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Fanny Hill, Lord Fanny and the Myth of Metonymy 
 

Patrick Spedding & James Lambert 
 
 
In her 1989 essay, ‘Fanny’s Fanny: Epistolarity, Eroticism, and the Transsexual Text’, Julia 
Epstein states that ‘[n]umerous commentators have pointed out’ that the name Fanny Hill 
‘literally means mons veneris’ and that John Cleland’s Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure 
(1748–49) has ‘come to be known “simply” as Fanny Hill in part as acknowledgement of 
this metonymy’.1 Epstein also observes, that ‘Anal intercourse is the only sexual act [Fanny] 
refuses to perform … The “fanny”, in other words, is the one bodily site the memorialist 
protects’.2 Similar claims concerning the obscene meaning of fanny have also repeatedly 
appeared in discussions of Henry Fielding’s satirical dedication of An Apology for the Life of 
Mrs. Shamela Andrews (1741) to “Miss Fanny, &c.”  
 Unfortunately for Epstein and a host of other commentators there is no evidence 
whatsoever that, in the eighteenth-century, fanny had the two meanings she suggests. 
Consequently, it is highly unlikely that any of the fictional eighteenth-century Fannys were 
named with the intention of suggesting the female sexual organs, however specified or 
identified (vagina, genitalia, pudenda, vulva, mons veneris or mons pubis) or the male or 
female buttocks (backside or arse). Moreover, the latter meaning of fanny is a twentieth-
century usage, specific to the United States, making fanny ‘the most prominent example of 
a common word having quite different meanings in different speech communities’.3 
 

* * * * * 
 
The first dictionary to define fanny was J. S. Farmer and W. E. Henley’s Slang and it’s 
Analogues in 1891,4 the entry contains no citations and no dates, just ‘The female 
pudendum’. Cross-references from naf (back-slang for fan, i.e. fanny),5 similarly defined, 
direct the reader to fanny and monosyllable, where one finds Fanny, Fanny-Artful and 

                                                
1 Julia Epstein, ‘Fanny’s Fanny: Epistolarity, Eroticism, and the Transsexual Text’, in Writing the Female 
Voice: Essays on Epistolary Literature, edited by Elizabeth Goldsmith (Boston, MA: Northeastern University 
Press, 1989), 136–37. 
2 Ibid., 141, 146. Lee Edelman carries Epstein’s argument even further, claiming that when Fanny trips 
over and is lying unconscious, ‘face down, bottom up’, she ‘embodies the instability of positioning that 
radiates out from the sodomitical scene’ she has just observed and ‘demonstrates that it was not without 
reason that Cleland named her Fanny after all’. See Lee Edelman, ‘Seeing Things: Representation, the 
Scene of Surveillance, and the Spectacle of Gay Sex’, in Inside/Out: Lesbian Theories, Gay Theories, edited by 
Diana Fuss (New York: Routledge, 1981), 108. 
3 Geoffrey Hughes, An Encyclopedia of Swearing (Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe, 2006), 157 s.v. fanny. 
While a number of American dictionaries contain both definitions of fanny—suggesting a level of 
awareness of, or variation within, ‘different speech communities’—the latest edition of Webster’s Dictionary 
contains only the American usage (i.e. ‘buttocks’). See Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the 
English Language, edited by Philip Babcock Gove (Springfield, MA: Merriam-Webster, 1993), 822 s.v. 
fanny. 
4 J. S. Farmer and W. E. Henley, Slang and it’s Analogues, 7 vols. ([London]: For Subscribers, 1890–
1904), esp. vol. 2 (1891), 374 s.v. fanny. 
5 Farmer and Henley, Slang and it’s Analogues, vol. 5 (1902), 6 s.v. naf, citing James Orchard Halliwell’s A 
Dictionary of Archaic and Provincial Words (1847), but Halliwell does not identify the term as back-slang 
and there is no corresponding entry for fanny or fan, thus defined. See James Orchard Halliwell, A 
Dictionary of Archaic and Provincial Words, Obsolete Phrases, Proverbs, and Ancient Customs, from the Fourteenth 
Century, 2 vols (London: John Russell Smith, 1846–47), 1:346 s.v. fan, and 2:569 s.v. naf, which is 
defined as ‘The pudendum muliebre [literally: ‘the shameful parts of a woman’]. North.’  



Fanny-Fair, along with scores of other terms of ‘venery,’ succinctly glossed by Farmer and 
Henley as ‘cunt.’6  
 The first edition of A New English Dictionary on Historical Principles did not include 
fanny, with either of the meanings discussed here, in 1901,7 nor do these obscene meanings 
appear in the supplement to the 1933 reissue under the title The Oxford English Dictionary 
(hereafter OED).8 In 1937 Eric Partridge included the word in his Dictionary of Slang and 
Unconventional English; he defined it first, and foremost, as ‘The female pudenda; the 
pudend: low: from ca. 1860’ but added ‘perhaps much earlier’ and ‘[p]erhaps ex Fanny, the 
“heroine” of John Cleland’s Memoirs of Fanny Hill [sic], 1749’.9 Partridge’s perhaps-this and 
perhaps-that was reiterated in eight editions of the Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional 
English between 1937 and 1984 and has been widely adopted by other lexicographers.10  
The source of Partridge’s definition is Farmer and Henley; no citations are offered; the 
speculation is all his own. 
 In 1949, in the Addenda to the third edition of his Dictionary of Slang, Partridge 
added a ninth meaning to his entry for fanny: ‘The backside: adopted ca. 1930, from 
U.S.A. Noel Coward’s Private Lives, 1930’.11  In 1972, fanny, defined thus (as backside), 
appeared in A Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary, where it is described as 
‘orig[inally] and chiefly U.S.’ and ‘Orig[in] unknown’, with citations from 1928.12   

                                                
6 Farmer and Henley, Slang and it’s Analogues, vol. 4 (1896), 336–40. ‘Fanny Fair’ is the title of a song 
starting ‘To Fanny Fair could I impart / The Cause of all my Woe’ which seems to have appeared for the 
first time in Allan Ramsay, The Tea-Table Miscellany: Or, A Collection of Choice Songs, Scots and English, The 
Tenth Edition. 4 vols (London: A. Millar, J. Hodges, 1740), 1:388–89. This song was frequently 
reprinted in the eighteenth century and the phrase ‘Fanny Fair’ (as well as ‘Fanny the fair’) was reused in a 
few other songs in the period, but never in an obscene context or as a synonym for vagina. For ‘Fanny the 
fair’ see ibid., 355, ‘Susan’s Complaint and Remedy’: ‘But now he has left me! and Fanny the fair / 
Employs all his wishes his thoughts and his care’. No citations for ‘Fanny Artful’ from the eighteenth 
century are known and neither term appears among the 20,000 citations in James Lambert’s unpublished 
database of sexual slang before their appearance in Farmer and Henley. 
7 In 1900 the English Dialect Dictionary recorded fanny as a term from Yorkshire ‘used in the scissor-
grinding industry’, with a single citation taken from the 1894 Labour Commission Glossary no. 3; the same 
definition and citation appeared a year later in the OED. See Joseph Wright ed., The English Dialect 
Dictionary, Volume II. D–G (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1900), 296 s.v. fanny; A New English 
Dictionary on Historical Principles … Volume IV. F and G, edited by James A. H. Murray (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1901), 65 s.v. fanny. 
8 The Oxford English Dictionary, being a corrected re-issue with an Introduction, Supplement, and Bibliography, 
of A New English Dictionary, 13 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1931), 4.65 and 13.357, the 
Supplement, adding two more definitions: Fanny2 ‘A can to hold drink’ with citations from 1904 and 
Fanny3 an acronym for the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry, dating to 1918. 
9 Eric Partridge, Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English (London: Routledge, 1937), 265–66 s.v. 
fanny. John Cleland’s, Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure (1748–49) was censored by Cleland, and republished 
under the title Memoirs of Fanny Hill (1750). The two works are so often confused, or cited 
interchangeably, that Partridge may have used this alternate, popular title for the sake of brevity. 
10 For Jonathan Lichter’s debt to Partridge, see below. For recent examples of Partridge’s influence, see 
Cassell’s Dictionary of Slang, edied by Jonathon Green, 2nd ed. (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 2005), 
489 s.v fanny, where Green cites Partridge (‘ety[mology]. Unknown; E.P. suggests link to Fanny Hill’), 
and The New Partridge Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English, edited by Tom Dalzell and Terry 
Victor (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 2006), 1.723 s.v. fanny, where the editors express scepticism 
concerning Partridge’s claim, and repeat it, but without actually citing him (‘It is worth noting that John 
Cleland’s The Memoirs of Fanny Hill [sic] features a sexually active heroine; however its publication in 1749 
is about a hundred years before “fanny” came to be used in this sense’).  
11 Partridge, Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English, 3rd ed. (1949), 1044 s.v. fanny. 
12 A Supplement to the Oxford English Dictionary, edited by R. W. Burchfield (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1972), 1031 s.v. fanny4. 



 In 1989, fanny (defined as ‘the female genitals’) appeared in the second edition of 
the OED, where it is described as ‘Chiefly British English’, with citations from 1879.13  In 
1994 Jonathan Lichter’s Random House Historical Dictionary of American Slang provided the 
earliest citation available today for fanny, defined as ‘the vulva or vagina’ (with citations 
starting from ca. 1835–40), and as ‘the backside; buttocks’ (with citations from 1919).14  
Lichter notes that the origin of fanny is unknown but adds: ‘per[haps]. Cf, Fanny Hill [sic] 
(1748–49), erotic novel by John Cleland’.15  
 There are no citations known for fanny which are earlier than the ones provided by 
Lichter, taken from a 1975 collection of Music Hall songs dating from ca. 1835–40.16  The 
word fanny appears three times in this collection, while the abbreviation fan appears twice 
(see Appendix). The clearest example of fanny meaning vagina in this group of texts, and 
the one quoted by Lichter, reads: ‘I’ve got a little Fanny, / That with hair is overspread’.17  
The word next appears thirty years later in Captain Edward Sellon’s The Ups and Downs of 
Life. A Fragment (1867), QUOTE. Thereafter it is used repeatedly in texts such as The 
Romance of Lust; or, Early Experiences (1873–76) and The Pearl (1879–80)—which still 
provides the earliest citation in the OED18—The Sins of the Cities of the Plain (1881), The 
Boudoir (1883), My Secret Life (1888–95) and Lovely Nights of Young Girls (ca. 1895).19   
 However, although fanny had become a slang term for vagina by the late 1800s, not 
every reference to Fanny (the name), even in this period, involves a sexual pun. In The 
Pretty Women of Paris (1883) for example—a pornographic text that uses a wide variety of 
sexual slang—the name Fanny appears numerous times in the description of upperclass 
French prostitutes, without it carrying any obscene meaning. Clearly, if pornographers 
could still use the name without any sexual connotation in the late nineteenth century it is 
highly likely that many conventional writers in this period would have been completely 
unaware that fanny carried a sexual meaning.20  

                                                
13 The Oxford English Dictionary, Second edition, edited by John Simpson and Edmund Weiner, 20 vols. 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 5:720 s.v. fanny, n.4, 2. Although fanny, n.4, 1b was revised in 1993 as 
part of the Additions Series, and fanny, v.2 was revised in September 2002 as part of the on-going New 
Edition, the entry for n.4, 2: ‘The female genitals’ remains unchanged on the OED online. See ibid. s.v. 
fanny, n.4, 1b and ‘New edition: mivvy to monnisher’ (12 September 2002) 
<http://dictionary.oed.com.ezproxy.lib.monash.edu.au/help/updates/mivvy-monnisher.html#oos>, accessed 
5 March 2008. 
14 J. E. Lichter, ed., Random House Dictionary of American Slang (New York: Random House, 1994), 
1:727. 
15 Ibid., meaning Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure. The ‘error’ in Cleland’s title may indicate Lichter’s debt 
to Partridge. 
16 George Speaight, ed., Bawdy Songs of the Early Music Hall (Melbourne: Lansdowne Press, 1975), 39. 
Speaight does not identify the individual song-books from which his texts are reproduced. The ten volumes 
that his selection—as a whole—is taken from (listed ibid., 13) were published 1834–42, mostly 1834–37, 
according to the British Library catalogue. 
17 Ibid., 76. See the Appendix for all of the examples of fanny and fan in this collection.  
18 OED online, s.v. fanny, n.4, accessed 5 March 2008. 
19 These citations are identified in James Lambert’s unpublished database of sexual slang. The references 
provided by Lambert, not expanded here, are: ‘Captain Edward Sellon, The Ups and Downs of Life (1867; 
repr. 1996), i.45; The Romance of Lust (1873; repr. 1996) 1.42, The Sins of the Cities of the Plain (1881), 84, 
The Pretty Women of Paris (1883; repr., 1996), 56, The Boudoir (1883; repr., 1984), 3.88, ‘Walter’, My 
Secret Life (1888–95; repr. 1996), 2.274, Lovely Nights of Young Girls Served Up Seasoned and Prepared for 
Amatory Feasts (c.1895), viii.67. See the Appendix for quotations from all of the pre-1870 sources. 
20 Alice Chandler has argued that the name given to Fanny Price in Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park (1814) is 
a metonymous pun. Brian Southam rejects this suggestion, stating: ‘The vulgarism that Dr Chandler finds 
in the name “Fanny” Price is not a linguistic joke that Jane Austen shared with Crabbe … but a tasteless 
and nonsensical projection of Dr Chandler’s own importing’; Southam characterises Chandler’s argument as 
being ‘conducted at a level which would be laughable if it were not so destructive’. See Alice Chandler, ‘“A 



 
* * * * * 

 
Concerning the lack evidence to suggest that fanny had either of the meaning she ascribes 
to it, Epstein comments in a footnote: ‘[s]earching for an origin for this slang use of 
“fanny” … leads to an etymological abyss’.21  On the far side of this abyss, it seems, is 
Cleland’s Fanny ; the bridge across the etymological abyss is provided by Partridge’s rather 
wild ‘perhaps’. Epstein’s footnote seems to imply that the etymological evidence that she 
believes ought to exist, or she believes does—or even did—exist, the evidence that she has 
gone looking for but failed to find, is only missing for the present: that a thorough search 
will undoubtedly, eventually bring it to light. This faith has proven to be completely 
unfounded. 
 Optimists such as Epstein cannot console themselves with the thought that no 
effort has been made to identify earlier citations for fanny or that texts likely to contain 
such citations remain unidentified or are rarely consulted. In fact, eighteenth-century 
British erotica has been the subject of unremitting attention for the last two decades. The 
scanning and indexing of eighteenth-century texts has made it possible to undertake very 
large-scale searches of such texts. No earlier citation for fanny has been identified: no 
example has been found on such vast text-bases as EEBO, ECCO or LION;22  nor is there 
a single example in the one hundred texts that I edited with Alexander Pettit of Eighteenth-
Century British Erotica for Pickering & Chatto in 2002 and 2003;23  nor does the word 
appear with any sexual connotation in Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure itself.24  This last fact 
is worth exploring in some detail. 
 The word fanny appears only four times in Cleland’s Memoirs of a Woman of 
Pleasure: only as Fanny’s name, never with a hint of a pun, and not once in an eroticised 
way. The first instance is where Charles’ lawyer is questioning Mrs. Brown about hiring 
Fanny. He uses Fanny’s full name and alias (‘Frances or Fanny Hill’)25  in an attempt to 
intimidate her. The second and third appearances are in a scene where Fanny is being 
extorted into accepting a life as a prostitute by her ‘landlady’ (57: ‘“You are now, says she, 
miss Fanny, tolerably well …”’, 58: ‘“come miss Fanny,” says she, in a coarse familiar style, 
and tone of authority’). The fourth occurance, appears at the moment Charles recognises 
Fanny, and he uses the name as one of endearment (178: ‘After so long!—so cruel!—an 
absence! —my dearest Fanny!—Can it?—can it be you?’).  
 The word hill or hillock appears only three times in Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure, 
and never does so with the meaning mons pubis. In one passage Cleland uses hill as a 

                                                                                                                                            
Pair of Fine Eyes”: Jane Austen's Treatment of Sex’, Studies in the Novel 7.1 (Spring 1975), 90–92, 103; 
Brian Southam, ‘“Rears” and “Vices” in Mansfield Park’, Essays in Criticism 52.1 (2002), 32–33. 
21 Epstein, ‘Fanny’s Fanny’ (1989), 137 n. 
22 Early English Books Online <http://ebbo.chadyck.com> and Eighteenth-Century Collections Online 
<http://infotrac.galenet.com> are vast, text-searchable collections of books published before 1701, and from 
1701–1800; LION (i.e. Literature Online) <http://lion.chadwyck.com/>, is a library of 350,000 works of 
poetry drama and prose in English. 
23 Alexander Pettit and Patrick Spedding, gen. eds., Eighteenth-Century British Erotica I, 5 vols. (London: 
Pickering and Chatto, 2002), Eighteenth-Century British Erotica II, 5 vols. (London: Pickering and Chatto, 
2004). 
24 Lena Olsson notes that is also ‘does not appear where one would expect it to appear, either. For instance, 
in A Genuine Copy of the Tryal of Thomas Grimes, Esq (1748), the judge is called Mrs. Justice Broadbottom, 
and the members of the all-female jury answer to such names as Dorothy Diddle, Grace Gadabout, 
Susannah Stiffrump and Diana Draggletail, plus—and this is the interesting part—Frances Frizzle. Frances, 
not Fanny.’ Posted to the 18th Century Interdisciplinary Discussion list (18C-List), 30 August 2000. 
25 John Cleland, Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure, ed. Peter Sabor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), 
49. Hereafter, citations from this edition are given in-text. 



metaphor for breast (11: Fanny describes ‘two hard, firm, rising hillocs [sic], that just began 
to shew themselves’), and in another it is used as a metaphor for a woman’s bottom (119: 
whenever Emily’s lover withdrew from her, Fanny ‘could see between them part of his long 
whitestaff foamingly in motion, till, as he went on again and closed with her, the 
interposing hillocks took it out of sight’). On the third occasion hill simply means hill, i.e. a 
natural raised area of land (119: Will’s ‘fair skin shew’d … [like light] through the 
branchwork of distant trees over-topping the summit of a hill’).26  
 When the mons pubis is referred to with circumlocutions such as ‘mount-pleasant’ 
(11), ‘mossy tuft’ (101) or ‘mossy mounts’ (116), it is usually not Fanny’s mons that is being 
referred to; in the single instance that it is Fanny’s mons the context implies no metonymy 
or identification of Fanny with her own sexual organs: we are told that Phoebe  
 

could just feel the soft silky down that had but a few months before put forth 
and garnish’d the mount-pleasant of those parts, and promised to spread a 
grateful shelter over the seat of the most exquisite sensation … Her fingers 
play’d and strove to twine in the young tendrils of that moss, which nature has 
contrived at once for use and ornament. (11) 

 
The somatic and botanic metaphors in this passage were commonplace in the 1700s.27  
What is missing here, is any nudge-wink reminder to the reader that Fanny’s name 
identifies her with her mons pubis. 
 Optimists may also assume that, because the editors of the OED were coy—until 
1989!—concerning the definition of fanny, all of their eighteenth-century counterparts 
were equally coy. This is certainly not so. Nathanial Bailey’s An Universal Etymological 
English Dictionary records both fuck and cunt in all editions from 1724 to 1800, though the 
definitions are partly in Latin until the twenty-fourth edition of 1776.28 John Ash, recorded 
fuck in all editions of his New and Complete Dictionary of the English Language from 1775 
to 1795; and Francis Grose records fuck, arse, piss and much else in all editions of his A 
Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue from 1785.29  Clearly, these lexicographers would 
not have been shy of recording fanny if they knew the term. The obvious reason why fanny 
is missing from these dictionaries is because it did not mean vagina or bottom at any time 
in the eighteenth century. 

                                                
26 ‘Hill’ is also appears once in the conjunction ‘dung-hill’. See ibid., 163: Louisa was not ‘not above 
gathering the sweets of so rare a flower, tho’ she found it planted on a dung-hill’. 
27 See, for example, the texts reprinted in Eighteenth-Century British Erotica I, vol. 3: ‘The Geography and 
Natural History of Mid-Eighteenth Century Erotica’, edited by Patrick Spedding (London:  Pickering and 
Chatto, 2002). 
28 Cunt is defined as ‘pudendum muliebre’; fuck as ‘foeminam Subagitare’ [meaning ‘illicit intercourse with 
a woman’; or, literally, ‘to secretly agitate a woman.’ The Latin prefix ‘sub-‘ meaning ‘secretly’; while 
‘agit!re’ suggests ‘agitate,’ ‘excite,’ ‘shake,’ or ‘stir’]. 
29 In 1785 Grose uses the locution ‘indecent monosyllable’ where cunt is clearly called for in his definition 
of thingstable; elsewhere he uses ‘commodity’ or abandons circumlocution for obfuscation, simply replacing 
the letters of cunt with four asterisks. In 1788 Grose famously defined cunt (under the headword ‘C**t’) as ‘a 
nasty name for a nasty thing’ but continued to use a combination of circumlocution and obfuscation. See 
Francis Grose, A Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue (London: S. Hooper, 1785), Z4v, s.v. thingstable 
(i.e. Constable, ‘a ludicrous affectation of delicacy in avoiding the pronunciation of the first syllable in the 
title of that officer, which in sound has some similarity to an indecent monosyllable’), S2v, s.v. pitcher (‘the 
miraculous pitcher that holds water with the mouth downwards, a woman’s commodity’), B2v, s.v. coffee 
house (‘to make a coffee house of a woman’s ****, to go in and out and spend nothing’; Francis Grose, A 
Classical Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue. The second edition, corrected and enlarged (London: S. Hooper, 
1788), H4v, s.v. c**t.  



 That fanny and Fanny Hill took on sexual connotations in the nineteenth century is 
indisputable. And it is likely that Cleland’s infamous novel was at least partly responsible 
for this transformation and for the continuing use of the word. However, it was common 
for the familiar form of very common female names, particularly common working-class 
names, to come to mean to [1] a maid servant, [2] a slattern (as maids and working-class 
women were generally conceived to be), [3] a slut or promiscuous woman (as maids and 
working-class women were often conceived to be), and [4] a prostitute (since many 
prostitutes were poor, working-class women). As a result, through metonymy, common 
female names, especially common forms of common names, came to signify the vagina. In 
the 1890s Farmer and Henley record ‘Black Bess’ (from Elizabeth), ‘Itching Jenny’ 
(Jennifer), ‘Kitty’ (Katherine), ‘Madge’ (Margaret), as well as ‘Lady Jane’, ‘Mary-Jane’ and, 
of course, ‘Fanny’.30  Exactly the same semantic process occurred for the penis, resulting in 
‘Dick’ (Richard), ‘Hanging Johnny’ (John), ‘Little Davy’ (David) etc.31  Consequently, it is 
not at all clear that fanny joined madge on account of Cleland’s novel alone.32  
 Of course, prior to these names becoming a lexical item—a name which takes on 
any of the four meanings enumerated above, or each of the four meanings in turn—there is 
doubtless a period during which each name carries some of the connotations suggested by 
these definitions. (It is important to note that connotation is different from an 
unambiguous ‘double meaning’ or ‘pun’. With a pun both meanings have to be lexically 
current but with connotation it is the multiple, even ambiguous, associations of each word 
that are important.) For this reason, it is possible that Fanny (the name) carried some of 
the connotations of maid servant/slattern/slut/prostitute before becoming a clear synonym 
for a vagina. However, as I have argued, since lexicographers have been assiduous in the 

recording of sexual slang, it is unlikely that these connotations were remotely common 

before the early nineteenth century. The only conclusion one can draw from these facts is 

that Cleland’s Fanny was thus named simply because Frances was a very common name in 
the eighteenth-century.  
 

* * * * * 
 
Critics have either (1) remained ignorant of the fact that there is no evidence whatsoever, 
that fanny carried the meaning ‘vagina’, or that ‘Fanny Hill’ could mean mons pubis in 1748; 
or have (2) ignored the possibility that it didn’t; or (3) have responded to the suggestion 
that it didn’t with scepticism.33  One clear example of the first two possibilities is found in 
the various explanations offered in Fielding scholarship and in modern editions of Shamela 
for Henry Fielding’s dedication of Shamela to ‘Miss Fanny, &c.’ While Partridge’s ‘perhaps 
much earlier’ is, ultimately, responsible for the misapprehension that fanny meant vagina 
                                                
30 Farmer and Henley, Slang and it’s Analogues (1896), 4.336–40, s.v. Monosyllable. 
31 Farmer and Henley, Slang and it’s Analogues (1891), 2.208–9, s.v. Cream-Stick. 
32 However, it seems likely that fanny survived into the twentieth century on account of the continuing 
popularity, and infamy, of Fanny Hill, the title under which Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure was frequently 
—and surreptitiously—reprinted until the 1960s (more than half, 28 of the 52, pre-1930 editions listed by 
Sheryl Straight, in her bibliography of Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure, use ‘Fanny Hill’ as the main title). 
See Sheryl Straight, ‘Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure, English Editions’ (2003) on ‘The Erotica 
Bibliophile’, <http://www.eroticabibliophile.com/books_fannyhill.html> (accessed 12 March 2008). 
33 Since, it seems, no one has previously argued that there is no evidence that fanny was a slang term for 
vagina in the eighteenth century, this scepticism has not been expressed in print and—for this reason—will 
not be discussed further in this essay. However, when this subject was debated on the 18C-List in August 
2000 a significant proportion of contributors expressed scepticism that Fanny Hill was not intended as a 
pun. See for example the posts by John Dussinger, George Mosley, Michael O’Rourke, Norbert Sclippa, 
John Stoler and Miriam Wallace. These posts are archived online <http://lists.psu.edu/cgi-bin/wa?S2=C18-
L&q=&s=%22Fanny+Hill%22&f=&a=2000&b=2000> (accessed 7 March 2008). 



before Queen Victoria took the throne, the almost universal acceptance of this claim 
among Fielding scholars seems to be the result of an article by Eric Rothstein that was 
published in 1968. 
 Rothstein misread and misrepresented evidence in an attempt to establish that 
‘Lord Fanny’, the nickname conferred on John Augustus, Lord Hervey in the satirical 
works of Alexander Pope, was ‘a slang term from at least the middle of the preceding 
century [i.e. the seventeenth] for the female sexual organs’ and that the ‘satire cuts because 
of Hervey’s alleged hermaphroditism’.34  Rothstein makes this claim as a part of his larger 
argument that Fielding had Harvey’s nickname in mind when dedicating Shamela (1741) to 
‘Miss Fanny, &c.’ Although the dedication is undoubtedly intended as an attack on Harvey, 
among others, Rothstein’s claim is wrong on three counts. 
 Rothstein cites Partridge for his claim than fanny means vagina, but notes that 
‘although [Partridge] lists no date earlier than the nineteenth century, the term goes at least 
as far back as 1662, when Robert Nevill’s play The Poor Scholar included the young lady 
Uperphania [sic].’35  Rothstein politely stops short of explicitly stating that the pun involved 
in this name: ‘Up ’er fanny (a)’. If this name is, indeed, a pun one might reasonably expect 
other characters in The Poor Scholar to have similar names and the play itself to have a 
high-level of taboo or at least bawdy words. However, an examination of the ‘Drammatis 
Personae’ of The Poor Scholar reveals nothing more exciting or imaginative than a 
population of ‘types’ represented by ancient Greek words.36  One finds ‘Aphobos’ (from the 
Greek for fearless), ‘a mad Rakel’, ‘Eugenes Junior’ (Greek: well-born) ‘the Poor Scholar’, 
‘Eutrapelus’ (Greek: easily changing), ‘a quibbling fellow’, ‘Anaiskuntia’ (Greek: 
impudence), ‘an impudent scoffing Lass’, and, last but not least, ‘Uperephania’ (Gk: 
arrogance), ‘a proud wench, and a great hater of men.’ 
 Note the all-important second ‘e’ in the name Uperephania, which is a 
transliteration of the Greek ! (eta, a long-e). This is how the name is spelt by Richard 
Neville, who apparently had more Greek than both Shakespeare and Rothstein. Without 
this ‘e’ the word is not Greek, and more importantly, without this ‘e’ the pun doesn’t work 
properly. (And, how exactly does ‘Up ‘er a fanny (a)’ work as either a phrase, or as a 
characterisation anyway?). Notice also that the first letter of the name is a long-u, 
pronounced ‘oo’, so there is no pun on the word ‘up’ either. Uperephania is only a minor 
character and none of her lines suggest a pun on her name. She is merely an embittered-
old-hag stock character who does nothing but rail at men (who, as we know from the 
outset, she hates). We might as well conjecture that the character ‘Anaiskuntia’ is a pun on 
‘a nice cunt (ia)’. However, the name is nothing but the Greek word for impudence, and 
the sound correspondence is purely coincidental.  
 It should also be noted that it is wildly improbable that Robert Neville (1640/41–
c.1694), Church of England clergyman and playwright, a man who published many 
sermons and preached at Cambridge University,37  used a common slang term for vagina in 
a closet drama: a term, moreover, not recorded with this meaning for almost another two 
hundred years. One can only wonder what led Rothstein to claim that Neville was a 
pornographer. 
 Once we have thoroughly dismissed the possibility that Neville’s play offers any 
support for Rothstein’s fanciful dating of fanny to the seventeenth century, and we return to 

                                                
34 Eric Rothstein, ‘The Framework of Shamela’, Journal of English Literary History 35 (1968): 382–83. 
35 Rothstein, ‘The Framework of Shamela’, 383 n3. 
36 The Poor Scholar. A Comedy. Written by Robert Nevile, Fellow of King’s College in Cambridge 
(London: Printed by Tho. Johnson for Francis Kirkman and Henry Marsh, 1662), A3r. 
37 Caroline L. Leachman, ‘Robert Neville’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, 60 vols. (Oxford 
University Press, 2004), 40.542. 



Rothstein’s article, it is clear that the explanation offered by Pope for the naming of Lord 
Hervey, quoted by Rothstein, is sufficient to explain the satire.38  Pope states in A Letter to a 
Noble Lord (1733) that ‘Fanny … is the plain English of Fannius, and real person, who was 
a foolish Critic, and an enemy of Horace’. Pope quotes and glosses Horace’s Satires at length 
in A Letter in order to ridicule Hervey: ‘This Fannius was, it seems, extremely fond both of 
his Poetry and his Person … He was moreover of a delicate or effeminate complexion’.39  That 
‘Fanny’ was the both the familiar form of a common female name and the butt of Horace’s 
satire is clearly enough, alone, to explain Pope’s use of the name for Hervey. To suggest 
that Pope has a third objective in mind, the identification of the feminised Hervey with a 
slang term for vagina, is to reach well beyond the available evidence. 
 Rothstein’s final claim for the meaning of ‘Miss Fanny, &c.’ is that the concluding 
ampersand ‘makes no syntactical sense’, but its presence in Fielding’s text can be explained 
by fact that it ‘has the same slang meaning as does “fanny”’ (i.e. vagina).40  Once again 
Rothstein is wrong. In formal contexts ‘&c.’, the abbreviation of the Latin et cetera, is used 
only where it replaces the words ‘and the others’ or ‘and the like’. However, the English 
equivalents more commonly, if less correctly, applied are ‘and so on’ or ‘and so forth’. It the 
eighteenth century formal letters—particularly dedications—started and often ended with a 
lengthy salutation (such as ‘My Lord, Your Lordship’s, Most Obliged and Devoted 
Servant’). It was common, however, for familiar correspondents to end informal letters 
with ‘yours etc.’ or ‘respectfully yours etc.’, omitting, but alluding to, the details of a well-
known salutation.41  The ‘syntactical sense’ of Fielding’s ‘&c.’ is, then, clear: it is an 
indication of friendship or familiarity which, in this case seems to be a parody of the very 
formal dedication penned by Conyers Middleton to Hervey in 1741.42  
 Not only does ‘&c.’ make syntactical sense, it does not mean fanny as Rothstein 
suggests. To support his claim, Rothstein cites the entry for et cetera in Eric Partridge’s 
Shakespeare’s Bawdy (1947), an entry that glosses a crux in the first—and famously bad—
quarto of Romeo and Juliet. In this entry, Partridge defines et cetera as ‘Pudend[um] … 
Lit[erally] “and the other things”’, relating this definition to his entry for thing (also 
defined as ‘pudendum’).43  Partridge quotes the 1904, E. K. Chambers edition of Romeo 
and Juliet for his text and his gloss. Chambers combines various texts to produce a reading 
of Mercutio’s lines: ‘O, that she were [/] An open et-caetera, thou a poperin pear!’ (RJ 
                                                
38 Pope’s printed, but suppressed, satire ‘A Letter to a Noble Lord on occasion of some Libels, written and 
propagated at Court, in the year 1732–3’. A Letter was first republished in The Works of Alexander Pope Esq., 
edited by William Warburton, 9 vols. (London: J. and P. Knapton, 1751), 8.188–208. 
39 Ibid., 195; quoting Horace’s Satires 1.4.21–22 and 1.10.79–80. 
40 Rothstein, 382–83; citing ‘Eric Partridge, Shakespeare’s Bawdy (London, 1947)’. 
41 Samuel Richardson gives many examples of this in his anonymous guide to letter-writing, Letters Written 
to and for Particular Friends (London: C. Rivington, J. Osborn and J. Leake, at Bath, 1741). See, for 
example, ibid., 123–24 (no. 89 ‘Ridiculing a romantick Rhapsody in Courtship’: ‘I can only style myself, 
most obliging Sir, Your Celestial, &c.’), 147 (no. 105 ‘A threatening Letter from a Steward on Delay of 
Payment’: ‘Of this I assure you, who am, Yours &c.’), 160–61 (no. 124 ‘To one who, upon a very short 
Acquaintance, and without any visible Merit but Assurance, wants to borrow a Sum of Money’: ‘and so I 
must beg to excuse Yours &c.’). Also from 1741 is the following example from Eliza Haywood: ‘Dear 
Girl, Our Regiment is ordered to the West, and thence, I believe, to Ireland: I was too lately apprized of it 
to take my leave of you—make yourself as easy as you can—when I come back I shall with pleasure renew 
my Acquaintance with you, Yours, &c. J. Vardine.’ See, Eliza Haywood, Anti-Pamela: or, Feign’d Innocence 
Detected (London: J. Huggonson, 1741), 45. 
42 This claim, and the dedication concerned, are reproduced by Douglas Brooks-Davies in his edition of 
Shamela. See Henry Fielding, The History of the Adventures of Joseph Andrews … and An Apology for the Life of 
Shamela Andrews, edited by Douglas Brooks-Davies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970), 359–64, 
387. 
43 Eric Partridge, Shakespeare’s Bawdy: A Literary & Psychological Essay and a Comprehensive Glossary 
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1955), 109 s.v. et cetera, 203 s.v. thing and thing, another. 



2.i.37–38) [NEED REF. ON ILL]. A brief examination of Shakespeare’s use of ‘et cetera’ 
here and elsewhere will show that the Partridge/Rothstein argument (that ‘an open et 
cetera’ literally means ‘an open vagina’) is mistaken. 
 The first quarto (Q1; 1597) text of Romeo and Juliet reads: ‘Ah Romeo that she 
were, ah that she were, / An open Et cætera, thou a poprin Peare’.44  In the second quarto 
(Q2; 1599), this is rendered ‘O Romeo that she were, ô that she were / An open, or thou a 
Poprin Peare’,45  a reading followed in the First Folio (1623).46  Richard Hosley resolved this 
crux in his 1954, Yale Shakespeare edition of Romeo and Juliet, rendering these lines ‘O 
Romeo, that she were—O that she were / An open-arse or thou a pop’rin pear’, explaining 
that ‘open-arse’ is a dialect name for the medlar fruit, mentioned by Shakespeare only a few 
lines earlier and clearly intended here.47  Hosley comments that those editors who adopt the 
Q1 reading (‘open Et cætera’) usually suppress Q2’s ‘or’ (in ‘open, or’) and fail to recognise 
that if this line is to scan properly the word omitted after Q2’s ‘open’ must be a 
monosyllable (such as ‘arse’): ‘[t]hus the metrical as well as the semantic context requires the 
reading open-arse’.48  As Brian Gibbons notes in the Arden Edition of 1980, Farmer and 
Henley cited this passage from Romeo and Juliet under open-arse in 1902, but Hosley was 
the first editor to adopt the reading.49  Most modern editors follow Hosley,50  the consensus 
being that the Q1 compositor resorted to a euphemism (‘et cætera’) while the Q2 
compositor simply misread the passage. 
 In fact, ‘euphemism’ is a misleading term here. Although offence has been avoided 
by substituting ‘et cætera’ for ‘open-arse’, the former is not so much a more pleasant word 
or phrase as a clear sign of the erasure of a word or phrase. The Q1-‘et cætera’ functions 
like the eighteenth-century dash,51  or like the prolonged silence or beep that is sometimes 
used today to mask the sound of swearing on television: not a euphonious sound at all. And 
just as a dash, or either a prolonged silence or a prolonged ‘beep’ do not mean ‘open-arse’ 
(for instance), neither does ‘et cætera’ mean ‘pudendum’, or ‘open-arse’ for that matter. 
Rather, it is a visual and verbal throwing-up of hands, a melodramatic indicator that alerts 
the reader to the fact that an obscenity has been narrowly avoided. As E. A. M. Colman 
notes, concerning the many ‘nothing-jokes’ in Shakespeare, these jokes ‘only approach the 
physiological, steering clear of it at the last moment’.52  

                                                
44 William Shakespeare, Shakespeare’s Plays in Quarto: A Facsimile Edition of Copies Primarily from the Henry 
E. Huntington Library, edited by Michael J. B. Allen and Kenneth Muir (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 1981), 128. 
45 Ibid., 169. 
46 William Shakespeare, The First Folio of Shakespeare. The Norton Facsimile, prepared by Charlton Hinman 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1968), 675. 
47 ‘Now will he sit under a medlar tree / And wish his mistress were that kind of fruit / As maids call 
medlars when they laugh alone. / O Romeo, that she were—O that she were / An open-arse or thou a 
pop’rin pear!’ A ‘Poperinghe’ is a Flemish pear shaped like an erect penis and scrotum. See William 
Shakespeare, The Tragedy of Romeo and Juliet, edited by Richard Hosley (New Haven, CT: Yale University 
Press, 1954), 35–36, 2.i.34–38. 
48 Ibid., 140. 
49 Farmer and Henley, Slang and it’s Analogues (1902), 5.108, s.v. ‘Open-arse’; William Shakespeare, Romeo 
and Juliet, edited by Brian Gibbons (London: Methuen, 1980), 126 (2.ii.34–38) and notes. 
50 G. Blackmore Evans takes the second quarto ‘open, or’ ‘to be a compositor’s stab at a manuscript “ars” 
and not the conjunction “or”’. See William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, Updated Edition, edited by G. 
Blackmore Evans (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 214. 
51 One could, with ample justification, render the Q1 and Q2 texts as ‘An open—, thou a poprin Peare’ and 
‘An open—, or thou a Poprin Peare’. 
52 E. A. M. Colman, The Dramatic Use of Bawdy in Shakespeare (London: Longman, 1974), 17, citing 2 
Henry IV 2.iv.181. 



 Another example of the ‘steering clear’, through the use of an ampersand, is evident 
when Fielding transforms Aaron Hill’s praise of Pamela, ‘a poor Girl’s little, innocent, 
Story’, into suggestive ambiguity by describing the story as ‘a poor Girl’s little &c.’53  Of 
course, truncating this sentence with a dash, an ellipsis or a space would be just as effective. 
The suggestion is ‘unmistakably sexual’, as Colman says of Shakespeare, but ‘it is also 
obscure’, which is precisely how the humour works.54  The missing text might be innocuous 
and it remains unclear exactly what ‘&c.’ means in this passage.  
 It should now be apparent that there is no evidence that fanny had an obscene 
meaning in 1662 (in Robert Nevill’s play), that ‘Lord Fanny’ was not so-named because 
fanny had an obscene meaning in 1733 (as Pope made clear in A Letter to a Noble Lord), 
and ‘&c.’ does not mean ‘vagina’ any more than ‘beep’ does. If we return to Shamela with 
these various arguments in mind, it is clear that ‘Miss Fanny, &c.’ does not mean ‘Miss 
Vagina, vagina’ or ‘Miss Pudendum, pudendum’—which, pace Rothstein, does not make any 
‘syntactical sense’—whatever word(s) ‘&c.’ may have been substituted for in the works of 
Shakespeare or elsewhere in the works of Fielding. 
 Although Rothstein’s argument is without merit, it has been widely adopted by 
those who have annotated Fielding’s Shamela.55  Since 1968 it has been followed by Douglas 
Brooks-Davies (1970), Arthur R. Humphreys (1973), Homer Goldberg (1987), Hugh 
Osborne (1993), Judith Hawley (1999), Thomas Keymer (1999) and Catherine Ingrassia 
(2004), all of whom cite Rothstein’s article in their bibliographies or lists of recommended 
readings.56  Not surprisingly, no version of the Rothstein argument concerning the 
dedication of Shamela appears before 1968. Neither contemporary readers, nor early-
twentieth-century critics, mention it. Horace Walpole’s annotated copy of Shamela, 
frequently cited by Keymer, gives no indication that either ‘Fanny’ or ‘&c.’ had any other 
meaning for Walpole, although he annotated the page concerned.57  Likewise, neither R. 
Brimley Johnson’s introduction to the Golden Cockerel Press edition of 1926, nor Ian 
Watt’s introduction to the Augustan Reprint Society edition of 1956, mentions the 
                                                
53 Fielding, An Apology for the Life of Shamela Andrews (1970), 322, 389. 
54 Colman, The Dramatic Use of Bawdy in Shakespeare (1974), 17. 
55 The eleven editions mentioned in-text and cited in the following footnotes are intended to be a 
representative, rather than a complete, survey of editions of Shamela. It includes every major and popular 
edition as well as any other edition that was readily available to me. 
56 Henry Fielding, The History of the Adventures of Joseph Andrews … and An Apology for the Life of Shamela 
Andrews, edited by Douglas Brooks-Davies (Oxford University Press, 1970), xxv (listing Rothstein), 387: 
‘“Fanny” again signifies ‘the female pudenda’ (Partridge, s.v.)’; Henry Fielding, Joseph Andrews preceded by 
Shamela, ed. Arthur R. Humphreys (London: J. M. Dent, 1973), xx (listing Rothstein), 281: ‘Fanny = 
female sexual parts’, 282: ‘et cetera … = sexual parts’; Henry Fielding, Joseph Andrews/Shamela, ed. Judith 
Hawley (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1999), xxxvii (listing Rothstein), 336: ‘Fanny, short for Frances … 
was probably already a slang term for the female pudenda, although Partridge dates this usage from John 
Cleland’s obscene Fanny Hill (1749)’; Henry Fielding, Joseph Andrews with Shamela and Related Writings, 
ed. Homer Goldberg (New York: W. W. Norton, 1987), 273 n3 ‘in conjunction with “Fanny”, it may have 
been intended to convey a sexual innuendo’, 267 n5 ‘Fielding adds … the ribald “Etc.”, a slang term for 
female genitalia’, 496 (listing Rothstein); Henry Fielding, Joseph Andrews and Shamela, ed. Arthur R. 
Humphreys, updated by Hugh Osborne (London: J. M. Dent, 1993), xxv (listing Rothstein), 371: ‘Fanny 
= female sexual parts’, 373: ‘et cetera … = sexual parts’; Eliza Haywood and Henry Fielding, Anti-Pamela; 
or, Feign’d Innocence Detected [and] An Apology for the Life of Mrs. Shamela Andrews, edited by Catherine 
Ingrassia (Peterborough, Ontario: Broadview Literary Texts, 2004), 231 n1, 237 n3 ‘“Fanny,” a diminutive 
of Frances, was also slang for the female pudendum … And, as Hawley observes, “Fielding’s ‘&c.’ 
underlines the sexual suggestion”’, ‘Here, and throughout Shamela, “Etc.” … alludes to a slang term for 
female genitalia’, 336 (listing Rothstein). 
57 Walpole annotated the beginning of the dedication, next to the printed ‘To Miss Fanny, &c.’, noting 
‘Burlesque on Dr. Middleton’s Dedication of the Life of Cicero to Lord Hervey’. I would like to thank 
Susan Walker, Head of Public Services at The Lewis Walpole Library, Yale University, for providing me 
with this information. 



possibility of a pun on the name, nor does such an argument appear in the notes to Martin 
C. Battestin’s 1961 edition of Shamela.58  It is only in the Introduction to Sheridan W. 
Baker’s edition of 1953 that there is any suggestion of obscenity in Fielding’s use of an 
ampersand, and then it is only raised in the case of Fielding’s truncation of ‘a poor Girl’s 
little, innocent, Story’. Baker does not suggest that fanny had an obscene meaning (or 
connotation)—though he discusses the dedication at length—and he does not claim that 
‘&c.’ had an obscene meaning—though he does say that the removal of the last two words 
(‘innocent, Story’) from Hill’s sentence ‘upsets into obscenity Hill’s extravagance’.59  
 

* * * * * 
 
Partridge’s frequently reiterated and quoted suggestion is that fanny connoted ‘pudenda’ 
after 1749 because of Cleland’s infamous ‘Woman of Pleasure’ (Partridge’s ‘[p]erhaps ex 
Fanny’ meaning perhaps ‘from’ or ‘as a result of’ Cleland’s Fanny Hill). Rothstein’s 
argument has been constructed out of a desire to extend Partridge’s argument further back 
in time, so that it can be applied to Shamela (which was published in 1741, eight years 
erlier). As a result of the dissemination of Rothstein’s argument, principally via modern 
editions of Shamela, biographers, and critics of Cleland, and editors of Memoirs of a Woman 
of Pleasure, can suggest that Cleland named his character Fanny Hill because fanny already 
had an obscene meaning when he started writing.60   
 Douglas Brooks-Davies, who edited Shamela in 1970, observes in a 1982 article 
that ‘“Fanny Hill”, directly translated, means mons Veneris’.61  This claim is quoted by Peter 
Sabor in his edition of Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure (1999).62  Neither Brooks-Davies or 
Sabor address the question of whether “Fanny Hill”, directly translated, meant mons Veneris 
in 1748.63  The implication is that it did, and in 2000 Sabor repeated Epstein’s observation 
that ‘Numerous critics have remarked that Fanny Hill’s name plays on the female 
genitalia’.64  Certainly, readers are left with the impression that Cleland had this 
identification in mind when naming his heroine. Likewise, William H. Epstein dismisses 
the significance of a mysterious reference to Fanny Hill being read in 1737—over a decade 
before Cleland’s publication—on the basis that it may be a verbal coincidence, since fanny ‘a 
possible mid-eighteenth century slang term for the female pudenda … may or may not 
have predated the publication of Cleland’s book’.65  

                                                
58 R. Brimley Johnson, ‘Introduction’, in Henry Fielding, An Apology for the Life of Mrs. Shamela Andrews, 
edited by R. Brimley Johnson (London: Golden Cockerel Press, 1926), iv, and Ian Watt, ‘Introduction’, in 
Henry Fielding, An Apology for the Life of Mrs. Shamela Andrews (1741). Publication No. 57 (Los Angeles: 
William Andrews Clark Memorial Library, 1956), 5, notes only the identification of ‘Miss Fanny’ as 
Harvey. See also Henry Fielding, Joseph Andrews and Shamela, ed. Martin C. Battestin (Boston, MA: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1961), 367. 
59 Sheridan W. Baker, ‘Introduction’, in Henry Fielding, An Apology for the Life of Mrs. Shamela Andrews, 
ed. Sheridan W. Baker (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1953), xxii–xxv, xxxi. 
60 Or, indeed, that Fielding’s choice of Fanny for Joseph Andrews’ true love, in 1742, ‘might be a sort of 
anti-pun’. See Hawley (1999), 336. 
61 Douglas Brooks-Davies, ‘The Mythology of Love: Venerean (and Related) Iconography in Pope, 
Fielding, Cleland and Sterne’, in Sexuality in Eighteenth-Century Britain, edited by Paul-Gabriel Boucé 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1982), 184. 
62 Sabor (1999), 191 n11. 
63 In the former case this is probably because of the influence of Rothstein’s article, which Brooks-Davies 
undoubtedly read before editing Shamela and before including the article in the ‘Select Bibliography’ that 
his edition contained. See Brooks-Davies (1970), xxv. 
64 Peter Sabor, ‘Review Essay: From Sexual Liberation to Gender Trouble: Reading Memoirs of a Woman 
of Pleasure from the 1960s to the 1990s’, Eighteenth-Century Studies 33.4 (2000), 567. 
65 William H. Epstein, John Cleland:  Images of a Life (New York, Columbia University Press, 1974), 71, 
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* * * * * 

 
With no evidence for the obscene use of the word fanny before the 1830s there is clearly no 
justification—at present—for positivist claims concerning the obscene intentions of authors 
who used the name Fanny, such as Cleland and Fielding, and no point to speculation 
concerning the obscene meaning of Fanny in the texts penned by these authors. Although it 
is always possible that evidence will emerge in future for the slang use of fanny before 
1830—and Lambert’s 119-year predating of snatch is a warning against contrary positivist 
claims66—there is certainly no justification for the sexual construction placed on texts or 
passages in which the name Fanny appears. It is also apparent that the sometimes-elaborate 
interpretations based on such texts are misguided. 
 It is beyond the scope of this article to explain why so many lexicographers and 
critics have been willing to invent, repeat or to accept arguments that attempt to establish 
that fanny had an obscene meaning in the eighteenth-century; or to explain why no one has 
previously dismissed the flimsy, improbable and absurd arguments put forward by these 
critics. But as a consequence of this undoubted-fact it is beyond the power of any one 
writer—or even, a group of writers—to prevent these arguments being repeated in future, 
given their wide dissemination in popular and prestigious works of reference. Just as 
attributions, no matter how improbable or absurd, are repeated indefinitely (following the 
locution ‘sometimes attributed to’), fanny will travel through history followed by Partridge’s 
‘perhaps’, Epstein’s ‘numerous commentators’ and Rothstein’s meditation on ‘Miss Fanny, 
&c.’67  

                                                
66 REF TO LAMBERT ARTICLE 
67 On the longevity of false attributions see Patrick Spedding, A Bibliography of Eliza Haywood (London: 
Pickering and Chatto, 2004), 16–17. 



Appendix: the use of fanny and fan before 1850. 
 
The songs in George Speaight’s Bawdy Songs of the Early Music Hall date from 1834 to 
1842. In ‘The Friar’s Candle’, a ‘famous new smutty Recitation’, the eponymous friar 
propositions a ‘lovely maid’. In the final stanza ‘The maid complied … And in five minutes 
made the friar blest’: 
 

And very quickly, with her lecherous play, 
She melted all his tallow then away, 
Until, to prove that he had had enough, 
His Roman candle she brought to a snuff.  
Then down the friar knelt upon the ground,  
And looking at her Fanny, quite profound, 
‘Lighten my darkness,’ he exclaimed, devout, 
‘For, upon my soul, my candle’s quite burnt out.’68  

 
In ‘I will be a Mot’ (i.e., a prostitute), a ‘Slashing Rummy Parody on I won’t be a Nun’, the 
would-be nun exclaims 
 

I’ve got a little Fanny, 
That with hair is overspread, 
And I’m sure it is a shame 
That its mouth should not be fed: 
  So I will be [a mot, 
 I shall be a mot, 
  I’m so fond of Roger, 
 That I will be a mot.]69  

 
In ‘The Blue Bells of Ireland’, ‘Sung at all the Slap-up Free and Easies’, the first two 
verses are 
 

News, neighbours, news, glorious news I’ve to tell, 
Here’s a waggon-load of patent beetroots come here to sell, 
And if you’ll be my customers, by gosh, I’ll use you well! 

 And the blue bells of Ireland go well, boys, well. 

 And the clapper strikes on every side, bang young Fanny well! 

 

In came a lady gay, the footman ran before, 

Desiring that she might have one nine inches long—no more. 

And when Johnny touched her Fanny up, she still cried encore! 

  And the, &c. 

 

After the ‘lady gay’ appears ‘the parson’s wife’ who ‘would have a little one’, ‘a 

gardner’s wife’ who buys a dozen (but ‘stole away fifteen’ more), ‘the vinter’s wife’ who 

would ‘have the largest that ever yet was seen’, and ‘the sailor’s wife’ who bought ‘a 

wagon load of roots, the waggoner and all’. The final verse is 

                                                
68 Speaight, Bawdy Songs of the Early Music Hall (1975), 46. The Biblical reference is the penultimate line 
to 2 Samuel 2:29:  ‘For thou art my lamp, O Lord: and the Lord will lighten my darkness’. 
69 Ibid., 76. For mot see OED ‘mot, n.3’, 1. ‘A promiscuous woman or girl; a harlot, prostitute. Obs.’ 



 

The next there came a little miss, resolved to play her part, 

And when she heard the roots were sold, I thought ’twould break her heart. 
‘Pray, give me leave,’ says she, ‘to rub my Fanny ’gainst your cart!’ 
  And the, &c.70  
 

In ‘He’ll no more Grind Again’, an ‘original flash parody on He’ll no more March again’, the 
final verse concludes 
 

And red-haired Moll, his sole delight, 
Chief blowen of the train, 
Rubs up her precious Fan., and cries, 
‘Poor Bill will never grind you again.’ 
 He’ll no more, &c.71  

 
It is notable that in all of these quotations fanny is printed ‘Fanny’, indicating that this word 
was still recognised as a name. It is also clear from the stop following fan in the above 
quotation, that ‘Fan.’ is an abbreviation for ‘Fanny’, capitalised thus. One last quotation 
from Speaight’s collection provides an instance of fan which lacks the stop. In the second 
stanza of ‘The Friar’s Candle’, cited above, the friar asks the maid why her ‘backside … was 
so very red’. The witty maid explains that it is the result of ‘carrying fire in Fan, to warm my 
master’s bed’.  
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