. 
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Instinct, Intelligence and the Art of Love 

VĀTSYĀYANA ON WHY HUMAN DESIRE REQUIRES A ŚĀSTRA 

 

 

 

 

1. The objection: animals need no treatise on love 

तिर्यग्योतिष्वति िु स्वरं् प्रवृत्तत्वाि् कामस्य तित्यत्वाच्च 

ि शासे्त्रण कृत्यमस्तीत्याचार्ाय ाः ॥ 

Tiryag-yoniṣv api tu svayaṃ pravṛttatvāt kāmasya nityatvāc ca 

na śāstreṇa kṛtyam astīty ācāryāḥ. 

“Since desire arises naturally even among animals, and since it exists universally, the teachers maintain that 

there is no need for a formal science of love.” 

2. Vātsyāyana’s answer: human love requires intelligence and art 

संप्रर्ोगिराधीित्वाि् स्त्रीिंुसर्ोरुिार्मिेक्षिे। 

सा चोिार्प्रतिितत्ताः  कामसूत्रातिति वात्स्यार्िाः ॥ 

Saṃprayoga-parādhīnatvāt strī-puṃsayor upāyam apekṣate; 

sā copāya-pratipattiḥ Kāmasūtrād iti Vātsyāyanaḥ. 

“Because union depends upon the mutual participation of woman and man, it requires understanding and 

appropriate means; and the knowledge of those means is obtained from the Kāmasūtra. Thus says 

Vātsyāyana.” 

He then develops the distinction: 

तिर्यग्योतिषु िुिरिावृित्वाि् स्त्रीजािेर्य िौ र्ाविरं्थ 

प्रवृते्तरबुद्धििूवयकत्वाच्च प्रवृत्तीिामिुिार्ाः  प्रत्यर्ाः ॥ 

Tiryag-yoniṣu punar anāvṛtatvāt strī-jāter ṛtau yāvad-arthaṃ 

pravṛtter abuddhi-pūrvakatvāc ca pravṛttīnām anupāyaḥ pratyayaḥ. 

“Among animals, however, union is unrestricted; the female is receptive only in her season, and their activity 

is not preceded by reflection. Therefore, no cultivated means or art is required.” 

— Vātsyāyana, Kāmasūtra, I.2.17–20 (critical Sanskrit text) 
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Vātsyāyana and the Intellectual Dignity of 

Pleasure 

 

A Nepalese manuscript leaf of the Kama Sutra tradition. No authentic likeness of Vātsyāyana survives; the manuscript is therefore a 

more historically responsible visual introduction to the author and his text. 

Wellcome Collection, MS Indic alpha 1948, CC BY 4.0. 

Vātsyāyana is among the most famous named authors in Indian literature and among the least 

securely known. No reliable biography survives. His name appears to connect him with the 

Vātsyāyana lineage, and modern scholarship generally places the surviving Kama Sutra in the 

early centuries of the Common Era, most often between the third and fifth centuries. The 

uncertainty is itself revealing: unlike Richard Burton, whose adventures generated an enormous 

documentary legend, Vātsyāyana survives principally through the disciplined intelligence of his 

book. 

He did not invent the Indian science of love. He presents himself as the inheritor, abridger 

and critic of an older kāmaśāstra tradition. Earlier authorities had already written at length on 
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desire, courtship, marriage, courtesans and cultivated pleasure. Vātsyāyana gathered this 

dispersed learning, arranged it into seven books and subjected it to judgement. He was therefore 

not merely a compiler. He was the architect who gave a large intellectual tradition the durable 

form by which it entered history. 

The importance of the Kama Sutra begins with its refusal to treat pleasure as either shameful 

or trivial. Kāma is one of the classical aims of life, alongside dharma, moral and social order, and 

artha, livelihood, prosperity and power. Pleasure is legitimate, but it is not sovereign. It must 

coexist with duty, material reality and self-command. This balance separates Vātsyāyana from 

both puritanism and mere indulgence: desire is neither denied nor deified; it is studied. 

This is why the book is far larger than its modern reputation. It considers education, 

grooming, conversation, music, scent, friendship, courtship, marriage, household administration, 

adultery, reconciliation, the economic intelligence of courtesans and the unstable relation 

between affection and advantage. Sexual technique occupies only one of its seven parts. The 

complete work is better understood as a treatise on cultivated urban life and on the ways desire 

moves through families, institutions, reputations and markets. 

Vātsyāyana’s enduring insight is that knowledge should precede appetite. Human intimacy is 

not governed by instinct alone; it is shaped by temperament, memory, embarrassment, 

expectation, social constraint and unequal power. The decisive moment is therefore too late to 

begin learning. Education does not extinguish spontaneity. Properly understood, it makes 

generosity, confidence and judgement possible. The Kama Sutra matters because it insists that 

one of the most powerful forces in human life deserves the same seriousness that Indian 

civilisation gave to law, grammar, medicine, statecraft and spiritual liberation. 

WHY VĀTSYĀYANA MATTERS 
He transformed an older science of pleasure into a coherent seven-part classic. 

He located desire within the balanced pursuit of dharma, artha and kāma. 

He treated intimacy as a field of education, social intelligence and self-command rather than as instinct 
alone. 

His book preserves one of antiquity’s richest accounts of cultivated private life. 
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PART I 

Before Burton 

The Indian Book Behind the Western Legend 

Before Burton: The Indian Book Behind the Western Legend 

The Book That Victorian England Was Not Supposed to Read 

In 1883, a slender volume appeared under one of the most improbable imprints in the history 

of English publishing: 

London: Printed for the Hindoo Kama Shastra Society. 

Its title page was restrained almost to the point of severity. There were no illustrations, no 

elaborate ornaments and no publisher’s advertisements. The words stood alone upon the page: 

THE KAMA SUTRA 

OF 

VATSYAYANA 

The work was divided into seven parts and privately circulated in an edition of only 250 copies. 

Its supposed publisher, the “Hindoo Kama Shastra Society,” was less an institution than a 

strategic fiction created by Sir Richard Francis Burton and Forster Fitzgerald Arbuthnot. The 

fictitious society and the deliberately obscure imprint allowed them to circulate a work that could 

not safely have been offered through the ordinary Victorian book trade.. 

Nothing about the volume’s outward appearance announced revolution. 

Yet its publication represented an extraordinary collision between two intellectual worlds. 

On one side stood ancient India, where kāma—desire, pleasure, love and sensual fulfilment—

had been recognised as one of the legitimate aims of human life when pursued alongside dharma, 

moral and social order, and artha, material prosperity. 

On the other stood late-Victorian Britain, whose laws permitted classical obscenity in Greek 

and Latin, tolerated erotic material in private libraries, and yet treated the explicit discussion of 

human sexuality in contemporary English as a potential criminal offence. 

Between them stood Burton. 

Soldier, explorer, linguist, ethnographer, pilgrim, provocateur and professional enemy of 

respectable convention, Burton possessed precisely the combination of scholarship, audacity and 

disregard for public opinion required to bring the Kama Sutra into English. 

But the history of the book is more complicated than the famous name upon which its 

reputation now rests. 
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Burton did not simply sit down with an ancient Sanskrit manuscript and translate it alone. 

The English Kama Sutra emerged through collaboration: Indian pandits compared manuscripts 

and produced the underlying translation; Arbuthnot organised and financed the project; Burton 

revised, shaped and gave the English text much of its characteristic tone. The work that the West 

came to call “Burton’s Kama Sutra” was therefore not the achievement of one man, but the 

product of a much larger encounter between Indian scholarship and Victorian Orientalism.. 

That encounter would transform the global reputation of Vātsyāyana’s book. 

It would also distort it. 

For more than a century, the English-speaking world would know the Kama Sutra principally 

through Burton’s version: celebrated, pirated, bowdlerised, illustrated, abridged, sensationalised 

and repeatedly detached from the intellectual civilisation that had produced it. 

The book became famous. 

Its meaning became obscure. 

To understand why the first edition of 1883 is so important, one must therefore begin not 

with Burton, nor with Victorian censorship, nor even with sexuality. 

One must begin with India. 

A Text Almost Everyone Knows—and Almost No One Has Read 

The phrase Kama Sutra has entered global language. 

It appears in films, journalism, advertising, popular psychology and countless commercial 

products. It has become shorthand for sexual sophistication, elaborate physical positions and an 

imagined world of exotic sensuality. The title is recognised even by people who have never 

opened the book and who might struggle to name its author. 

This fame is profoundly misleading. 

The sexual positions for which the work is popularly known occupy only a comparatively 

limited portion of the whole. The complete text is concerned with a much wider field: education, 

courtship, marriage, household life, social refinement, intimacy, estrangement, reconciliation, 

seduction, friendship, personal appearance, urban culture and the intricate negotiations through 

which human beings seek affection, pleasure and advantage. 

It is not merely a manual of physical technique. 

It is a treatise on cultivated life. 

Vātsyāyana’s subject is desire, but desire as a social force rather than a solitary appetite. People 

desire bodies, certainly, but also companionship, admiration, status, security, beauty, refinement, 

novelty and emotional possession. They misread one another. They hesitate. They compete. They 



INDIA IN FIRST EDITIONS 

7 

deceive. They become jealous. They seek reassurance. They form attachments that conflict with 

social duty or material interest. 

The method is intellectual. 

A Civilisation That Classified Pleasure 
The existence of the Kama Sutra reveals something profound about classical Indian 

civilisation. 

It demonstrates that human pleasure could become the subject of sustained scholarly inquiry. 

Indian intellectual culture produced elaborate systems for grammar, logic, medicine, 

architecture, dramaturgy, statecraft, poetics, music, ritual and philosophy. The study of kāma 

belonged within this larger habit of classification. 

A society capable of writing the Arthaśāstra on government, the Nāṭyaśāstra on performance 

and the Ayurvedic compendia on medicine could also produce a technical literature on desire. 

This did not mean that ancient Indian life was uniformly permissive. 

No civilisation is so simple. 

The Kama Sutra reflects hierarchy, patriarchy, class distinction and social assumptions that 

modern readers may find troubling. Some recommendations belong unmistakably to a world far 

removed from contemporary ethical standards. Women are sometimes granted agency and 

intelligence; elsewhere they are treated within structures shaped primarily by male privilege. The 

work can be perceptive and prejudiced, humane and calculating, sophisticated and disquieting—

sometimes within the same chapter. 

The Sixty-Four Arts 
Among the most evocative elements of the Kama Sutra is its discussion of the sixty-four arts 

or accomplishments. 

These are sometimes reduced in popular retellings to erotic skills. In reality, they extend across 

a broad curriculum of cultivated life. They include forms of music, dancing, drawing, decoration, 

flower arrangement, perfumery, storytelling, riddles, games, mimicry, domestic arts, memory and 

verbal ingenuity. 

The precise interpretation of individual arts varies, and later traditions expanded or modified 

their meaning. Yet their collective purpose is clear. 

Attraction is not merely bodily. 
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The accomplished person becomes desirable through intelligence, aesthetic sensitivity, 

dexterity, humour and the ability to create pleasure in company. 

This is a far more expansive conception of erotic life than modern caricature allows. 

The text recognises that intimacy begins long before physical contact. It begins in voice, 

gesture, dress, wit, music, scent, attention and the organisation of space. The arts make human 

presence compelling. 

They also reveal that the book’s ideal of pleasure is inseparable from education. 

Beauty may attract the eye. 

The Architecture of the Work 

The Kama Sutra is organised into seven principal parts. The division gave the first English 

edition its unusual physical form: it was originally issued in seven separate parts, later often bound 

together into one volume. Christie’s describes the 1883 first edition as “7 parts in one volume” 

and records copies retaining the original printed wrappers as particularly desirable.. 

It treats both as worthy of analysis. 

The Kama Sutra Is Not Tantra 
A second major misunderstanding identifies the Kama Sutra with Tantra. 

The association has become deeply embedded in modern popular culture, where “Tantric” is 

often applied vaguely to any allegedly ancient Indian sexual practice. Yet the Kama Sutra is not 

fundamentally a Tantric text. 

It does not offer a programme of ritual transformation through sexual union. 

It does not present intercourse as a sacramental technique leading to liberation. 

It does not belong principally to the esoteric religious traditions that later developed complex 

symbolic relationships among body, deity, energy and consciousness. 

Its framework is worldly. 

The book asks how pleasure may be pursued skilfully within ordinary social life. Its dominant 

concerns are behavioural, aesthetic and pragmatic rather than mystical. 

This does not make it spiritually hostile. 

Vātsyāyana accepts dharma and self-control. He concludes by insisting that a person who 

knows the principles of the science should not become a slave to passion. 

But the purpose of the work is not liberation from embodied existence. 
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It is intelligent conduct within it. 

The distinction is essential. 

The Kama Sutra belongs not to the renunciation of the world, nor to the ritual divinisation 

of sexuality, but to the art of living. 

From Manuscript Culture to Colonial Rediscovery 

For centuries the Kama Sutra circulated through manuscripts, commentaries and related 

traditions rather than through a single fixed printed edition. Like many Sanskrit works, its 

transmission involved copying, regional variation, interpretive commentary and the survival of 

incomplete textual witnesses. 

By the nineteenth century, European Orientalists and Indian scholars were engaged in the 

vast enterprise of collecting, comparing, editing and translating Sanskrit literature. Sacred texts, 

law books, poems, dramas, epics, scientific works and grammatical treatises were entering print. 

Yet erotic literature presented a special difficulty. 

The colonial scholarly world desired knowledge of India while remaining constrained by 

Victorian laws and moral conventions. Texts could be studied privately by officials and 

Orientalists, but public translation risked accusation, scandal or prosecution. 

The result was one of the most celebrated, controversial and collectable translations ever 

printed. 

WHY THIS BOOK MATTERS 
The Kama Sutra is not important merely because it was the first famous English translation of an ancient 
erotic text. It is important because it carried into the modern world an Indian intellectual tradition in which 
pleasure could be examined systematically, without being separated entirely from morality, prosperity, 

education and self-command. 

 

The Seven Parts Are Bibliographically Important 
The first edition was issued in seven separate parts before being bound as a single volume. A 

genuinely distinguished copy may preserve the original printed wrappers of these individual parts, 

although many copies were bound without them. 

For the collector, this means that two apparently similar copies can differ materially in 

desirability. 

A complete first edition with: 
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both the individual and general title material where called for; 

The survival of wrappers is especially significant because they preserve evidence of how the 

book first entered the world: not as a conventional trade publication, but as a cautiously 

distributed private text whose very physical arrangement reflected secrecy. 

The Present Copy: First Impressions 

 

The present copy: contemporary brown half morocco over marbled boards, the spine gilt and dated 1883 at the foot. 

Photograph from the collection of The Eye of the Beholder. 
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The copy illustrated here is bound in dark brown half morocco over marbled boards, with 

raised bands and gilt lettering to the spine. The date 1883 appears at the foot. 

The binding possesses the sober dignity appropriate to the work’s first appearance. Nothing 

attempts to make the book theatrically “erotic.” There are no sensual decorations, no suggestive 

tooling and no pictorial embellishments. Its appearance is scholarly, private and discreet. 

That restraint is historically appropriate. 

The exterior conceals the nature of the text almost as effectively as the fictional society 

concealed its publication. 
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PART II 

Richard Francis Burton 

The Boundary-Crosser Victorian England Required 

The Man Who Defied Victorian England 
“He did not merely travel through foreign worlds. He attempted, with extraordinary audacity, 

to enter their languages, customs, disguises and forbidden rooms.” 

 

Sir Richard Francis Burton, painted by Frederic Leighton, c. 1872–75. 

Public-domain image via Wikimedia Commons. 

A Man Too Large for Respectability 

Richard Francis Burton belonged to that small category of historical figures whose lives 

become difficult to separate from legend. 
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Soldier, linguist, traveller, intelligence officer, ethnographer, swordsman, translator, diplomat 

and deliberate provocateur, he seemed to contain several incompatible men within one 

formidable personality. He could be painstakingly scholarly and recklessly theatrical; observant 

and prejudiced; intellectually fearless and personally combative. He possessed a genuine capacity 

to enter unfamiliar cultures, yet he also remained unmistakably a man of empire. He was capable 

of unusual sympathy toward customs despised by his contemporaries, while never entirely 

escaping the hierarchies and assumptions of the colonial world that empowered him. 

Burton’s importance to the history of the Kama Sutra lies precisely in these contradictions. 

He was not a conventional Sanskrit scholar. He was not the principal Indian philologist 

responsible for establishing the text. He did not produce the English version alone, and the 

popular phrase “Burton’s translation” conceals the labour of Bhagvanlal Indraji, Shivaram 

Parashuram Bhide, Forster Fitzgerald Arbuthnot and others. 

Yet it is equally true that the first English Kama Sutra could scarcely have entered Victorian 

culture through a conventional figure. 

It required someone who regarded prohibited knowledge as an invitation. 

The difference between those positions would define much of his intellectual life. 

INDIA AS PREPARATION 
Burton’s Indian years gave him more than a collection of languages. They taught him that 

moral systems differ, that public respectability rarely describes private behaviour, and that 

intimate customs can reveal the structure of a society as clearly as laws or institutions. 

India also gave him the confidence—sometimes excessive—to believe that, through discipline 

and imitation, he could cross cultural boundaries closed to ordinary Europeans. 

The pilgrimage to Mecca would become the supreme test of that belief. 

Modern readers may regard Burton’s use of disguise with mixed feelings. 

To his Victorian admirers, it demonstrated courage and genius. He did not stand at a safe 

colonial distance and speculate. He entered the street, adopted local dress, learned the language 

and risked discovery. 

Yet disguise also involved deception. Burton entered communities that had not invited him 

in the identity he assumed. His methods could be intrusive, and his writings often transformed 

private or sacred worlds into material for European consumption. 

Both truths must be retained. 
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Burton’s disguises were neither simple acts of empathy nor merely cynical tricks. They formed 

part of a larger theory of knowledge. He believed that certain realities could not be understood 

from the outside. The observer had to submit to the discipline of performance until observation 

became participation. 

In Sind, he appeared in local dress and cultivated Muslim manners. He learned how to pray, 

eat, speak and conduct himself without drawing immediate suspicion. These experiments gave 

him the practical training for the most celebrated journey of his life. 

In 1853, under the identity of a Muslim traveller, Burton undertook the pilgrimage to Medina 

and Mecca. 

The journey made him famous. 

He would enter English sexual culture under the cover of a learned society. 

A Life Lived Against Convention 
Burton’s conflict with Victorian society was not limited to sexual literature. 

He quarrelled with military superiors, geographical rivals, diplomatic colleagues, editors and 

institutions. His expedition with John Hanning Speke in search of the sources of the Nile ended 

in one of the bitterest disputes in the history of exploration. Burton believed Speke had betrayed 

their partnership by announcing his conclusions independently; Speke and his supporters 

regarded Burton as possessive, difficult and unjust. 

Later, Burton served in a series of consular posts, including Fernando Po, Santos, Damascus 

and Trieste. His diplomatic career never rose as high as his abilities might have suggested. He 

remained too controversial, too unpredictable and too willing to write things that embarrassed 

the establishment. 

Victorian Britain wanted explorers who extended knowledge without destabilising moral 

certainty. 

Burton extended knowledge precisely by destabilising certainty. 

It records not only an ancient Indian text but the Victorian struggle to absorb that text. 

Forster Fitzgerald Arbuthnot: The Essential 

Partner 
If Burton supplied the famous name and the defiant personality, Forster Fitzgerald Arbuthnot 

supplied much of the institutional energy behind the project. 
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Arbuthnot had served in the Bombay civil administration and developed a deep interest in 

Indian, Persian and Arabic literature. He was not an adventurer in Burton’s theatrical mould. His 

career was quieter, his personality less mythologised and his contribution consequently easier to 

overlook. 

Yet the 1883 Kama Sutra was as much Arbuthnot’s undertaking as Burton’s. 

The two men had known one another since their years in India and shared an interest in 

Oriental literature, including works that could not safely be issued through normal commercial 

channels. Christie’s described them as close friends from their Indian period and fellow students 

of Hindu erotic literature.. 

Arbuthnot possessed the patience and organisational commitment required to bring texts into 

print. He supported translation work, helped coordinate manuscripts and scholars, and played a 

central role in establishing the private publishing arrangement known as the Kama Shastra 

Society. 

The society appears grander on the title page than it was in reality. 

Burton and Arbuthnot created an institution just substantial enough to step around it. 

A SOCIETY OF ALMOST NO ONE 
The title page suggests an established learned body: 

 

THE HINDOO KAMA SHASTRA SOCIETY 
Yet the “society” was essentially a private alliance centred upon Burton and Arbuthnot, 

supported by printers, scholars and selected sympathisers. 

From this tiny and partly fictitious institution emerged the first English edition of one of 

India’s most famous texts. 

Why Arbuthnot Needed Burton 
Arbuthnot possessed knowledge, connections and commitment. 

What he lacked was Burton’s power to turn a private publication into a cultural event. 

By 1883, Burton’s name already carried an atmosphere of danger. Readers associated him with 

Mecca, Africa, Islam, secret societies, foreign customs and stories respectable people discussed 

only behind closed doors. 
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Why Burton Needed Arbuthnot 
Burton, for his part, needed someone capable of converting fascination into publication. 

He generated ideas constantly, began projects energetically and accumulated enormous 

quantities of material. But his career was scattered across diplomatic duties, travel, controversy 

and many simultaneous literary undertakings. 

He also possessed the direct Indian literary interests necessary to recognise the Kama Sutra 

not merely as a curiosity but as part of a larger tradition of Sanskrit literature on kāma. His role 

helped connect Burton’s comparative interests with the manuscript and scholarly networks 

through which the text could actually be established. 

Without Arbuthnot, Burton might have written provocatively about Indian sexual customs. 

Without Burton, Arbuthnot might have produced a private translation known only to 

specialists. 

It was limited because it carried those boundaries within its language. 

The Burton Voice 
Readers encountering the first English Kama Sutra do not hear Vātsyāyana alone. 

The prose bears a recognisable nineteenth-century authority: declarative, formal, occasionally 

archaic and often more solemn than the subject requires. The language creates distance between 

the English reader and explicit material. Sanskrit terms, euphemistic formulations and pseudo-

technical classifications allow the text to speak openly while preserving a thin screen of learned 

decorum. 

The Man Who Made Britain Stare 
Burton understood publicity even when publishing privately. 

His statement that the Kama Shastra project would make the British public stare reveals the 

dual nature of the undertaking. It was a work of scholarship, but also a calculated disturbance. 

The book challenged several comfortable beliefs at once. 

It suggested that ancient Indian civilisation possessed a systematic literature of pleasure. 

It implied that sexual knowledge could be educational rather than corrupting. 



INDIA IN FIRST EDITIONS 

17 

It demonstrated that British censorship concealed material of genuine historical and 

intellectual significance. 

And it placed the supposedly prudish Victorian reader in the embarrassing position of being 

less willing to discuss human desire than a Sanskrit scholar of antiquity. 

COLLECTOR’S INSIGHT 
Why Burton’s Name Matters to the First Edition 

The first edition of 1883 occupies several collecting histories simultaneously. 

a landmark in the English reception of Sanskrit literature; 

one of the defining privately printed books of Victorian censorship; 

 

THE CENTRAL PARADOX 
Burton did not discover the Kama Sutra. 

He did not establish its Sanskrit text alone. 

He did not translate it without collaborators. 

 

Closing Reflection: The Boundary-Crosser 
Richard Francis Burton remains compelling because he refuses simple judgement. 

He was brave, but not innocent. 

Learned, but not always accurate. 

Curious, but sometimes invasive. 

Hostile to hypocrisy, yet capable of creating myths of his own. 

He entered other cultures with unusual seriousness, but he also carried them back as trophies 

of authorship. 
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PART III 

The Secret Society and the Making of the 1883 

Edition 

Manuscripts, Pandits, Censorship and Private Print 

Manuscripts, Pandits, Censorship and the Most Ingenious Imprint in Victorian Publishing 

“The book appeared under the name of a society that scarcely existed, translated by men 

whom the title page did not name, from manuscripts gathered across India, for readers who were 

officially not supposed to possess it.” 

A Book That Could Not Be Published Normally 
The first English edition of the Kama Sutra did not enter the world as an ordinary book. 

It was not announced in the usual manner by a prominent London publisher. It was not 

displayed openly in booksellers’ windows. It carried no recognisable publishing house, no 

translator’s name and no reassuring list of other works available from the same firm. Instead, the 

title pages announced that it had been: 

PRINTED FOR THE HINDOO KAMA SHASTRA 

SOCIETY 
Later bibliographical descriptions associate the society with London and Benares, although 

the individual title page of Part I in the present copy gives London alone. The formulation was 

deliberately suggestive. It evoked an established Anglo-Indian scholarly body devoted to the 

learned study of Sanskrit literature. 

No such substantial institution existed. 

The Kama Shastra Society was essentially a private publishing arrangement centred upon 

Richard Francis Burton and Forster Fitzgerald Arbuthnot, supported by Indian scholars, printers, 

subscribers and a small circle of sympathetic collectors. Contemporary and later bibliographical 

accounts sometimes describe its membership as consisting of only Burton and Arbuthnot, 

although the wider network involved in producing and circulating its books was necessarily 

larger.. 

This distinction became the shield behind which the book was printed. 
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Part I title page in the present copy, with the deliberately austere London imprint of the Hindoo Kama Shastra Society, 1883. 

Photograph from the collection of The Eye of the Beholder. 

“For Private Circulation Only” 
The phrase “for private circulation only” was more than a bibliographical curiosity. 

It constituted the moral and legal architecture of the publication. 

Private circulation suggested that the book was not being offered indiscriminately to the 

public. Copies would pass among subscribers, collectors and scholars who had knowingly sought 
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access. The work could therefore be represented as a document of Oriental learning rather than 

as an obscene publication manufactured for commercial stimulation. 

THE VICTORIAN EQUATION 
Explicit content + public sale = danger 

Explicit content + scholarship + high price + restricted circulation = defensible 

What changed was the presumed reader. 

 

The First Problem: There Was No Single Perfect 

Text 
The obstacles to publishing the Kama Sutra were not only legal. 

There was also a textual problem. 

The work had circulated for centuries in manuscript form. Individual manuscripts could 

contain errors, omissions, variant readings and passages altered through repeated copying. A 

translator could not simply locate one flawless codex, render it into English and declare the work 

complete. 

The Sanskrit text first had to be reconstructed. 

Accounts associated with the Kama Shastra Society state that the manuscript initially available 

to the translators was defective. Additional copies were consequently sought from major centres 

of Sanskrit learning and manuscript collection, including Benares, Calcutta and Jaipur. These 

witnesses were compared in order to establish a fuller and more reliable working text. 

(Burtoniana) 

Shivaram Parashuram Bhide 
Shivaram Parashuram Bhide also participated in the translation process. 

The exact allocation of individual passages among Bhide, Indraji, Arbuthnot and Burton 

cannot now be reconstructed with absolute certainty. Early accounts are incomplete, private 

arrangements were deliberately obscured, and the desire to protect participants from controversy 

discouraged transparent documentation. 
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Nevertheless, modern cataloguing and scholarship increasingly recognise Bhide as an 

important member of the collaborative chain. He assisted in moving the text from Sanskrit 

scholarship toward an English version that Burton and Arbuthnot could revise.. 

His relative obscurity illustrates a recurring pattern in colonial intellectual history. 

The European editor became the authorial figure. 

The Indian scholars became assistants. 

The labour of interpretation travelled upward through the publication hierarchy, while 

recognition travelled downward only faintly. 

Yet without the competence of scholars such as Indraji and Bhide, Burton’s literary audacity 

would have had no dependable textual foundation. 

The pandits supplied access to Vātsyāyana. 

Was Burton Really the Translator? 

The most accurate answer is that the 1883 Kama Sutra was a collaborative translation whose 

public identity became disproportionately attached to Burton. 

His role should neither be exaggerated nor dismissed. 

Burton possessed formidable linguistic gifts, but Sanskrit was not among his strongest 

scholarly languages. He was not functioning here as he would when translating a language in 

which he had deep independent competence. He worked upon an English version produced 

through Indian scholarship, revising its diction, shaping its presentation, adding interpretive 

choices and giving the work much of the voice by which it became known. 

WHY 250 COPIES MATTER 
The limitation was not merely a collector’s embellishment. 

It was part of the publication strategy. 

The edition’s small size helped define: 

who was expected to read it; 

how it could be defended; 

how quietly it could be distributed; 

and why it survived in so few complete examples. 

The First Issue and the Problem of Reprints 
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The bibliographical history of the Burton–Arbuthnot Kama Sutra is unusually complicated. 

The success and notoriety of the translation produced later issues, reprints, piracies and 

editions that imitated the language of private circulation. Some bore fictitious places of 

publication such as “Cosmopoli.” Others retained references to the Kama Shastra Society, 

making them appear closer to the 1883 original than they really were. 

An 1883 date alone is not always sufficient. 

Cataloguers distinguish between the genuine first issue of the first edition and later printings 

that may also carry 1883 or closely related imprints. Christie’s, for example, has separately 

catalogued a “third print” bearing a Cosmopoli imprint, demonstrating how quickly the 

bibliographical identity of the work became complicated.. 

It created the Western atmosphere in which the text would be received. 

A Translation Through Several Filters 
Every translation changes its source. 

The 1883 Kama Sutra passed through more filters than most: 

The ancient authorial text, already drawing upon earlier traditions of kāmaśāstra. 

Centuries of manuscript transmission, with copying errors and variant readings. 

Sanskrit commentary, which helped later readers interpret compressed or difficult passages. 

Nineteenth-century Indian philology, comparing manuscripts and explaining terminology. 

An intermediate English rendering, produced through collaboration. 

Arbuthnot’s editorial and organisational intervention. 

Is knowledge dangerous—or is ignorance more dangerous still? 

The Work Reaches Its First Readers 
Despite its designation for private circulation, the book did not remain sealed within the 

possession of two men. 

Copies moved among collectors, Orientalists, bibliophiles and specialist booksellers. 

Evidence associated with a British Library copy includes correspondence indicating the book’s 

exchange in London, its handling through established bookselling channels and its movement to 

continental Europe.. 
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This circulation reveals the porous nature of “private” publication. 

The society restricted the book formally, but collectors created a secondary network. Copies 

could be lent, resold, rebound or carried abroad. Curiosity expanded beyond the original circle. 

A book that could not be advertised openly acquired another kind of publicity: 

recommendation, rumour and the prestige of possession. 

Each part should be collated independently. Later reprints may reproduce title-page wording 

while differing in pagination, composition or paper. 

7. Paper 
The texture, chain or laid pattern where present, watermarks, thickness and colour should be 

examined. Sophisticated facsimiles and later private printings may imitate the typography more 

easily than the paper. 

8. Provenance 
Bookplates, ownership inscriptions, bookseller’s marks and binding tickets could establish 

when and where the parts were assembled. 

Until these elements have been checked, the photographs establish a compelling 1883 title 

page and an apparently early binding, but not every bibliographical point required for definitive 

first-issue certification. 

1821 — Birth 
Richard Francis Burton is born on 19 March at Torquay, Devon, the eldest son of Joseph 

Netterville Burton and Martha Baker Burton. His childhood is spent partly in France and Italy, 

giving him early exposure to European languages and cultures.. 

1840 — Oxford 
He enters Trinity College, Oxford. His resistance to discipline and conventional university life 

soon places him in conflict with the authorities. 
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1842–1849 — Indian Apprenticeship 
Serving principally in Sind and western India, Burton studies Hindustani, Sindhi, Gujarati, 

Marathi, Persian and other languages. He investigates local history, customs, religion and social 

life, developing the methods of cultural immersion that will define his career. 

1851–1852 — Early Books 
He publishes works arising from his Indian experience, including accounts of Sind and 

Falconry in the Valley of the Indus.. 

1855–1856 — The Pilgrimage Narrative 
His three-volume Personal Narrative of a Pilgrimage to El-Medinah and Meccah establishes 

his reputation as an explorer and travel writer. Institutional catalogues record the first edition 

from 1855 onward.. 

1855 — Harar Expedition 
Burton reaches the East African city of Harar, then little known to European travellers. The 

expedition contributes to First Footsteps in East Africa. 

1857–1859 — The Great Lakes Expedition 
Burton and John Hanning Speke travel into East Africa in search of the sources of the Nile. 

They reach Lake Tanganyika; Speke later reaches Lake Victoria. Their partnership deteriorates 

into a celebrated and bitter dispute. 

1861 — Marriage 
Burton marries Isabel Arundell, whose devotion, religious convictions and later guardianship 

of his reputation become central to his private and posthumous life. 

1861–1865 — Fernando Po 
He serves as British consul at Fernando Po off the West African coast and travels extensively 

in the region. 
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1865–1869 — Brazil 
Burton becomes consul at Santos, Brazil. He explores parts of South America and continues 

writing on languages, religion and comparative custom. 

1869–1871 — Damascus 
He serves as consul in Damascus. His unconventional conduct and involvement in local 

disputes contribute to his recall. 

1872–1890 — Trieste 
Burton is appointed consul at Trieste, then part of Austria-Hungary. The post gives him 

relative stability and time for major literary and translation projects. 

1883 — The Kama Sutra 
The first English edition is privately printed in seven parts for the Hindoo Kama Shastra 

Society. Burton and Arbuthnot revise a translation grounded in the manuscript and linguistic 

work of Indian scholars. Only 250 copies are generally recorded.. 

1885 — The Arabian Nights 
Burton begins issuing The Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night by private subscription, 

another landmark in the history of restricted Victorian publishing. 

1885 — The Ananga Ranga 
The Kama Shastra Society issues another Indian erotic treatise, extending the programme 

initiated by the Kama Sutra.. 

1886 — The Perfumed Garden 
Burton publishes an English version of the Arabic erotic work associated with al-Nafzawi. 
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1886 — Knighthood 
He is appointed Knight Commander of the Order of St Michael and St George, becoming Sir 

Richard Francis Burton. 

1890 — Death 
Burton dies at Trieste on 20 October. Isabel subsequently destroys a substantial body of his 

papers, including the manuscript of his expanded translation usually known as The Scented 

Garden. His death closes the life; it does not diminish the legend. 

TWO DISGUISES 
From the Pilgrim’s Robe to the Fictitious Title Page 

This sidebar should be designed as a two-page or full-width comparison. The left panel should 

reproduce a period portrait or engraving of Burton in the dress associated with his Arabian 

travels. The right panel should reproduce the 1883 title page of Part I from the present copy. 

Burton on the Road to Mecca, 1853 

What had to be concealed: 

Burton’s identity as a non-Muslim European entering the sacred cities. 

The visible disguise: 

Local clothing, altered personal appearance and the assumed identity of a Muslim traveller. 

The Kama Sutra Enters London, 1883 
What had to be concealed: 

The identities and vulnerability of the men publishing an explicit Sanskrit treatise in Victorian 

England. 

The visible disguise: 

A sober title page, scholarly typography, anonymous translators and the imprint of the 

“Hindoo Kama Shastra Society.” 

ONE METHOD, TWO FRONTIERS 
In 1853, Burton disguised the body. 
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In 1883, he helped disguise the book. 

The first disguise allowed a European traveller to cross a sacred boundary. 

The Ethical Difference 
The comparison is illuminating, but it must not erase an important distinction. 

In Mecca, Burton concealed himself from the community whose sacred space he entered. His 

disguise operated against the knowledge and consent of those around him. 

A Society That Became Real Through Its Books 
The Kama Shastra Society may have begun as a strategic fiction, but fictions can acquire 

institutional reality. 

It possessed no grand headquarters. 

It held no public congresses. 

It maintained no broad membership roll. 

Yet it commissioned translations, financed printing, issued books and created an identifiable 

body of publications. 

Its physical form enacted forbiddenness. 

Indian Knowledge, British Secrecy 
The first edition also embodies an uncomfortable reversal. 

The underlying text came from a civilisation in which kāma had been recognised as a 

legitimate field of systematic inquiry. 

The translation appeared in a civilisation that required the field to be concealed. 

Ancient India gave desire a technical literature. 

Victorian Britain gave that literature a fictitious publisher. 

This contrast should not be romanticised too easily. Classical Indian society possessed its own 

restrictions, hierarchies and moral boundaries. Nor was every Indian reader historically granted 

unrestricted access to erotic knowledge. 

Its influence would become immense. 
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THE MAKING OF THE 1883 EDITION 
An ancient Sanskrit treatise 

Centuries of manuscript transmission 

Manuscripts gathered from Indian centres 

Comparison and interpretation by Indian scholars 

The creation of a global classic 

Closing Reflection: The Book That Crossed 

Under an Assumed Name 
The first English Kama Sutra was an act of translation in the widest possible sense. 

It translated Sanskrit into English. 

It translated manuscript culture into print. 

It translated Indian categories of pleasure into Victorian terminology. 

It translated prohibited knowledge into scholarly form. 

It had allowed the book to become real. 
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PART IV 

Inside the Book 

Pleasure, Courtship, Marriage, Power and the Art of Living 

Pleasure, Courtship, Marriage, Power and the Art of Living 

“The popular imagination remembers a catalogue of positions. Vātsyāyana wrote a map of 

human desire.” 

The Book Hidden Behind Its Reputation 
The global fame of the Kama Sutra rests upon a remarkable misunderstanding. 

Its title is almost universally recognised, yet its intellectual structure remains largely unknown. 

To many modern readers, the book signifies little more than an illustrated repertory of sexual 

positions: an ancient Indian manual of physical ingenuity, detached from history, ethics, society 

and thought. 

The actual text is considerably stranger, broader and more ambitious. 

Vātsyāyana’s work is concerned with the organisation of pleasure within a cultivated human 

life. Sexual union occupies an important place, but it is only one element within a much larger 

inquiry. The book addresses education, personal refinement, courtship, marriage, domestic 

hierarchy, adultery, courtesanship, economic calculation, friendship, seduction, reconciliation, 

bodily enhancement and the social intelligence required to interpret other people’s motives. 

The Intellectual Architecture 
The Kama Sutra is divided into seven books or parts. Each examines a different sphere of 

erotic and social life. 

The first establishes the philosophical and cultural world of the text. The second addresses 

sexual union. The third examines courtship and marriage. The fourth considers the conduct of 

wives. The fifth deals with relations involving other men’s wives. The sixth is devoted to 

courtesans. The seventh offers methods of attraction, enhancement and restoration. 

WHAT THE BOOK IS REALLY ABOUT 
The Kama Sutra is concerned with: 

how attraction is created; 
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how intimacy is negotiated; 

how marriages are formed and maintained; 

how pleasure interacts with social power; 

how women and men read one another; 

how desire becomes both affection and strategy; 

and how human beings attempt to govern an appetite that repeatedly escapes government. 

Book I: The Education of Desire 

 

The opening of Part I: “The Vatsyayana Sutra,” beginning with the salutation to Dharma, Artha and Kama. 

Photograph from the collection of The Eye of the Beholder. 
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The opening book establishes the philosophical legitimacy of kāma. 

intimacy is partly an art, and arts improve through knowledge. 

The Sixty-Four Arts 
The most celebrated expression of this educational ideal is the curriculum of the sixty-four 

arts. 

Modern summaries sometimes confuse these with sixty-four sexual positions. That is 

incorrect. The sixty-four arts belong chiefly to the cultivation of aesthetic, intellectual and social 

accomplishment. They include singing, instrumental music, dancing, painting, decorating, 

arranging flowers, preparing perfumes, making beds, composing verses, solving riddles, 

storytelling, games, mimicry, memory exercises and numerous forms of domestic or artistic 

dexterity. Lists vary in translation because some Sanskrit terms are difficult to render precisely, 

but the overall range is unmistakable.. 

The arts include refined accomplishments and curious practical skills. Some concern music 

and performance. Some involve visual design. Others involve language, disguise, games of 

intelligence, culinary knowledge, household arrangement or the manipulation of materials. 

Their diversity reveals an important principle. 

For Vātsyāyana, desirability is not merely physical beauty. 

It is cultivated presence. 

The attractive person can sing, converse, decorate a room, understand poetry, tell a story, 

solve a puzzle, arrange flowers, prepare scent and create an atmosphere in which other people 

take pleasure. Erotic magnetism emerges from a total style of being. 

He must know not only how to desire but how to behave among other desiring people. 

THE IDEAL ROOM 
In the world of the Kama Sutra, a room communicates before its occupant speaks. 

Games create intimacy without immediate declaration. 

The arrangement of space becomes part of courtship. 

Atmosphere is one of the sixty-four arts. 

Friendship and the Social Network of Desire 

The popular caricature imagines the Kama Sutra as a private dialogue between two bodies. 
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The actual work is crowded with third parties. 

Nurses, servants, foster-sisters, neighbours and female companions create opportunities or 

prevent them. Intermediaries communicate what direct speech cannot safely express. Social 

relations determine who may meet, under what pretext and with what degree of risk. 

This network is especially important in a society where marriage, family honour and 

household supervision restrict direct courtship. 

A woman may reveal interest to a confidante before revealing it to a man. A suitor may 

approach the household through acceptable channels. A messenger may exaggerate, conceal or 

manipulate information. A trusted friend may protect the lovers—or exploit them. 

Vātsyāyana treats these intermediaries as part of the architecture of intimacy. 

The book thus belongs as much to the history of communication as to the history of sexuality. 

A glance must be interpreted. 

A rumour must be tested. 

His limitation lies in not consistently protecting autonomy when desire conflicts with 

hierarchy. 

READING WITHOUT ROMANTICISING 
A great book need not be an innocent book. 

The Kama Sutra contains: 

and advice that no responsible modern reader should follow. 

Its historical importance does not require moral surrender. 

The second book does not end with climax. 

It also considers conflict. 

Lovers quarrel. They feel neglected. They become jealous, offended or suspicious. Desire 

creates vulnerability, and vulnerability often produces anger. 

Vātsyāyana understands that intimacy must be repaired as well as initiated. 

The attention to reconciliation is important because it moves the work beyond physical 

technique. A relationship survives not because partners never injure one another but because 

they possess methods for restoring trust, affection and equilibrium. 

The quarrel may itself become ritualised. 
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The other seeks forgiveness. 

Such passages reveal Vātsyāyana as an observer of emotional theatre. Human beings do not 

merely feel; they stage feeling. They exaggerate, delay, test and seek proof. 

The lover must understand not only the body’s sequence but the drama of wounded 

attachment. 

In this respect, the Kama Sutra is closer to a comedy of manners than to a manual of anatomy. 

Book III: Courtship and the Acquisition of a Wife 

Book III turns from sexual union to socially recognised marriage. 

Its language of “acquiring” a wife belongs unmistakably to a patriarchal world, but the detailed 

discussion is more psychologically complex than the terminology suggests. 

Marriage is presented as a process involving family status, suitability, reputation, 

auspiciousness and mutual familiarity. A young man should not rely solely upon physical 

attraction. Family circumstances, character and social compatibility matter because marriage 

binds households as well as individuals. 

The courtship chapters consider how trust may be established before marriage. 

It is less willing to challenge the structures that produce the power imbalance. 

The Absent Husband 
The wife’s situation changes when the husband travels. 

She is expected to preserve the household, reduce ornament, maintain fidelity and protect his 

interests. Her public behaviour becomes a test of loyalty. 

The asymmetry is clear. 

The travelling husband may encounter pleasures unavailable to the waiting wife. Her virtue is 

defined through restraint during his absence. 

Yet her temporary authority may also increase. She must manage practical matters alone. The 

household’s continuity depends upon her competence. 

The absent husband therefore reveals the wife’s paradoxical position. 

She is legally and socially dependent. 

Practically, the household may depend upon her. 

Book V: Other Men’s Wives 
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Book V is the most ethically disquieting part of the work. 

It concerns relations with married women: how access may be gained, what types of women 

are considered vulnerable, how intermediaries operate and what risks accompany adultery. 

THE ETHICAL FAULT LINE 
The Kama Sutra repeatedly offers two kinds of knowledge: 

knowledge that helps people understand one another; 

knowledge that helps one person manipulate another. 

Its greatness lies in the depth of observation. 

Its danger lies in the uses to which observation is put. 

The sixth book is one of the most sophisticated sections of the entire work. 

It is devoted to courtesans and examines their professional, emotional and economic 

decisions in remarkable detail. The chapters consider how to choose an eligible lover, how to 

behave toward him, how to obtain money, how to recognise declining passion, how to end a 

relationship, whether to return to a former lover and how to calculate gains, losses, doubts and 

future consequences.. 

The courtesan is not treated simply as a body for sale. 

She is a professional actor within an unstable market of affection. 

Her income depends upon desire, but desire is unpredictable. A wealthy patron may be cruel. 

A generous man may become poor. A beloved partner may offer emotional happiness but little 

security. A profitable relationship may damage reputation or block a better opportunity. 

She must therefore calculate. 

But calculation does not eliminate feeling. 

The courtesan may become genuinely attached to a patron. She may imitate affection 

professionally and then discover that the performance has become real. She may return to a 

former lover for money, affection, revenge or strategic advantage. 

Vātsyāyana understands that economic and emotional motives can coexist. 

This is one reason Book VI feels so modern. 

Human beings rarely act from one pure motive. 

The Courtesan as Economic Thinker 
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The courtesan’s professional world requires financial intelligence. 

and the likelihood that a relationship will continue. 

She distinguishes gross gain from true advantage. 

Money received may be offset by danger or the loss of another patron. A seemingly 

unprofitable relationship may create social connections. A return to an old lover may yield short-

term wealth but renew emotional injury. 

The text’s treatment of such decisions approaches economic analysis. 

The courtesan is a rational agent operating under uncertainty. 

She does not possess perfect information. 

Recent scholarship on the social and economic position of courtesans in the text has 

emphasised precisely this combination of cultural accomplishment and career management.. 

Her intelligence is not incidental. 

It is the basis of survival. 

A courtesan’s profession requires her to produce signs of affection. 

She remembers the lover’s preferences. 

She appears distressed by separation. 

She creates rituals of exclusivity. 

She demonstrates jealousy at appropriate moments. 

From one perspective, this is manipulation. 

From another, it resembles all social performance intensified by economic necessity. Lovers 

outside the profession also stage emotion, conceal boredom, exaggerate longing and offer 

reassurance. 

Modern culture extracted the positions and discarded the civilisation. 

FROM TREATISE TO BRAND 
Vātsyāyana’s work: 

education, pleasure, marriage, social conduct, household economy, adultery, courtesans and 

bodily enhancement. 

The modern stereotype: 

illustrated sexual positions. 
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What survived was the most marketable fragment. 

What disappeared was the intellectual world that gave the fragment meaning. 

The Myth of the “Spiritual Sex Manual” 

Another modern distortion treats the Kama Sutra as a manual of sacred or Tantric sexuality. 

The association is understandable because modern popular culture frequently combines 

Indian spirituality, yoga and eroticism into one undifferentiated category. 

But Vātsyāyana’s work is not primarily Tantric. 

It does not teach sexual ritual as a route to liberation. 

It does not organise intercourse around divine energies or esoteric initiation. 

Its dominant concerns are social, aesthetic and practical. 

The book belongs to worldly life. 

Its protagonist seeks refined pleasure within the city, not mystical transcendence beyond 

society. 

This distinction makes the work more historically specific and, in some respects, more 

interesting. 

The Kama Sutra does not need to turn sex into religion in order to take it seriously. 

It grants pleasure intellectual dignity on its own terms. 

Historical significance does not require pretending otherwise. 

COLLECTOR’S INSIGHT 
Why the Complete Text Matters 

The first edition of 1883 is often acquired because it is famous, rare and associated with Burton. 

Its deeper importance lies in its completeness as a cultural object. 

A collector who sees the book merely as an early edition of an erotic manual possesses only part of its 
meaning. The seven-part structure preserves the full architecture of Vātsyāyana’s inquiry. 

the original English Kama Sutra entered Western culture as a text before it became an image. 
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Closing Reflection: A Science of Imperfect 

Creatures 
The Kama Sutra is not a book of innocence. 

It is a book of knowledge written by someone who had watched human beings closely enough 

to distrust simple explanations. 

People seek pleasure and call it love. 

They seek money and discover affection. 

They enter marriage for security and long for freedom. 

Vātsyāyana studied the people inside them. 

THE DISTANCE BETWEEN THE BOOK AND THE MYTH 
The myth promises exotic technique. 

The book offers social intelligence. 

The myth presents pleasure without consequence. 

The book places pleasure inside marriage, money, hierarchy and reputation. 

 

The intellectual breadth of the Kama Sutra makes the next question unavoidable: 

How faithfully did the 1883 edition carry this world into English? 
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PART V 

Translation, Distortion and Orientalism 

How Burton Revealed—and Reinvented—the Kama Sutra 

How Burton Revealed—and Reinvented—the Kama Sutra 

“Every translation opens a door. It also changes the shape of the room beyond it.” 

The Most Famous Translation Burton Did Not 

Quite Translate 
Few translations have become so completely identified with one man as the English Kama 

Sutra became identified with Richard Francis Burton. 

For more than a century, publishers have placed his name prominently upon covers and title 

pages. Booksellers describe the work as “Burton’s translation.” Readers commonly assume that 

Burton sat before a Sanskrit manuscript, rendered Vātsyāyana sentence by sentence into English 

and then privately printed the result in defiance of Victorian law. 

The true history is less romantic and more interesting. 

Burton was crucial to the book’s publication, literary form and subsequent fame. But the 

evidence does not support the image of him as the solitary Sanskrit translator. The textual and 

linguistic work emerged through a collaboration involving Indian scholars, particularly 

Bhagvanlal Indraji and Shivaram Parashuram Bhide, under the organisational direction of Forster 

Fitzgerald Arbuthnot. Burton received an English text produced through this chain and subjected 

it to revision, rewriting and stylistic transformation. 

His contribution was therefore real but different from the one later legend assigned to him. 

He was less the first translator than the final and most powerful editor. 

This distinction matters because the English Kama Sutra carries several voices within it: 

It is evidence of how translation actually happens—especially within collaborative and 

unequal intellectual systems. 

Bhagvanlal Indraji: Recovery Before Translation 
Bhagvanlal Indraji’s contribution began before the English prose. 
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The manuscript initially available for the project was reportedly incomplete or defective. 

Additional copies were sought and compared. This required the kind of knowledge invisible in 

popular accounts: recognition of scribal error, comparison of variant readings, familiarity with 

Sanskrit technical vocabulary and awareness of commentarial tradition. 

Shivaram Parashuram Bhide: The Passage 

Between Languages 
Shivaram Parashuram Bhide appears to have performed a particularly important intermediary 

role. 

Where Indraji’s strength lay in Sanskrit scholarship and textual comparison, Bhide helped 

carry the meaning into English. This was no mechanical task. To translate an explanatory 

rendering into idiomatic English required decisions about sentence structure, technical terms and 

social practices with no direct British equivalent. 

THE TRANSLATION CHAIN 
Manuscript variants and commentary 

Bhagvanlal Indraji’s textual and linguistic interpretation 

Shivaram Parashuram Bhide’s intermediary English work 

Arbuthnot’s supervision and organisation 

Every arrow represents a choice. 

Every choice creates meaning—and loses some. 

Burton possessed one of the most recognisable prose styles of the nineteenth century. 

His language often combines: 

and deliberately exotic terminology. 

In The Arabian Nights, this produced a dense and highly personal literary spectacle. In the 

Kama Sutra, the style is less flamboyant but still unmistakable. 

The prose sounds official and antique. 

Human gestures become classifications. 

Direct speech becomes description. 
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Bodies become specimens within a system. 

The effect is one of learned distance. 

Consider the difference between two possible styles: 

“She tells him to stop.” 

It also transformed the Western meanings of the Sanskrit words. 

What Lingam Means 

The Sanskrit word liṅga has a broad semantic history. 

It can mean a mark, sign, characteristic, token or distinguishing feature. In religious contexts, 

the liṅga is especially associated with Śiva and may function as a sacred aniconic form. Its 

significance cannot be reduced simply to the penis, although phallic interpretation is undoubtedly 

part of its long symbolic history. 

What Yoni Means 
Yoni also possesses a range of meanings. 

It can denote womb, source, place of birth, origin, generative space or female sexual organ, 

depending upon context. In religious imagery it may signify the generative matrix associated with 

the goddess and, in conjunction with the liṅga, the union of complementary principles. 

A VOCABULARY OF DISTANCE 
Burton could not safely write ordinary English sexual words with complete directness. 

He therefore made the body foreign. 

Vulva or vagina became “yoni.” 

The terms appeared more scholarly, more sacred and less obscene. 

But they also encouraged the reader to imagine that Indian sexuality belonged to a mysterious 

world fundamentally unlike his own. 

Euphemism Disguised as Authenticity 

Burton’s Sanskrit vocabulary created the impression of fidelity. 
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A reader encountering unfamiliar words may assume that the translator has preserved the 

source with unusual precision. Yet foreign terminology does not always indicate literal accuracy. 

It may reveal the target culture’s discomfort. 

Softening What Was Too Direct 
Burton’s reputation for sexual boldness can obscure how often his version softens the 

Sanskrit. 

He was audacious in publishing the work at all. 

He placed it behind glass. 

Strengthening What Was Exotic 
At the same time, Burton could intensify the foreignness of the text. 

The effect did not always require adding sensational detail. It could be created through the 

accumulation of transliterated terms, ethnographic categories and explanatory remarks that 

reminded the reader he was encountering an alien civilisation. 

Orientalism: More Than Prejudice 
The term “Orientalism” is sometimes used loosely to mean any negative or stereotypical 

representation of Asia. 

In the case of the Kama Sutra, the process is more subtle. 

Burton did not simply despise India. 

On the contrary, the publication challenged British assumptions by demonstrating that Indian 

civilisation had treated pleasure as a serious intellectual subject. Burton and Arbuthnot preserved 

a work that missionary morality and colonial prudery might otherwise have dismissed. 

An Ancient Text Made “Hindu” 
The 1883 edition repeatedly uses “Hindoo” or “Hindu” as a broad civilisational label. 

The imprint itself invokes the “Hindoo Kama Shastra Society.” The spelling and classification 

belong to nineteenth-century British usage. 

This language compresses a more complex history. 
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The Kama Sutra is certainly a Sanskrit work produced within a Brahmanical intellectual 

environment. It discusses dharma, artha and kāma and participates in Indian scholastic traditions. 

But to describe every social or sexual practice within it as simply “Hindu” risks treating the 

text as a religious code representing all Hindus across time. 

Vātsyāyana did not write a scripture binding an entire faith community. 

He wrote a learned treatise associated with particular urban, elite and historical worlds. 

A shift from direct to indirect language can alter every answer. 

The Famous Intrusive “Not” 
One of the most revealing examples discussed by Doniger concerns the duties and responses 

of a wife whose husband has behaved badly. She identifies a place where Burton’s English inserts 

or depends upon a negation that changes the force of the passage, restricting the wife’s right to 

speak abusively or reproachfully to a straying husband. 

A single “not” can restructure domestic power. 

This example is valuable not because one error invalidates an entire translation, but because 

it demonstrates how easily social assumptions enter grammar. A Victorian editor accustomed to 

the ideal of the obedient wife may unconsciously make an ancient Indian wife more submissive 

than the Sanskrit text requires.. 

Burton’s ethnographic style strengthened it. 

Regional Stereotypes 
The Kama Sutra includes observations attributed to different regions and communities. 

Ancient technical literature frequently preserved such generalisations. 

Burton’s Victorian readership was also deeply accustomed to regional and racial typology. 

Nineteenth-century ethnography classified populations according to supposed physical, moral 

and sexual traits. 

The translation therefore risked making ancient stereotypes resemble modern scientific 

findings. 

A remark about women of a particular region could be read not as inherited textual 

convention but as empirical anthropology. 

This is another example of the meeting between two classificatory systems. 
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Its achievement was also real. 

THE DOUBLE ACT OF TRANSLATION 
Burton’s English did two things at once. 

It made the Kama Sutra less direct than the Sanskrit. 

It made the Kama Sutra more available than it had ever been in English. 

It concealed the body behind foreign words. 

It placed the body within public intellectual history. 

It weakened some women’s voices. 

It introduced female sexual pleasure into a culture that often denied it. 

It also forced Britain to recognise Indian intellectual sophistication. 

The Translator as Smuggler 

A useful metaphor for Burton’s role is that of the smuggler. 

A smuggler does not transport an object through the official gate unchanged. The object may 

be concealed, repackaged or relabelled in order to cross the border. 

It is that the reader is rarely shown where choice occurred. 

Comparing Translation Strategies 
Neither column automatically guarantees literary beauty. 

But the difference reveals changing ideas about what fidelity means. 

For Burton, fidelity often meant transmitting the substance in a form that could survive 

Victorian publication. 

For modern scholarship, fidelity more often means preserving grammar, voice, uncertainty 

and textual structure. 

Burton’s Notes and the Authority of the Explorer 

Burton’s reputation affected how readers received even ordinary editorial decisions. 

He was not merely a translator. 

He was the man who had travelled in India, entered Mecca and written about distant customs. 

His life appeared to authenticate the book. 
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The reader might assume that Burton understood Vātsyāyana because he possessed broad 

personal knowledge of the East. 

This is a dangerous substitution. 

Ethnographic experience in nineteenth-century India and Arabia does not automatically 

clarify a Sanskrit text composed more than a millennium earlier. 

But Burton’s biography allowed living experience and textual expertise to merge in the public 

imagination. 

The explorer appeared as witness. 

The ancient book appeared confirmed by his travels. 

The collector possessed the text much as empire possessed information: selectively, privately 

and with a strong awareness of privilege. 

What Burton Revealed 
Despite every qualification, Burton and his collaborators revealed an extraordinary work. 

They revealed that classical Indian scholarship had recognised pleasure as one of life’s 

legitimate aims. 

What Burton Reinvented 
At the same time, Burton reinvented the book. 

He made its Sanskrit vocabulary more uniformly exotic. 

He transformed direct language into learned euphemism. 

REVELATION AND REINVENTION 
an Indian science of pleasure; 

a sophisticated social text; 

a challenge to Victorian ignorance; 

and a classical work of global importance. 

its degree of exoticism; 

and the public identity of its translators. 
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The two processes cannot be separated. 

Can the Burton Version Still Be Read? 

Yes—but it should be read historically. 

It is no longer the best translation for understanding the Sanskrit with maximum accuracy. 

Readers seeking the intellectual texture of Vātsyāyana should consult a modern scholarly 

translation based directly upon Sanskrit manuscripts and commentaries. 

TRANSLATOR’S SIDEBAR 
Three Ways Burton Changes the Text 

1. The body becomes foreign 

A range of ordinary anatomical expressions is regularised into the Sanskritised pair lingam and yoni. 

 

COLLECTOR’S INSIGHT 
Why the Flawed Translation Makes the First Edition More Important 

From a purely textual perspective, a modern scholarly translation may be more accurate. 

From a collecting and intellectual-historical perspective, that does not reduce the importance of the 1883 

first edition. 

Its imperfections are part of its significance. 

The volume documents the precise moment when ancient Indian erotic thought entered the English 
language under Victorian conditions. Its vocabulary records censorship. Its anonymity records legal fear. 
Its prose records Orientalist taste. Its collaborative invisibility records the unequal structure of colonial 
scholarship. 

 

Closing Reflection: The Price of Crossing into 

English 
No great translation enters another language without change. 

The question is not whether the Kama Sutra was altered. 

It is what the alterations reveal. 

They reveal a Victorian society unable to name the body directly but eager to examine it 

through Sanskrit. 

They reveal a colonial system dependent upon Indian scholarship but inclined to celebrate 

British authorship. 
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That reciprocal disturbance is the true importance of the Burton Kama Sutra. 

THE FINAL PARADOX 
Burton made Vātsyāyana foreign enough for Victorian England to read. 

In doing so, he helped make Vātsyāyana universal. 

It also carried the book across the border. 
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PART VI 

Scandal, Piracy and Global Afterlife 

How 250 Private Copies Became an International Brand 

How a Private Edition of 250 Copies Became an International Brand 

“The society was fictitious, the circulation private and the edition minute. Yet the book 

escaped every enclosure built around it.” 

The Failure of Secrecy 

The first English Kama Sutra was designed to circulate quietly. 

Only 250 copies were reportedly printed. The translators were not named. The publisher was 

a largely fictitious learned society. The title page announced no ordinary commercial firm, while 

the language of private circulation suggested a restricted community of scholars and collectors. 

Private Circulation Was Still Circulation 
“For private circulation only” did not mean that each copy remained permanently with its 

first recipient. 

They are lent, sold, inherited, rebound, exported and copied. A subscriber may pass a volume 

to a friend. A bookseller may acquire one from an estate. A printer may use an existing copy as 

the setting text for an unauthorised edition. A traveller may carry it across a border concealed 

among more respectable books. 

THE ECONOMY OF THE FORBIDDEN BOOK 
The qualities meant to contain the book became the forces that carried it around the world. 

 

The First Copies Become Collectors’ Objects 
The original issue occupied an unusual position from the beginning. 

It was a text intended to be read, but also an edition designed to signify privileged access. Its 

seven-part structure, limited circulation and discreet title pages gave it the character of a private 

document. Copies retaining all seven original wrappers are now particularly prized because they 

preserve the publication in the form in which it first emerged. 
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Christie’s has described the first edition as one of only 250 copies and has emphasised the 

exceptional rarity of examples retaining all the original part wrappers.. 

Why Forbidden Books Invite Piracy 
A prohibited or legally doubtful book presents several advantages to the pirate. 

The authorised publisher may be reluctant to complain publicly. 

Copyright protection may be uncertain across national boundaries. 

The readership may accept anonymity and false imprints as normal features of the genre. 

Purchasers may care more about obtaining the text than about verifying its origin. 

The underground market also rewards speed. Once a forbidden title becomes notorious, 

several printers may compete to supply demand before legal conditions change. 

COSMOPOLI 
A place on the title page. 

A place on no reliable map. 

The fictitious city allowed printers to suggest: 

The Cosmopoli editions concealed the city itself. 

 

The Bibliographical Labyrinth 
The proliferation of reprints, private issues and piracies created one of the more complicated 

bibliographical histories among Victorian erotic books. 

Copies must be distinguished through a combination of evidence: 

sequence of the seven parts; 

and comparison with recognised bibliographies. 

The date 1883 is necessary for the first edition but not sufficient. 

A later or pirated printing may repeat the date to borrow the authority and rarity of the 

original. Some editions preserve the society’s name. Others use “Cosmopoli.” Some present all 

seven parts in one volume. Some have been rebound so completely that their original issue is 

difficult to reconstruct. 

The collector must therefore resist the seductive shortcut: 
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1883 + Burton + Kama Shastra Society = first edition. 

That equation is unreliable. 

The true first issue belongs to a specific material production, not merely to a set of words on 

a title page. 

This is why wrappers, stab holes, paper and typography can matter as much as the printed 

date. Piracy copied language more easily than it copied the entire physical identity of the book. 

Piracies are usually inferior to the first edition as collecting objects. 

Yet they are historically significant in their own right. 

how quickly the text spread; 

how printers evaded jurisdiction; 

how Burton’s name was commercialised; 

and how an elite private publication began moving toward mass readership. 

A Cosmopoli edition is not the 1883 first issue. 

But it belongs to the story of how the first issue escaped. 

The book had waited nearly eighty years for the law to catch up with its first translators. 

THE ROAD TO 1962 
1857 — Britain strengthens obscenity enforcement. 

1883 — The first English Kama Sutra appears privately. 

Late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries — Piracies and clandestine editions multiply. 

1957 — American obscenity doctrine increasingly considers the work as a whole. 

1959 — Britain introduces a public-good defence. 

1960 — The Lady Chatterley acquittal transforms British publishing culture. 

1962 — The Burton Kama Sutra enters formal publication in Britain and America. 

The book did not suddenly become less explicit. 

Society changed the meaning of explicitness. 

The Difference Between Legal and Available 
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The year 1962 should not be mistaken for the moment when English-speaking readers first 

encountered the book. 

They had been reading it for generations. 

The significance of formal publication was different. 

The Kama Sutra could now move from: 

private subscription to public retail; 

It had become the archetype of the sex manual. 

The Illustrated Transformation 
The original 1883 edition contained no erotic illustrations. 

This fact is essential. 

Burton and Arbuthnot presented the work as a text. Its physical form emphasised philology, 

classification and private scholarship. 

Later publishers discovered that images could communicate the book’s most marketable 

content far more rapidly than prose. 

The illustrated transformation occurred through several visual traditions: 

It also rearranged that material to serve Western expectation. 

THE ILLUSTRATED REVERSAL 
1883: 
The images are absent so that the text may appear scholarly. 

Twentieth century: 
The text becomes secondary so that the images may sell the book. 

The first edition concealed the body. 

 

The Coffee-Table Kama Sutra 
By the late twentieth century, the book had acquired a new physical form: the large-format 

illustrated gift edition. 

These volumes were often lavishly produced with colour reproductions, decorative borders 

and glossy paper. They were designed to be displayed rather than hidden. Their very existence 

demonstrated the reversal of Victorian secrecy. 
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The first edition had concealed itself within a sober binding. 

The modern coffee-table edition announced sensuality from across the room. 

Yet the format generated a new kind of euphemism. 

Luxury replaced scholarly restraint. 

Gold, silk, miniature paintings and “Oriental” design elevated the erotic material into an 

object of visual consumption. The book could be bought as art, lifestyle or sophisticated décor. 

Respectability had not disappeared. 

It had changed costume. 

India Packaged as Sensual Luxury 

The commercial visual language surrounding the modern Kama Sutra often relies upon a 

predictable set of signs: 

Every age remakes Vātsyāyana in the image of its own sexual debate. 

New Translations Challenge Burton 
Burton’s English remained dominant for so long partly because it entered the public domain, 

was easily reproduced and carried the glamour of his name. 

But new translations eventually challenged his authority. 

Indra Sinha produced a version in 1980. Wendy Doniger and Sudhir Kakar published a major 

modern translation in 2002, drawing attention to the humour, female voices and historical 

specificity obscured by Burton’s prose. The new scholarship also emphasised that many later 

versions—including some Indian-language adaptations—had been translated from Burton’s 

English rather than directly from Sanskrit.. 

The commercial afterlife thus enacted the very force Vātsyāyana had tried to analyse. 

FROM SANSKRIT SUTRA TO GLOBAL BRAND 
At each stage, the audience grew. 

At each stage, part of the original context disappeared. 

The Title as a Commercial Guarantee 

The phrase “Kama Sutra” now performs on a cover much as Burton’s name once did. 
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Why Burton Remained Marketable 
Modern translators may render the Sanskrit more accurately, yet Burton remains commercially 

powerful. 

the glamour of exploration; 

the prestige of the first English edition; 

Scandal Becomes Heritage 
Over time, the nature of the scandal changed. 

In 1883, the scandal was that the book had been printed at all. 

In the early twentieth century, the scandal was that illicit copies continued to circulate. 

In the 1960s, the scandal became a test of censorship and adult freedom. 

By the late twentieth century, the old scandal itself had become marketable heritage. 

The Colonial Irony 
The modern afterlife contains a profound irony. 

The British colonial world initially received the Kama Sutra as evidence of Indian difference. 

Burton’s vocabulary made its sexuality safely foreign. 

Later, the book became part of Western sexual liberation. 

A text once treated as an exotic object of anthropology became a source of personal 

instruction for European and American couples. 

The foreign body became the universal body. 

It is the surviving witness to a lost meaning of the book. 
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BIBLIOGRAPHICAL SIDEBAR 
First Edition, Later Printing or Piracy? 

A genuine 1883 first issue should be investigated for: 

The London imprint 
The title page of Part I in the present copy reads that it was printed in London for the Hindoo Kama 
Shastra Society. 

Seven separately titled parts 
The original structure should be present and collated independently. 

Not for what it pretends to be. 

 

LEGAL SIDEBAR 
The Kama Sutra and the End of the Old Obscenity Regime 

The Kama Sutra was not liberated by one celebrated trial devoted exclusively to Vātsyāyana. 

Its open publication became possible through a sequence of broader legal and cultural 

changes. 

The decisive legal change was conceptual. 

Sexual explicitness ceased to be sufficient by itself. 

The book had to be considered as a whole. 

Once read whole, the Kama Sutra was difficult to dismiss as mere pornography. 

From Restricted Reader to Consumer 

It became a genre. 

The Book Becomes Its Own Imitation 
By the late twentieth century, the popular Kama Sutra often resembled a commercial imitation 

of the reputation created by earlier editions. 

A publisher would begin with the assumptions that readers already possessed: 

Restored to it, the book becomes thought. 
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COLLECTOR’S INSIGHT 
Why the Global Afterlife Increases the Importance of the 1883 Edition 

The vast number of later editions does not make the first edition less desirable. 

It does the opposite. 

Every modern paperback, illustrated manual and commercial adaptation points backward to the moment 
when the work first entered English. The enormous global brand magnifies the historical significance of its 

modest origin. 

 

The Present Copy Within This History 
The present copy occupies the calm beginning of an unruly history. 

Its brown half-morocco binding is restrained. 

Its title page is typographical. 

Its seven-part structure reflects the complete work. 

Its lack of illustrations preserves the scholarly intention of the original project. 

Nothing on its exterior anticipates the visual excess that later attached itself to the title. 

Ownership becomes a form of interpretation. 

Closing Reflection: The Book That Escaped Its 

Makers 
Burton and Arbuthnot created the Kama Shastra Society to control the conditions under 

which the Kama Sutra entered English. 

They limited the edition. 

They clothed the text in learned language. 

They issued it without illustration. 

For a brief moment, the book existed exactly as they intended: a secretive scholarly object 

moving among a small body of educated readers. 
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THE FINAL ESCAPE 
The censors failed to suppress the book. 

The pirates failed to preserve it accurately. 

The publishers failed to contain its meaning. 
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PART VII 

Collecting the First Edition 

Format, Issue Points, Rarity and the Collector’s Decision 

How to Identify, Evaluate and Value the 1883 Kama Sutra 

“The date 1883 appears on several books. Only a small number belong to the true first issue.” 

Fame Does Not Make Identification Easy 
The first English edition of the Kama Sutra is one of the most famous privately printed books 

of the nineteenth century. 

It is also one of the most frequently misdescribed. 

Copies offered as “the 1883 first edition” may prove to be later printings, Cosmopoli issues, 

piracies, composite volumes, incomplete sets or twentieth-century reproductions carrying the 

original date in their title or promotional language. Even competent booksellers may repeat 

inherited catalogue descriptions without independently collating the volume against recognised 

first-issue examples. 

The confusion arises from the circumstances of publication itself. 

The translators were anonymous. 

The society was largely fictitious. 

The places of publication were partly disguises. 

The work appeared in seven separately titled parts. 

Additional title material was introduced during the publication sequence. 

Later printings retained the original date. 

Pirates imitated the society’s terminology. 

Bindings frequently removed the fragile wrappers that originally distinguished the parts. 

They can alter value by multiples. 
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THE BIBLIOGRAPHICAL IDEAL 
What the First Issue Originally Looked Like 

Christie’s description of the Quentin Keynes copy provides the clearest concise model of the publication in 

its original state. 

It consisted of seven original octavo parts, measuring approximately 245–250 by 154–157 millimetres. Part 
I was issued in a pale green printed wrapper; Parts II–VII were in fawn or light tan wrappers. The 
pagination continued across the separate parts. An additional general title page printed in red and black was 

bound at the end. (Christie's) 

Another verified first issue, bound in contemporary red half calf, retained all the original printed wrappers 
and the additional red-and-black general title page. Christie’s again described it as one of 250 copies. 
(Christie's) 

The original scale is part of the bibliographical evidence. 
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Why Every Part Must Be Examined Separately 

 

The transition from the end of Part V to the separately titled Part VI, showing the first edition’s original seven-part architecture. 

Photograph from the collection of The Eye of the Beholder. 

The work was not originally conceived as a single title page followed by one continuous block 

of text. 

It appeared in seven separately titled parts corresponding to Vātsyāyana’s seven books. 

Christie’s records the sequence beginning with: 
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Part I. With a Preface and Introduction 

Part VII. And Concluding Remarks.. 

A bound copy should therefore be opened at the beginning of each part to confirm that its 

separate title survives. 

The collector should not assume that the presence of the complete text guarantees the 

presence of the complete publication. 

During binding, an owner or binder might have: 

discarded repetitive title pages; 

placed the general title at the front; 

retained only the title to Part I; 

A statement such as “complete, 198 pages” is useful only when supported by a proper 

collation. 

The Most Valuable Fragile Survivals 
The original wrappers are among the most important attributes of a first-issue copy. 

Part I was pale green. Parts II–VII were fawn or light tan. They carried printed identification 

of the individual parts and preserved the physical form in which the book first circulated.. 

Christie’s distinguished precisely between a wrapper-preserving copy and a first issue bound 

without wrappers. Both were important, but the former represented a materially superior state.. 

Wrapper Condition 
The collector should not demand impossible perfection. 

A wrappered copy may properly show: 

These defects may be preferable to extensive modern restoration. 

The principal questions are: 

Are all fourteen outer wrapper surfaces present? 

Are they original to the respective parts? 

Have they been laid down? 

Have missing corners been supplied? 
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They are also easy to reproduce. 

Wrappers Bound In Versus Parts Preserved 

Separately 
A set remaining in seven separate wrappers offers the purest evidence of original issue. 

A copy in which the wrappers were bound into a contemporary volume soon after publication 

may be equally compelling as a historical object. Such a copy documents the transition from 

privately circulated parts to permanent library volume. 

TITLE PAGES AND ISSUE POINTS 
The Additional Red-and-Black General Title 

The additional general title page is a central point of identification. 

Verified first-issue copies are described as containing an additional general title printed in red 

and black.. 

Its position requires careful interpretation. 

In the Quentin Keynes set, Christie’s noted that the general title was bound at the end of Part 

VII and added that it had been printed for a second Benares edition later in the same year.. 

This creates a subtle bibliographical situation. 

The presence of the red-and-black general title can occur within an otherwise first-issue set 

because it was supplied during or after the original part publication. Its inclusion does not 

automatically transform the parts into the later edition. 

Conversely, the presence of a handsome red-and-black title does not independently prove 

that the surrounding text belongs to the first issue. 

It must be interpreted with the seven part titles, format, paper and collation. 

The individual parts may not all carry the same place. 

It does not authenticate the entire volume. 

The Evidence That Photographs Rarely Capture 
Paper is among the most reliable and underused forms of evidence. 
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A later printer may copy the title-page wording exactly. It is much harder to reproduce the 

texture, thickness, chain structure, tone and ageing characteristics of nineteenth-century paper 

without detection. 

The paper should be examined in normal and transmitted light. 

The examiner should note: 

whether it is wove or laid; 

whether chain lines are visible; 

the degree of opacity; 

the colour of the sheet; 

They are historical evidence. 

STAB HOLES AND ORIGINAL SEWING 
Small Marks with Large Significance 

One verified first-issue copy currently described by a specialist bookseller retains a pair of tiny 

stab holes at the gutter of Part I.. 

Such holes can indicate that the part was originally stitched or temporarily secured before 

permanent binding. 

Small physical clues are particularly important in a book whose printed wording was 

repeatedly imitated. 

BINDING 
The First Edition Was Issued in Wrappers, Not in One Standard Binding 

There is no single publisher’s binding that all genuine first issues must possess. 

The work was issued in parts. Owners subsequently bound those parts according to taste and 

means. 

Verified copies survive in: 

contemporary or near-contemporary half morocco; 

A worn contemporary binding may preserve far more historical truth. 



INDIA IN FIRST EDITIONS 

62 

The Present Binding 
The present copy appears, from the photograph, to be in brown half morocco over marbled 

boards. The spine has raised bands, gilt compartments, gilt titling and the date 1883 at the foot. 

This is an attractive and historically plausible treatment for a privately printed Victorian work. 

The binding shows age-related wear at the joints, corners and board edges. That wear appears 

consistent with use rather than decorative manufacture. The spine date is encouraging but not 

probative: a later binder could reproduce the publication date. 

The binding should be examined for: 

An undocumented deceptive binding often does. 

COSMOPOLI 
The Most Dangerous Word in the Catalogue 

A title page reading Cosmopoli: for the Kama Shastra Society, 1883 may appear older, more secretive and 
more desirable than the sober London and Benares issue. 

It is not the first issue. 

It should not be used to inflate it into the 250-copy first issue. 

 

Cosmopoli Versus London/Benares 
The Cosmopoli issue is not worthless. 

It is simply a different book. 

A specialist collection of censorship or Burton may properly include both. 

Second Reprints and Later Society-Style Issues 

A Saffronart auction in 2023 offered an 1883-dated second reprint in full vellum, described 

as 181 pages. It carried an estimate of ₹75,000–100,000 and sold for ₹78,000, approximately 

US$963 inclusive of premium. (saffronart.com) 

What Matters Most 
Condition in rare books is not a single percentage. 

Different defects affect meaning and value differently. 



INDIA IN FIRST EDITIONS 

63 

For the 1883 Kama Sutra, the condition hierarchy should be: 

Original wrappers and preliminary material 

A sound contemporary binding with rubbed joints may be preferable to polished modern 

morocco over washed and trimmed sheets. 

Acceptable Age 
Reasonable defects may include: 

cracked but holding joints; 

and slight variation in paper tone between parts. 

These defects should be described precisely, not euphemistically. 

Serious Defects 
missing part title pages; 

modern recolouring of wrappers; 

“Sophistication” in rare-book terminology means that a copy has been improved by inserting 

material taken from another copy or reproduced in facsimile. 

In a book issued in only 250 copies, a supplied original wrapper or title leaf should always be 

disclosed. 

The part may be genuinely nineteenth-century. 

Cleanliness is not always originality. 

Conservation, Not Reinvention 
The correct aim of treatment is to stabilise and preserve, not to make the book look newly 

printed. 

Appropriate conservation may include: 

securing detached wrapper folds; 

repairing short tears with reversible Japanese tissue; 

repairing a split joint while retaining the original spine; 

removing damaging pressure-sensitive tape; 
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and providing a protective box. 

More interventionist treatment should be approached cautiously. 

For a book whose history depends upon material evidence, undocumented restoration can 

reduce confidence even when expertly performed. 

A Protective Box 
A fitted clamshell box is often the best immediate conservation measure. 

and the text block from light and dust. 

The box should be chemically stable and should not grip the volume tightly. 

An elaborate decorative case may add display appeal, but it should not be confused with the 

historical book. Christie’s has catalogued a first issue housed in a later Cosway-style case with 

inset erotic miniatures; the case was a luxurious modern housing, not part of the 1883 

publication.. 

PROVENANCE 
Ownership Can Transform the Copy 

Provenance matters especially in a privately circulated book. 

A traceable early owner may help establish: 

when the parts were bound; 

how the book entered circulation; 

whether it belonged to a Burton collector; 

whether it came through a significant bookseller; 

or whether it formed part of a historically important library of erotica or Oriental literature. 

Christie’s recorded one first issue with the label of Joseph F. Milligan, a Leeds bookseller, and 

the bookplate of J. B. Rund.. 

The Quentin Keynes copy carried the prestige of a major exploration collection and survived 

in its seven original parts.. 
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Provenance Versus Privacy 
Because of the subject, some early owners avoided inscriptions. 

An absence of provenance is therefore unsurprising. 

Private erotic books were often intentionally anonymous within libraries. Owners may have 

used discreet shelf marks, hidden compartments or unlabelled bindings. 

COMPARATIVE RARITY 
Printed in 250 Copies, but How Many Survive? 

The edition size of 250 is well established in major auction descriptions.. 

The number of surviving copies is not securely known. 

The number of complete surviving copies is smaller. 

The number retaining all wrappers is smaller still. 

No responsible catalogue should convert “250 printed” into an unsupported statement such 

as “fewer than twenty survive” without institutional census evidence. 

The correct hierarchy of claims is: 

and competition between serious Burton and erotica collectors. 

AUCTION AND MARKET RECORDS 
A Thin and Uneven Market 

The market for the true first issue is not liquid. 

Copies do not appear frequently enough to produce a simple annual price curve. Each 

example differs materially in wrappers, binding, margins, provenance and restoration. 

Several authoritative records establish the bibliographical range: 

The Quentin Keynes copy 

Christie’s catalogued a complete set in seven original wrappers, with continuous pagination 

and the additional red-and-black title, as an exceptionally rare first issue.. 

The wrappered half-calf copy 
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These records demonstrate that market value depends less upon the date alone than upon 

exact state. 

Why Auction Results Can Mislead 
Older auction pages do not always display the realised price publicly. 

Even when a price is available, it may reflect: 

a sale held many years ago; 

It should begin with the book. 

What Actually Drives Price 
The value of a first issue can be modelled through a hierarchy of premiums and deductions. 

A later Cosmopoli printing cannot be upgraded into a first issue through a fine binding. 

2. Completeness 
All seven parts, individual titles and required preliminary and concluding matter must be 

present. 

The largest material premium usually attaches here. 

6. Provenance 
Distinguished ownership can increase demand significantly. 

7. Restoration 
Minor expert conservation is acceptable. Extensive or concealed restoration reduces 

confidence. 

8. Presentation 
A fine case may enhance salability but should not outweigh the condition of the book itself. 
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A Working Value Framework 
Because the market is thin, the following should be treated as a reasoned collecting framework 

rather than a formal appraisal: 

The current US$2,500 specialist asking price for a bound first issue provides one real-world 

lower-market reference.. 

Retail Versus Auction Value 
Dealer pricing and auction estimates answer different questions. 

A dealer price incorporates: 

time spent researching and holding the book; 

and the convenience of immediate purchase. 

An auction estimate attempts to stimulate bidding and does not guarantee the reserve, 

hammer or total cost. 

For insurance, the appropriate value is usually replacement retail value. 

For resale planning, auction net proceeds may be more relevant. 

For a collection catalogue, no commercial value need be printed at all. The scholarly 

description should stand independently of price. 

A PRACTICAL AUTHENTICATION PROTOCOL 
How to Examine the Present Copy 

The following method should be applied in order. 

STEP 1 — Measure the Text Block 

Record height and width in millimetres. 

Do not measure only the binding. 

A first-issue copy should plausibly derive from parts originally around 245–250 by 154–157 

millimetres, allowing for modest trimming.. 

A text block near 200 by 134 millimetres would align more closely with the Cosmopoli third 

printing recorded by Christie’s.. 
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STEP 2 — Photograph Every Title Page 

Locate the title to each of the seven parts. 

Photograph the full page in natural light. 

and any typographical ornament. 

Do not rely upon memory or a combined title. 

STEP 3 — Locate the General Title 

Search at the beginning and at the end of Part VII. 

Confirm whether it is printed in red and black. 

Record whether it appears integral, inserted, remounted or supplied. 

The verified first-issue sets described by Christie’s contain this additional general title.. 

STEP 4 — Collate the Pagination 

Record every numbered page. 

Check whether the pagination is continuous across parts. 

Note all unnumbered leaves. 

Compare the final text total with the 198-page first-issue description.. 

Any jump, repetition or irregularity should be investigated rather than immediately judged. 

STEP 5 — Search for Wrappers 

Examine the beginning and end of each part. 

They are not substitutes for the bibliography itself. 

The Present Copy 
Mark each item only after physical confirmation. 

Only after this table has been completed should the copy be assigned a definitive issue 

description. 

Provisional Versus Final Language 
Until full examination, the copy should be described cautiously: 
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VĀTSYĀYANA. The Kama Sutra of Vatsyayana. Part I: With a Preface and Introduction. 

London: Printed for the Hindoo Kama Shastra Society, 1883. Apparently seven parts bound in 

one volume, brown half morocco over marbled boards, spine gilt with raised bands and date at 

foot. Issue, collation and presence of wrappers and general title to be confirmed. 

COMPARISON WITH OTHER LANDMARK INDIAN 

BOOKS 
A Different Kind of First Edition 

The Burton Kama Sutra occupies a distinctive position among the great English-language 

books of India. 

Wilkins’s Bhagvat-Geeta of 1785 represents the first English translation of the Bhagavad Gītā 

and a foundational moment in European engagement with Indian philosophy. 

Jones’s Sacontalá represents the revelation of Sanskrit drama to Europe. 

Halhed’s Gentoo Laws represents the colonial translation of Indian jurisprudence. 

The Kama Sutra represents something different: 

the translation of Indian private life; 

the challenge of Victorian censorship; 

the global invention of Indian eroticism; 

It explains why the book deserves more serious scholarly cataloguing than it often receives. 

COLLECTOR’S SIDEBAR 
What Adds the Greatest Value? 

all seven original wrappers; 

survival in the separate original parts; 

an important early provenance; 

presentation or association inscription; 

a documented Burton or Arbuthnot connection; 

 

THE COLLECTOR’S DECISION 
Buy the Book, Not the Date 
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The date 1883 exerts a powerful attraction. 

It should never be allowed to replace examination. 

A less glamorous copy with secure first-issue evidence is preferable to an ornate volume 

whose printing remains uncertain. 

The collector’s discipline lies in valuing what the book is, not what its owner hopes it might 

be. 

Closing Reflection: The Object Before the 

Legend 
The Kama Sutra has become so famous that the physical book can disappear behind the title. 

The first edition restores material reality. 

Seven separately issued parts. 

A shifting imprint between London and Benares. 

A red-and-black general title. 

A small private limitation. 

Stab holes at the gutter. 

Paper handled by Victorian readers who understood that possession itself carried risk. 

He holds the fragile point of origin from which an international phenomenon unfolded. 

THE FINAL RULE 
Do not begin with the spine. 

Do not begin with the date. 

Do not begin with Burton’s name. 

Only after the physical evidence has spoken should the legend be allowed to enter the room. 

 

VALUATION AND COLLECTOR RANKING 
Revised Ranking of the Present Copy 

The earlier provisional ranking should be replaced with: 
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B+ — First edition, first issue, one of 250 copies; complete in the seven separately titled 

textual parts and 198 pages; contemporary half-morocco binding; lacking the general title and 

front free endpaper; text block detached from both hinges; local stain and light chipping. 

Revised Valuation Principles 
The copy has several value-supporting attributes: 

confirmed first edition, first issue; 

one of 250 copies; 

seven separately titled parts; 

otherwise very good internal condition. 

Its principal deductions are: 

missing front free endpaper; 

apparent absence of wrappers; 

text block detached from both hinges; 

The missing title is not. 

Revised Indicative Value Range 
A precise appraisal would require: 

confirmation of wrappers’ absence; 

and comparison with recent realised auction prices. 

Within the earlier framework, the copy should be valued above a compromised or later-bound 

first issue but below complete first issues retaining the general title and certainly below wrapper-

preserving examples. 

A reasonable present collecting framework would be: 

Approximately US$2,000–4,000 retail, depending upon the strength of the remaining paper, 

exact binding condition and current market demand. 

Approximately US$3,000–5,500 retail, assuming the text block is sensitively resecured, no 

additional defects are discovered and the contemporary binding remains substantially intact. 
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PART VIII 

The Present Copy 

A Scholarly and Dealer-Standard Condition Analysis 

A Confirmed First Issue in Contemporary Binding 

“The importance of a rare book lies not only in the edition to which it belongs, but in the 

particular history preserved by the individual copy.” 

From Provisional Candidate to Confirmed First Issue 

The present volume can now be described with considerably greater confidence than was 

possible from the photographs alone. 

The accompanying bookseller’s report identifies it as the first edition, first issue, one of 250 

copies, complete in seven parts bound in one volume, with a separate title page for each part. It 

is an octavo of 198 pages, preserved in a contemporary half-morocco binding over marbled paper 

boards, with a gilt spine, raised bands, plain endpapers and a gilt top edge. 

The report also records several important condition points. The copy retains the original pair 

of tiny stab holes at the gutter of Part I, evidence of the work’s first existence as separately issued 

parts. It lacks the front free endpaper and the additional general title page printed in red and 

black. The text block is neatly detached from both hinges. There is also a small stain with 

associated light chipping at the lower-left corner of the text block. 

First Edition, First Issue 
The most important point is now settled. 

This copy belongs to the original English edition of 1883 and to the first issue of that edition. 

It is one of the 250 privately printed copies produced for the Hindoo Kama Shastra Society. 

That status places the volume within the earliest and most historically important state of the 

Burton–Arbuthnot Kama Sutra. 

a later 1883 reprint; 

a twentieth-century private issue; 

or a modern facsimile. 

Its identity rests upon the seven-part first-issue structure, the individual part title pages, the 

continuous pagination and the physical evidence of the parts’ original separate issue. 

The volume is therefore not merely an early copy. 
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It is part of the edition from which the English-language afterlife of the Kama Sutra began. 

One of 250 Copies 

The limitation of 250 copies is central to the volume’s rarity. 

It reflects not only scarcity but publication strategy. The work was intended for restricted 

circulation, both to control the audience and to reduce legal danger. The small edition helped 

support the claim that the book was a scholarly production intended for private readers rather 

than an obscene commercial publication. 

FORMAT AND COLLATION 
The copy is described as octavo. 

The format is entirely consistent with the first issue and with the discreet, scholarly character 

of the publication. It is neither a grand folio nor an illustrated luxury object. Its scale is 

appropriate to private handling and private shelving. 

The bookseller’s report does not give exact dimensions. These should still be measured and 

entered into the final dossier, but the absence of dimensions no longer prevents identification of 

the issue because the copy has already been bibliographically described as the first edition, first 

issue. 

For the record, the final catalogue should include: 

Exact dimensions remain useful for comparison with institutional and auction-recorded 

examples. 

Seven Parts in One Volume 

The work survives complete in all seven parts. 

Each part retains its separate title page, beginning with: 

Part I. With a Preface and Introduction 

Part VII. And Concluding Remarks. 

This is a major strength. 

The separate part titles preserve the original publication architecture and distinguish the book 

from later printings or bound copies in which preliminary leaves were discarded. 

The seven-part structure is not merely a mechanical detail. It reflects the complete intellectual 

organisation of Vātsyāyana’s work: 

the wife and household; 
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relations with other men’s wives; 

attraction, medicines and concluding material. 

The copy therefore remains textually complete in the most important sense. 

It contains the full seven-part work and the individual titles that identify each division. 

The volume contains 198 pages. 

This pagination conforms to the recognised first-issue structure previously discussed in Part 

VII. 

The text should still be checked physically against the part divisions and leaf sequence, but 

the bookseller’s report provides a reliable basis for treating the textual collation as complete. 
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The Visible Opening 

 

The title page of Part I: London, printed for the Hindoo Kama Shastra Society, 1883. 

Photograph from the collection of The Eye of the Beholder. 
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The supplied photograph shows the individual title page to Part I: 

WITH A PREFACE AND INTRODUCTION 
with the London imprint of the Hindoo Kama Shastra Society and the date 1883. 

The page is typographically restrained, spacious and entirely consistent with the publication’s 

strategy of presenting the work as scholarship rather than popular erotica. 

The absence of Burton’s and Arbuthnot’s names is historically significant. The translation 

entered the world through the authority of the fictitious society rather than through named 

individual translators. 

The Principal Bibliographical Loss 
The copy lacks the additional general title page for the volume, which was printed in red and 

black. 

This is the principal bibliographical defect. 

The general title was not the sole title necessary to identify the book. The seven separate part 

titles remain. Nevertheless, its absence prevents the volume from being described as fully 

complete in every preliminary respect. 

The correct language is: 

Complete in the seven separately titled textual parts, but lacking the additional general title 

printed in red and black. 

This phrasing is precise and fair. 

The absence of the general title affects collector ranking and value, but it does not undermine 

first-issue status. 

The copy remains a genuine first issue because the core evidence lies in the seven-part 

structure, separate titles, pagination, paper, binding and original issue features. 

Apparent Absence 
The bookseller’s report does not mention the original wrappers. 

Given the level of detail in the description, their omission strongly suggests that they are 

absent. The copy should therefore be catalogued as: 



INDIA IN FIRST EDITIONS 

77 

Bound without the original printed wrappers, unless physical examination establishes 

otherwise. 

The absence of wrappers is not unusual. 

The work was issued in parts, and nineteenth-century binders commonly discarded temporary 

wrappers when producing a permanent library binding. 

The loss matters because the wrappers preserve the original form of issue. A copy retaining 

all wrappers belongs to a higher collecting category. 

But a complete first issue in contemporary binding without wrappers remains a major and 

desirable object. 

Evidence of Original Part Issue 

Contemporary Half Morocco 
The binding is described as contemporary half morocco over marbled paper boards. It has a 

gilt spine with raised bands, plain endpapers and a gilt top edge. 

This resolves an earlier uncertainty. 

The binding is not merely “apparently nineteenth-century.” 

That is a significant strength. 

The volume was bound in the period of publication, or very close to it, rather than being 

retrospectively dressed in a later imitation of Victorian style. 

The choice of half morocco is appropriate to the book’s position between private rarity and 

serious scholarship. The leather gave durability and status. The marbled boards gave elegance 

without extravagance. 

The binding does not eroticise the text. 

It domesticates it into the visual language of the learned library. 

Raised Bands and Gilt Spine 

It forms part of the object’s biography. 

Marbled Paper Boards 
The marbled boards show rubbing and surface wear. 
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These signs are not severe enough, on the supplied evidence, to compromise the aesthetic 

integrity of the binding. They support the impression of genuine use. 

The paper should be stabilised if any edges are actively lifting, but abrasion alone should 

remain untreated. 

A historic marbled surface should not be made to look newly manufactured. 

Plain Endpapers and the Missing Front Free Endpaper 

The binding originally had plain endpapers. The front free endpaper is now missing. 

This is a secondary but real defect. 

The loss affects structural and bibliographical integrity more than textual content. It may also 

have removed ownership evidence if an inscription or bookplate had once been present. 

Gilt Top Edge 
The gilt top edge is a notable binding feature. 

It served both decorative and practical purposes. Gilding helped protect the upper edge from 

dust and gave the volume the finish of a serious privately bound book. 

The other edges were likely left plain or trimmed. 

STRUCTURAL CONDITION 
Text Block Detached from Both Hinges 

The most serious structural defect is that the text block is neatly detached from both hinges. 

This means the binding no longer securely connects the sewn text block to the boards through 

the inner hinge structure. 

The word “neatly” is reassuring. It suggests a clean separation rather than a chaotic break with 

torn leaves or shattered sewing. 

Nevertheless, the condition requires attention. 

The book should not be handled repeatedly in its current state. 

Opening it without support may: 

damage the first and last gatherings; 

worsen the board attachment; 
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It is also conservable. 

Detached Hinges Versus Detached Boards 
The report states that the text block is detached from both hinges. It does not say that the 

boards are detached from the spine leather. 

The exterior binding may remain visually intact while the inner connection has failed. 

A professional conservator should determine whether: 

the boards remain firmly attached to the leather spine; 

the sewing is sound; 

the text block has pulled away from the case; 

Otherwise Very Good 
The bookseller describes the copy as otherwise very good apart from the specific defects 

noted. 

This indicates that the main body of the text remains in strong condition. 

There is no reported: 

or loss of text. 

The visible title page supports this impression. It shows moderate natural toning but no 

obvious major damage. 

The phrase “otherwise very good” should not replace a detailed condition report, but it 

provides a useful general assessment. 

Small Stain and Light Chipping 

The report records a small stain with associated light chipping at the lower-left corner of the 

text block. 

This defect appears local rather than pervasive. 

The important questions are: 

How many leaves are affected? 

Does the chipping extend into text? 
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Aggressive stain reduction is not recommended if it risks weakening the paper or altering the 

surrounding tone. 

Natural Toning 
The title-page photograph shows warm, even toning consistent with age. 

There is no visible evidence of aggressive washing or bleaching. 

This is a strength. 

A slightly toned, unwashed copy often preserves more historical integrity than a cosmetically 

bright copy whose paper has been chemically treated. 

Binding Wear 
The binding shows rubbing at: 

These marks reflect ordinary use and shelving over more than a century. 

They should be distinguished from neglect. 

The volume has not survived untouched. It has been read, handled and moved. 

That use is part of its historical authenticity. 

Stab Holes as Use Evidence 

The stab holes at the gutter of Part I are not damage in the ordinary sense. 

They are production evidence. 

They indicate that Part I circulated or was prepared as a separately stitched unit before the 

seven parts were bound together. 

They should be preserved and photographed. 

No Named Provenance Yet Recorded 
The bookseller’s report does not identify an early owner, bookplate, inscription or binder’s 

ticket. The only documented trade identifier is the seller’s inventory number 598752. 

The current known provenance is therefore limited to its modern bookselling history. 

That does not diminish the book’s first-issue status. 
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Many privately circulated erotic works were kept deliberately anonymous. Owners did not 

always inscribe their names in books whose possession might have attracted embarrassment or 

social disapproval. 

Further Provenance Research 
The front pastedown, rear endpapers and any surviving blanks should be examined under 

normal and raking light. 

Particular attention should be paid to: 

and old bookseller codes. 

The seller inventory number may also permit retrieval of earlier catalogue material, 

photographs or purchase records. 

If the modern bookseller can provide its source, the provenance may be extended by one or 

more generations. 

No Major Restoration Reported 
The condition report does not mention rebacking, supplied leaves, washing, recolouring or 

major paper repair. 

However, the detached text block means that prior structural work may still be present or that 

the binding has simply failed through age. 

Before treatment, a conservator should inspect: 

and any old adhesive. 

The absence of reported restoration is not proof that none occurred. 

Conservation Objective 
The goal should be: 

to restore safe function while retaining maximum original material and leaving the book 

recognisably historical. 

reattaching the text block to the binding; 

preserving the contemporary spine and boards; 

retaining original sewing wherever sound; 
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consolidating weak leather only where necessary; 

stabilising the chipped paper; 

and providing protective housing. 

It does not mean: 

replacing the entire binding; 

STRENGTHS OF THE COPY 
The present copy has several significant strengths. 

1. Confirmed first edition, first issue 

This is the most important attribute. Its status no longer rests upon inference. 

2. One of the 250-copy limitation 

The copy belongs to the small original private issue. 

3. All seven parts present 

The complete seven-part text survives. 

4. Separate title page to each part 

This preserves the original structure of publication. 

6. Contemporary half-morocco binding 

The binding is historically appropriate and materially attractive. 

DEFECTS OF THE COPY 
The principal defects are now equally clear. 

1. Missing red-and-black general title 

This is the main bibliographical loss. 

2. Missing front free endpaper 

A secondary structural and documentary loss. 

3. Text block detached from both hinges 

The principal structural defect and the most urgent conservation issue. 
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A localised paper defect at the lower-left corner of the text block. 

5. Original wrappers apparently absent 

The report does not mention them, and the copy should be treated as wrapperless unless 

direct examination proves otherwise. 

FINAL ISSUE CONCLUSION 
The volume may now be described definitively as: 

The first English edition, first issue, one of 250 copies, complete in seven separately titled 

parts and 198 pages, preserved in a contemporary half-morocco binding over marbled boards, 

with raised bands, gilt spine and gilt top edge. The copy lacks the front free endpaper and the 

additional red-and-black general title; the text block is detached from both hinges, with a small 

stain and associated light chipping at the lower-left corner. 

Revised Ranking: B+ 
The present copy should be assigned: 

B+ — Genuine first edition, first issue, textually complete in all seven separately titled parts, 

in a contemporary binding, but lacking the general title and front free endpaper, with the text 

block detached from both hinges. 

This ranking reflects the following balance. 

Why it ranks above an ordinary defective copy 

all seven separate part titles present; 

generally very good internal condition. 

Why it does not rank A− or higher 

text block structurally detached; 

local stain and chipping. 

After expert conservation, the structural presentation may improve substantially. 

The bibliographical rank should not be upgraded merely because the hinges are repaired. The 

missing general title and wrappers remain permanent historical losses. 

Relative Position in the Market 
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Professional Structural Treatment Is Advisable 
Because the text block is detached from both hinges, conservation should not be postponed 

indefinitely. 

The volume should be taken to a qualified book conservator experienced in nineteenth-

century leather bindings. 

The treatment should aim to: 

resecure the text block to the binding; 

retain the contemporary half-morocco spine and boards; 

and produce a full written treatment record. 

The Missing Front Free Endpaper 
The conservator may determine that a new front free endpaper is structurally necessary to re-

establish a safe hinge. 

If so, the replacement should be: 

tonally sympathetic but not deceptive; 

It should not be artificially aged to imitate the missing original. 

The Missing General Title 
The general title should not be recreated and bound in as though original. 

A high-quality facsimile may be included loose in the box for reference, marked clearly: 

FACSIMILE OF THE MISSING GENERAL TITLE — 

NOT ORIGINAL TO THIS COPY 
This maintains scholarly completeness without falsifying the object. 

The Stain and Chipping 

The chipped corner should be stabilised only if the paper is actively friable. 

A conservator may use a minimal amount of toned Japanese tissue where necessary. 
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The stain should not be aggressively reduced unless it presents an active chemical or biological 

threat. 

Visual imperfection is preferable to irreversible treatment. 

The Leather 
The leather should not be polished or treated with commercial dressing. 

If the surface is powdering or suffering red rot, local consolidation may be necessary. 

Protective Housing 
After conservation, the volume should be placed in a custom archival clamshell box. 

The box should support the binding and prevent further rubbing. 

A suitable label would read: 

VĀTSYĀYANA 

THE KAMA SUTRA 

FIRST ENGLISH EDITION, FIRST ISSUE 

1883 

A copy of the condition report, conservation record, seller description and provenance 

documentation should be stored in a separate portfolio or compartment within the box. 

DEALER-STANDARD CONDITION STATEMENT 
First edition, first issue, one of 250 copies. Seven separately titled parts in one volume, 198 pp. 
Contemporary brown half morocco over marbled boards, spine gilt with raised bands, plain endpapers, top 
edge gilt. Original pair of tiny stab holes at the gutter of Part I. Lacking the front free endpaper and the 
additional general title printed in red and black; text block neatly detached from both hinges. Small stain 
with associated light chipping at the lower-left corner of the text block; binding rubbed at joints, bands and 
extremities. Internally otherwise very good. 

This is suitable for a dealer catalogue, collection inventory or insurance schedule. 

 

SCHOLARLY CONDITION ANALYSIS 
The present copy preserves the complete seven-part text of the 1883 first English edition, 

first issue, with a separate title page to each part and the correct 198-page collation. Its 

contemporary half-morocco binding over marbled paper boards is a significant strength, 
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documenting the early transformation of the privately issued parts into a permanent library 

volume. The raised bands, gilt spine and gilt top edge give the book the sober visual character 

expected of a privately bound Victorian scholarly work. The original pair of stab holes at the 

gutter of Part I survives and provides direct evidence of the work’s first physical form as 

separately issued stitched parts. 

The principal bibliographical defect is the absence of the additional general title printed in red 

and black. Because all seven individual part titles remain, the copy retains the full publication 

architecture and complete text; it should therefore be described as textually complete but lacking 

the collective general title. The original wrappers are not mentioned in the bookseller’s report 

and should be regarded as absent unless direct examination establishes otherwise. Their loss is 

consistent with nineteenth-century binding practice but places the volume below wrapper-

preserving examples in collector hierarchy. 

The most significant structural defect is the neat detachment of the text block from both 

hinges. This condition compromises safe handling but appears amenable to professional 

conservation without replacement of the contemporary binding. Treatment should focus upon 

re-establishing the internal attachment between the case and text block while retaining original 

spine leather, boards, sewing and surviving endpaper material. The missing front free endpaper 

should be replaced only if required structurally, with any new material fully documented and 

visually distinguishable upon close examination. 

The small stain and associated light chipping at the lower-left corner of the text block appear 

localised. There is no reported textual loss or wider paper degradation. The area should be 

assessed for friability and stabilised minimally. Stain reduction should not be undertaken merely 

for cosmetic improvement if it risks altering the paper or weakening the affected leaves. The text 

is otherwise described as very good, suggesting that the volume remains internally strong despite 

its binding failure. 

Taken as a whole, the copy is a substantial and desirable first issue with a strong contemporary 

binding and complete seven-part text. Its defects are significant but clearly defined, and none 

undermines the authenticity of the issue. The missing general title limits bibliographical 

completeness, while the detached text block affects present condition rather than edition status. 

After sensitive conservation, the volume should remain an important B+ example: materially 

honest, historically persuasive and fully worthy of inclusion in a major collection of Indian first 

editions. 

Final Collector Assessment 
The present copy is not a trophy example of the first issue. 

It is something more nuanced and historically persuasive: 
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a genuine first issue from the original 250-copy limitation; 

complete in its seven-part text; 

preserved in a contemporary binding; 

retaining physical evidence of separate issue; 

Its importance lies in authenticity, early state and cultural priority rather than perfection. 

Closing Reflection 
The book’s defects do not erase its history. 

The missing general title records an early loss. 

The absent front endpaper suggests use, alteration or wear. 

The detached hinges record the strain of repeated opening over more than a century. 

The stab holes preserve the first life of Part I before binding. 

The rubbed morocco preserves the hand of the reader. 

A completely untouched copy would be rarer. 

It is to conserve the evidence. 
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PART IX 

Why the Burton Kama Sutra Belongs Among the 

Great Books of India 

Cultural, Bibliographical and Market Significance 

A Landmark in the Transmission of Indian Thought 

“A civilisation is not fully represented by its scriptures, laws and poetry alone. It must also be 

understood through what it believed about the body, pleasure, intimacy and the conduct of 

private life.” 

The Question of the Canon 

What makes a book one of the great books of India? 

The answer cannot rest upon rarity alone. 

Many books are scarce because few copies were printed, because their subject attracted only 

a narrow audience, or because accident destroyed much of the edition. Scarcity may increase 

desirability, but it cannot create intellectual importance where none existed. 

FOUR DOORS INTO INDIA 
A Civilisation Revealed in Translation 

Between the 1770s and the end of the nineteenth century, a series of translations carried major 

Indian texts into English. They did not merely reproduce words in another language. They altered 

the European conception of what India was. 

Before these works, much British knowledge of India derived from merchants, missionaries, 

travellers, military officers and administrators. India appeared through descriptions of customs, 

dynasties, temples, commodities and political events. 

The Four Foundational Realms 
These books did not represent all of India. 

No four books could. 

But together they dismantled the idea that Indian civilisation lacked organised intellectual 

traditions comparable in complexity to those of Europe. 
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HALHED’S GENTOO LAWS 
India as a Civilisation of Law 

Nathaniel Brassey Halhed’s A Code of Gentoo Laws, or, Ordinations of the Pundits appeared 

in London in 1776. Its title page openly stated the complicated route by which the text had 

travelled: it was rendered into English from a Persian translation prepared from an original 

Sanskrit compilation.. 

This chain of transmission was itself a document of empire. 

Sanskrit legal materials were selected and interpreted by pandits, translated into Persian—the 

administrative language long associated with Mughal government—and then translated into 

English for the use of the new colonial power. 

Burton’s book turned knowledge into transgression. 

Why Halhed Remains Foundational 
The Gentoo Laws deserves its place among the great Indian books not because it offers an 

uncontaminated representation of classical jurisprudence, but because it marks a decisive 

moment in the relationship between Indian knowledge and colonial statecraft. 

WILKINS’S BHAGVAT-GEETA 
India as a Civilisation of Philosophy 

If Halhed introduced British readers to Indian law, Charles Wilkins introduced them to one 

of India’s deepest philosophical and religious voices. 

The Bhăgvăt-Gēētā, or Dialogues of Krĕĕshnă and Ărjŏŏn, published in London in 1785, was 

the first direct English translation of the Bhagavad Gītā from Sanskrit. Its title announced that 

the work had been translated from the “original” Sanskrit, and its publication became a landmark 

in the European reception of Indian thought. (MVN Adkarni) 

The Philosophical Door 
The Bhagavad Gītā presented European readers with an Indian dialogue on questions they 

could immediately recognise as universal: 

Can action be undertaken without enslavement to its fruits? 
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What is the relationship between the self and the eternal? 

How should a person act when every available choice appears morally compromised? 

Both ask how human beings may participate fully in life without losing mastery of themselves. 

TWO DISCIPLINES OF FREEDOM 
The Bhagavad Gītā asks: 

How may one act without becoming bound by action? 

The Kama Sutra asks: 

How may one enjoy pleasure without becoming the slave of passion? 

One speaks on a battlefield. 

The other speaks in the household and city. 

Both are concerned with freedom within human experience, not merely escape from it. 

Cultural Influence 
Wilkins’s translation soon travelled beyond English and contributed to the wider European 

engagement with the Gītā. The work became part of a developing Romantic and philosophical 

interest in Indian religion and metaphysics.. 

Its afterlife has been immense. 

JONES’S SACONTALÁ 
India as a Civilisation of Beauty 

William Jones’s translation of Kālidāsa’s Śakuntalā first appeared at Calcutta in 1789 and was 

followed by London and other European editions. The work transformed the European 

perception of Sanskrit literature. Oxford scholarship describes its reception as revolutionary: 

during the century after its appearance, it generated at least forty-six translations in twelve 

languages and profoundly altered Europe’s conception of India. (cmadras.com) 

The Aesthetic Door 
Jones’s achievement was not only linguistic. 

He made Indian literature emotionally available to Europe. 
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The reader did not merely learn about India. 

The reader was invited to feel with Indian characters. 

That emotional crossing is among the most powerful effects translation can achieve. 

The Kama Sutra opened another dimension of private life. 

It revealed not dramatic lovers upon a stage but the social systems surrounding attraction: 

and the economic intelligence of courtesans. 

THE BURTON KAMA SUTRA 
India as a Civilisation of Private Knowledge 

The Kama Sutra occupies territory largely absent from the other foundational translations. 

It does not primarily address kings, judges, warriors, gods or poets. 

It addresses human beings in the difficult space between public order and private desire. 

the cultivated city dweller; 

and the household negotiating pleasure, reputation and material security. 

This is precisely why the book belongs within the canon. 

A civilisation is not fully known through its public institutions alone. 

A COMPLEMENTARY CANON OF HUMAN AIMS 
Dharma, Artha and Kāma 

The great early translations can be understood through the classical Indian aims of life. 

Halhed’s legal text belongs, however imperfectly, to the domain of dharma: order, obligation, 

social rule and conduct. 

The Bhagavad Gītā examines dharma at its most profound and tragic: the individual 

confronted by conflicting duties and the spiritual consequences of action. 

The Kama Sutra addresses kāma: pleasure, desire, love and aesthetic fulfilment. 

Political and administrative works such as the Arthaśāstra belong to artha: wealth, power, 

statecraft and practical success. 

India thought seriously about both. 
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THE COMPLETE HUMAN BEING 
The Bhagavad Gītā speaks to the self confronted by duty. 

The Arthaśāstra speaks to the ruler confronted by power. 

 

A Book Known Far Beyond Its Readers 
The cultural reach of the Kama Sutra is extraordinary. 

The Bhagavad Gītā may be the more philosophically revered work. 

Śakuntalā may have exercised a deeper influence upon European Romantic literature. 

The Gentoo Laws may be more central to the history of early colonial administration. 

But the title Kama Sutra has achieved a level of popular global recognition rivalled by very 

few Indian works. 

It is known by people who have never read it. 

A Publication That Embodies Its Historical 

Moment 
The Bhagvat-Geeta, Sacontalá and Gentoo Laws are important partly because their physical 

forms record the institutions that brought them into print. 

The Kama Sutra is perhaps even more materially eloquent. 

A Book Whose Defects Can Speak 
The present copy makes this history unusually tangible. 

It is one of the original 250 copies. 

It retains all seven separately titled parts and the 198-page text in a contemporary half-

morocco binding. It also retains the tiny stab holes at the gutter of Part I, evidence of the work’s 

earlier existence as a separately stitched part. 
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TRANSLATIONAL SIGNIFICANCE 
Four Models of Mediation 

The four landmark books also embody different forms of translation. 

Halhed: translation through administrative layers 

Sanskrit material passed through pandits, Persian and English. The translation served 

government. 

Wilkins: philological translation under official patronage 

A British Sanskritist worked directly with Indian learning to carry a philosophical text into 

English. 

The translator sought to make Sanskrit drama emotionally and aesthetically persuasive to 

European readers. 

MARKET SIGNIFICANCE 
Fame, Rarity and Misunderstanding 

The first issue occupies an unusual market position. 

Its title is globally famous. 

Its true bibliography is poorly understood. 

The market contains numerous later editions, 1883-dated reprints, Cosmopoli printings, 

piracies and modern books promoted misleadingly through Burton’s name. As a result, collectors 

unfamiliar with the edition may assume that the first English Kama Sutra is far more common 

than it is. 

In reality, Christie’s records the genuine first issue as one of 250 copies and distinguishes 

original wrappered examples from later or differently constituted printings.. 

A Cross-Category Book 
The first issue appeals simultaneously to collectors of: 

censored and prohibited literature; 

the history of sexuality; 

This breadth is a major market strength. 
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A Wilkins Gītā may attract the deepest competition from collectors of Indian philosophy, 

religious history and early Orientalism. 

The Burton Kama Sutra can attract buyers from several mature and partially independent 

fields. 

Cross-category demand often becomes increasingly important as a market develops. 

The Importance of State 

Market value varies dramatically according to state. 

A complete set in seven original wrappers belongs to the trophy category. 

COMPARATIVE RANKING AMONG THE GREAT 

BOOKS 
Different Kinds of Greatness 

It would be misleading to rank all great Indian books on one linear scale. 

A book may be greater in philosophical consequence, another in literary influence, another in 

political importance, and another in global popular recognition. 

The Indispensability Test 
A useful canon can be tested through removal. 

Would a history of Indian law in English be complete without Halhed? 

Would a history of the Western reception of Indian philosophy be complete without Wilkins? 

BEYOND ORIENTALISM 
The Book as Both Achievement and Warning 

The great books of India should not be presented as a triumphal sequence of European 

“discoveries.” 

India did not come into existence when Europeans translated it. 

Vātsyāyana, Kālidāsa and the composers of the Bhagavad Gītā belonged to long Indian 

traditions of reading, commentary, performance and transmission. 
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A Canon That Includes Unequal Encounters 
Halhed’s work reflects the colonial desire to codify. 

Wilkins’s translation reflects admiration shaped by Orientalist theology. 

Jones’s Sacontalá reflects European Romantic longing. 

Burton’s edition reflects censorship, fascination and the appropriation of Indian scholarly 

labour. 

THE BOOK INDIA GAVE BACK TO THE WEST 
A Reversal of Civilisational Authority 

Colonial ideology often assumed that Britain brought rationality, education and moral 

improvement to India. 

The Kama Sutra unsettled that hierarchy. 

Here was an Indian text arguing that intimate life required knowledge, that women’s pleasure 

mattered, that attraction involved aesthetic and social cultivation, and that ignorance could 

produce unhappiness. 

WHY EVERY GREAT COLLECTION OF INDIAN 

FIRST EDITIONS NEEDS IT 
A collection of landmark Indian books should represent the breadth of Indian civilisation. 

Without the Kama Sutra, one of the four classical aims of life remains underrepresented. 

The collection might contain dharma and mokṣa. 

It might contain empire and statecraft. 

It might contain poetry and sacred narrative. 

But it would lack kāma—not simply sex, but the cultivated world of pleasure, beauty, desire 

and interpersonal intelligence. 

A COMPARATIVE TABLE OF LANDMARKS 
No single volume replaces another. 
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Together they form a constellation. 

CANONICAL STATUS AND CONDITION 
Must a Canonical Copy Be Perfect? 

A collection may pursue one of two ideals. 

The first is the bibliographical trophy: the finest known or attainable copy, complete in 

wrappers, untrimmed, with distinguished provenance. 

The second is the historically sufficient landmark: an authentic first issue preserving the 

essential publication and intellectual event, even with honest defects. 

Textual Completeness Versus Bibliographical 

Perfection 
The present volume contains all seven separately titled parts and 198 pages. It is therefore 

complete in the principal text. 

The additional red-and-black general title is absent. 

MARKET POTENTIAL 
The first issue appears under-recognised relative to several features: 

its edition of only 250 copies; 

the worldwide fame of the title; 

its status as the first European-language translation; 

its connection with Burton; 

and its importance across multiple fields. 

That does not guarantee dramatic future appreciation. 

Rare-book markets depend upon collector education, institutional interest, supply, condition 

and broader economic circumstances. 

But the structural case is strong. 

The book combines extreme recognisability with genuine bibliographical scarcity. 
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For a culturally important but bibliographically confusing book, that is a substantial form of 

value. 

COLLECTOR’S INSIGHT 
Where Does It Rank? 

Within a carefully selected canon of one hundred collectable Indian books, the 1883 first English Kama 
Sutra should rank comfortably within the upper tier. 

Its precise numerical position will depend upon the criteria used. 

Its omission from a top one hundred would be indefensible. 

 

THE GREAT BOOKS AS A CONVERSATION 
Imagine the four volumes placed together. 

Halhed says: 

India has law. 

Wilkins says: 

India has philosophy. 

Jones says: 

India has poetry. 

Vātsyāyana, through the 1883 edition, says: 

India has also studied pleasure. 

None speaks for the whole civilisation. 

Together they refute any attempt to make India intellectually simple. 

The law book reveals order. 

The Gītā reveals spiritual conflict. 

Sacontalá reveals beauty. 

The Kama Sutra reveals embodied life. 

This is the canon not as a list of trophies, but as a conversation among human concerns. 
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WHY THIS PARTICULAR COPY MATTERS 
The present copy does not derive its importance from perfection. 

It derives it from identity. 

It is one of the original 250 first-issue copies. It preserves all seven separately titled parts and 

the complete 198-page text. It remains in its contemporary half-morocco binding and retains the 

tiny stab holes of Part I. 

A Necessary Book 
The Burton Kama Sutra belongs among the great books of India for five fundamental reasons. 

It preserves a major Indian intellectual tradition 

Vātsyāyana’s work is the most famous surviving expression of kāmaśāstra, the disciplined 

study of pleasure and private life. 

It marks a decisive moment of transmission 

That singularity is the foundation of its greatness. 

Closing Reflection: Printing the Whole 

Civilisation 
A civilisation is diminished when it is represented only by what later cultures find respectable. 

If India is represented only by scripture, it becomes otherworldly. 

If only by law, it becomes hierarchical. 

If only by poetry, it becomes romantic. 

If only by erotic art, it becomes sensual. 

The truth lies in the coexistence of all these traditions. 

It is one of the works required to make that history whole. 
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THE CANONICAL VERDICT 
Wilkins revealed India’s philosophy. 

Jones revealed India’s poetry. 

Halhed exposed the colonial encounter with India’s law. 

The 1883 Kama Sutra revealed India’s systematic understanding of desire. 

 

CONCLUSION TO THE MULTI-PART STUDY 
The first English Kama Sutra began as a private issue of only 250 copies. 

It emerged through Indian philology, British editing, fictitious institutional authority and 

Victorian censorship. It was anonymous, unillustrated and divided into seven sober parts. It was 

then pirated, prohibited, repackaged, illustrated, commercialised and converted into a title 

recognised across the world. 
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