Per tutto il tempo che 'l foco li. abbr}.ncia;

Con tal cura conviene e con tai pasti
Che la piaga da sezzo si ricucia. )
61. Rougemont, Lovepin the Western World, p. 92, mistakenly reads Dante and places
Guinizelli among the homosexuals.

62.
‘Teu sui Arnaut, que plor, e vau cantan.

Consiros vei la passada folor,
E vei jausen lo joi qu'esper, denan.
Ara vos prec, per aquella valor )

Que vos guida al som de I'escalina,

Sovenha vos a temps de ma dolor!” . ——
63. Bergin, Diversity, pp. 93-96, examines Arnaut's role as the great ‘wordsmith’ in Dan

1 gallery. )

1;4!'0\’;:;.‘;1511: pp?135-37. describes the popularity of the Pyramus and Thisbe tale from the
twelfth century through the Renaissance period.

65.

te’s

Solea creder lo mondo, in suo periclo,

Che la bella Ciprigna il folle amore

Raggiasse, volta nel terzo epiciclo;
Per che non pur a lei faceano onore

Di sacrificio e di votivo grido

Le genti antiche ne I'antico errore,
Ma Dione onoravano e Cupido,-- o

Questa per madre sua, questo per flg!m,--

E dicean ch’el sedette in grembo a Dido;

E da costei, ond’io principio piglio,

Pigliavano il vocabol d?:l la stella 4 cisli

e ‘1 sol vagheggia or da coppa or da ciglio. ) . }

66. Foster, “Dag]t]c's Idea,"g ppg.gl;l~92, ana!yzes Dante’s Christian critique of paganism
through the process of ‘demythologizing’ as with the planet Venus.
67. o
E come in fiamma favilla si vede

E come in voce voce si discerne,

Quando una & ferma e l'altra va e riede,
Vid'io in essa luce altre lucerne )

Muoversi in giro pill € men correnti,

Al modo, credo, di lor viste interne.

68. See Bergin, p. 82.

69.
‘In quella parte de la terra prava

Italica, che siede tra Rialto
E le fontane di Brenta e di Piava,
Si leva un colle, e non surge molt’alto,
La onde scese gia una facella
Che fece a la contrada un grande assalto.
D'una radice nacqui ed io ed ella;
Cunizza fui chiamata, e qui refulgo,
Perché mi vinse il lume d’esta stella...’
B ‘Ché piit non arse la figlia di Belo--
Noiando e a Sicheo ed a Créusa--
Di me, infin che si convenne al pelo;
Neg gquella Rodopea, che delusa
Fu da Demofoonte; né Alcide
Quando Iole nel core ebbe richiusa...’

BELIEFS ABOUT
HUMAN SEXUAL FUNCTION
IN THE MIDDLE AGES
AND RENAISSANCE

Thomas G. Benedek

We want to examine the major beliefs about human sexual anatomy
and function that prevailed during the Middle Ages and Renaissance and
some of the medical practices that were related to these beliefs.
Historically, these were not “Medieval beliefs,” because virtually all were
ancient and underwent very little evolution from at least the second to
the 16th century. Most were deeply ingrained in the folklore not only of
Europe, but of substantial portions of Asia as well, and were not
restricted to the intelligentsia. Certain of the anatomic and physiologic
ideas were ennunicated by Hippocrates in the 4th century B.C., and the
majority were accepted from the writings of the second century Roman
physician, Claudius Galen (ca. 129-201).

Four illustrations of female anatomy will demonstrate the lack of
progress in the understanding of anatomic structure and relationships
well into the 16th century. The first is very primitive and is believed to
have been drawn in about 1400, ! Essentially the same illustration was
used in the Fasciculus medicinae of Johannes de Ketham, in 1491.2 We
see almost no true proportions or relationships. The gravid uterus
appears as an inverted flask and is not differentiated from the vagina. A
fetus is almost standing at attention within. The little knobs on the sides
of the abdomen are the kidneys, and no gonads are shown.

The next illustration is from the second edition of the same work,
which was published in 1495. This is the earliest known illustration that
may have been based on a human dissection.? The intestines have been
removed and the vagina has been opened anteriorly. A rather accurately
drawn cervix can be seen and the gonads also are fairly well placed. The
strange horizontal structures are not thigh bones, but the alleged horns of
the uterus. The “horns”, described by Galen, probably based on
dissections of goats, almost certainly were the fallopian tubes. 4 Because
of a misinterpretation of the infallible authority, Galen, uterine “horns”
were a part of the feminine anatomy until the middel of the 16th century.
The diagonal stripe is unusual, especially in view of the distinctions that
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Figur 56. Weibliches Situsbild, Leipziger Handschrift 1122; um 1400.

Figure 1. Illustration of pregnant woman from about 1400. A similar figure
was used to illustrate the Fasciculus medicinae of Johannes de Ketham, 1491.

N
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Figur 57. Weiblicher Situs, zweite lateinische Auflage des Ketham 1495,

Figure 2. Woman with abdomen o i i
U pened, showing pelvic organs. F
edition of de Ketham's Fasciculus medicinae, 1495. » pnk Siol B
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Figure 3. Diagram of kidneys and female reproductive organs from the Figure 4. Female genitourinary system with pregnant uterus as shown in the

Anatomiae of Johannes Dryander, 1541. Hebammenbuch (Obstetrical text) of Jacob Rueff, 1583.
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were ascribed to the right and left sides of the body. I?rcsurabéy, ;ts t1s ‘:1::
diagrammatic indication of the vessel \‘throu_gh }whlch the :e e
believed to receive blood or menstru?l fluu:hxzhl:l?atto (;s;wg?st‘:; onm.a11
ird illustration comes from X
phys;l;:?:n ?gggnrlles Dryander (1500-1560), published in 1541. The legend
ws: .
read’l%lfii fc,flilso?ure shows the internal configuratxon of a :ivon:ﬁg;
including the genital organs, the seminal vessels, an s c;] o
information. A is the great blood artery (aor.ta) from whic o
other organs are nourished. B is the whlte.semmal artery (orarlais
artery). CC uterine arteries from which the ft?tl_ls al soads
nourished. DD are the feminine gonads. E. The feminine go?thc
are enclosed in this, which is in part the gonad.al and in g?r "y
heart artery. F The portion of the uterus which resem ht?sh iz
shape of the bladder. G The portion of the uterus w :c .
attached to the back and adjacent (structures_). H Th; in crnb
mouth of the womb. I The outermost portion of the w;):ﬁe
(cervix), the pubis. K, L Trunks_ or branches of t‘he arteries o
thighs. M, N Ureters from the kidneys. (0} Both ludpeys. sally less
We again see the horns of the uterus, but this error is cor)cept gf ess
important than the display of the blood ves.sels. The' asymme nl;d i
ovarian veins is here shown accurately. The right ovarlanTz;:'te;'yf:x ovaﬁar,l
respectively, connect with the aorta and vena cava. e le A
artery arises symmetrically from the aorta, t{ut the left ovanfan I:fe D euriaes
the left renal vein. The same rela.tlgnslups are true (;1 the :;tomic
spermatic vessels in males. Tﬁlg r;nsmst?{fg;et?tt’x;:) of these a
i i igi ith Galen. ide
relat}l?}rll:t;g)jr?lﬁsﬁlz?ti?;endag;eared in the obstetrical text of Jacob Rueff
(1500-1558). ¢ The uterine horns are even more massive thf;u::l gga:ilzes
previous two illustrations and :Jhe I;elam(fie sm;h:fbtl:fl ;c;;ingg; :::lt ? ovartes
is shown less realistically than by Dryander. , de el e
i i rrectly anterior to the uterus. 'I_‘he rela_tlons ip of th
:c%:::; z:fu;}i'(;:: :a:)va is erersed from the prpvioug ﬂlustra.tlon, anldfhen:1 ;sl
accurate. However, instead of the left ovarian vein et_xtermg t?leh te tv ;ii 2l
vein, the right ovarian vein entetrlhlg_ ﬂ]:llf left lrf:::: r;em, the right o
i i i rom the right rena ;
arter\jf{\’les iﬁlﬁgnkzgznfrl: 1rr:aginfd that ana%omists did not rcc_ognize that blqod
circulates. William Harvey (1578-1657) p.ub.lisht?d th1fs epocliln ﬁ,ahtﬁg
discovery in 1628. Arteries were cprrectly distinguished lro:q t‘;]ethe gelief
difference in the thickness of their walls, but erroneously w1 adurme
that embryologically arteries come from the heart and veins s oo
liver, and that arterial blood flows out of the heart and venous ew—
of the liver. The question how' the supply of blood f15.Nc:)ne gl
replenished if there is no circulation was lef.t a mystery of Natur ;:.sier e
accepts the premise that blood does not circulate it becomes e
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accept the hypothesis that the right and left side differ from each other
physiologically.

If Shakespeare had wished to obtain some anatomical information he
would have sought The Englishemans treasure: with the true anatom y of
mans body ... by Thomas Vicary (d. 1561). This was first published in
1548 and was reprinted three times before the end of the century. He
presented not only anatomy, but also explained fertilization and fetal
development. Like most of the anatomy texts of the time, that of Vicary
contained no original research and was largely a compilation of Galen
and Medieval masters. Nevertheless, it was important because it was the
first printed anatomical text in the English language. 7

Any discussion of Medieval physiology must be prefaced with the
fundamental premise that males are warmer than females and that sexual
differentiation depends on differences in the heat of several portions of
the genital system of both sexes. Greater warmth results in the
development of males, and lesser warmth in females. 8 A subsidiary
premise is that impurities cool the blood and, consequently, its
purification regenerates heat. If, for the moment, these fallacies are
accepted as fact, some logic can be appreciated in the related beliefs.
The right ovarian vein, and in males the right spermatic vein, contains
blood which has been cleansed by the kidney because this vessel
branches from the renal vein. The left ovarian and spermatic veins,
however, arise proximal to the left kidney and the blood it carries has
therefore not been cleansed by the kidney before it reaches the gonad.
Hence, this blood is diluted by impurities and is cooler than the blood on
the right side. Because the uterine vessels come from the ovarian vessels,
the right half of the uterus also is warmer than the left. As was suggested
by the 3d and 4th illustrations, anatomists before the discovery of the
circulation of blood were unable to distinguish the functional difference
between arteries and veins. This probably explains the anatomical
inconsistencies in the explanations of the differences in the purifying
action of the kidneys in relation to the gonadal blood supply. I have
generally been referring to gonads rather than to ovaries and testes,
because ovaries were not described as unique organs specific to females
until 1672. ° There were only male and female testes.

The following is Vicary’s description of genital anatomy, para-
phrased and modernized for brevity and clarity. The penis contains three
channels: one for the passage of urine, another for the ejaculation of
sperm, and a third through which pass “insensible pollutions” to bring
about erection. 1°

Male testicles, in the scrotum, receive nerves from the brain via the
epididymis in which they are first gathered, arteries from the heart, and
veins from the liver, thereby having both sensation and nourishment.
There also are spematic vessels which come from the vena cava and bring
the pure blood which the testes convert into semen. !!
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According to Vicary, the female testiclqs lie in the sides of the outer
mouth, presumably meaning the labia majora. Galen :imd most other
writers on anatomy were more accurate, in that'they identified these
organs within the abdomen. The fqmale spermatic vessels are shortqr
than those of the male, and at the time of coition the woman'’s sperm is
shed into the bottom of the womb. 12

Germinal cells develop in the following manner: .

...this sperm that comes both of man and woman is made and

gathered of the best and purest drops_ of blood. in all tl_1e body;

and by the labor and chafing of the testicles: .. this b_lo_od is tumled

into another kind and is made sperm. And in man it is hot, }urhzte

and thick, wherefore it may not spread or run abroad b){ itself,

but runs and takes temperance of the worqan’s_sperm, which has

contrary qualities; for the woman’s sperm is thinner, colder, and

13

[E‘,:\?:}lergential organ in one sex was Fonsidered to have' its 'analogous
organ in the other sex. The most surprising of these analogies is between
the uterus and the penis. The greater heat of the male embry_o causes the
genital structure to become everted and to mature as a penis, while the
lesser heat of the female embryo leaves the structure 1mjert¢d and
internal, so that it matures as a uterus. ' The uterus was believed to be
subdivided internally. Galen and most later writers on human anatomy
stated that there is a right and a left “cell, while some of the Salernitan
school attributed five or seven cells to thq uterus. 15 Galen a_xlso equat.ed
the number of “cells” with the number of mpgles, and approximately with
the number of fetuses that might be conceived.!® One reason foF tl:ic
right side of the womb to be warmer than the left has been descr;bed,
namely, that it is nourished by purified and, therefore, warmer blood.
However, there was a secondary cause of the alleged tgmperatu;e
difference. The liver, on the right side of the abdomer} was beileived to g
“warm and humid,” while the spleen, on the left side, was ccnldf arll1
dry.” 7 The relative proximity of these organs to the two s:d;s o Jm fi

womb further accentuated the difference in the temperature w1t_hm ¢
organ. This difference between the “cells” was a crucial determinant o,

tus. )

the Sixt (::fotr?:e;etion the male introduces two Sl_lbstances mtc:. tped{em'aie:
the sperm and an ephemeral matter wh}Eh Vicary tel:,nl::d k.m y (l.ta;l.,
natural) heat” and Galen had called “innate heat. This (\;'abs the
metabolic energy which mixes the male and female sperm an 1’11'111%,5,
about fertilization. Once fertilization has_ 0§:curred, the “kindly hea

fulfills a second funtion. It causes the amniotic membrane to deveigp'f 1tlo
enclose the embryo and then to becomf_: attached ‘to.the .womb. he
placenta was, of course, recognized, but it was not distinguished from the

amniotic sac. ' . .
Speculations about the factors which determine the sex of children
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are ancient. Hippocrates only stated that “The male foetus is usually
seated in the right, and the female in the left side.” 20 However, the
principal beliefs about sex determination from Galen well beyond the
Renaissance contained up to three components, to which varying degrees
of importance were attributed. These were the location of the gonads
from which the fertilized germinal cells came, the relative vigor of the
parents, and the site of implantation of the embryo. Various right-left
combinations were used to explain the development of effeminate boys or
masculine girls. Believers in the seven cell uterus attributed
hermaphrodites to implantation in the middle cell.?' The 11th century
Benedictine, Constantinus Africanus (ca. 1015-1087) closely followed
Galen in writing:
If the warm semen falls in the cervix and reached the left side, it
will engender a girl, and if it reaches the right side, a boy;
though it happens sometimes that the virtue of warmth is
defeated. Some doctors say that if the semen which comes from
the right side of the man falls in the left side of the womb it
produces a boy, but an effeminate one; whereas if the semen
from the left side falls in the right, it makes a masculine girl... 22
The potential parents had two means to influence the sex of the
child, and these were derived from the foregoing beliefs. If intercourse
were performed in the side position, or if the woman at least turned onto
her side immediately after intercourse, the sex of the child would tend to
be associated with the dependent side. Lying on the right side would
favor procreation of a boy, lying on the left side, a girl.
Vicary conceived of intrauterine development in the following way:
...the first things that are shaped are the principals: the Heart,
Liver, and Brain. Of the Heart spring the Arteries, of the Liver
the Veins, and of the Brain the Nerves. And when these are
made, Nature makes and shapes Bones and gristles to keep and
protect them, as the bones of the head for the Brain, the
Breastbones and the Ribs for the Heart and the Liver. And all
other members spring after these, one after another. And thus is
the child bread forth in four degrees, as thus: The first is when
the said sperm or seed is at the first like milk: the second is when
it is turned from that kind into another, yet being as a lump of
blood... The third degree is when the principals are shaped, as
the Heart, Liver, and Brain. The fourth and last is when all the
other members have been perfectly shaped; then it receives the
soul with life and breath; and then it begins to move by itself.
Now in these aforesaid degrees, in the first, as milk, it continues
seven days; in the second, as Foetus, nine days; in the third, as a
lump of flesh engendering the principals, the space of nine days;
and the fourth, unto the time of full perfection of all the whole
members, is the space of 18 days. So there are 46 days (sic) from
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the day of conceptiozr; unto the day of full perfection and
ivi f the soul...
Accgi(:lfisrllvgmtgoo\/icary, flesh and fat are added to the skeleton and the
viscera due to nutrition derived from the qlenstrual blood_._He dops not
explain other aspects of fetal nutrition, while ‘most author.ltles attnbutec}
the nourishment of the embryo and fetus entirely to retained menstrual
fluid. This was an inherently logical idea: not only doe_s the mgpstr:lad
discharge cease during normal pregnancy and, hence, might be diverte
internally, but vaginal hemorrhage during pregnancy usually presages a
mlsci?::sgt?ual blood was not only believed. to prqvide partu:}4 or total
nourishment of the fetus, but according to Vlﬁ;lry, like Galen, 24 was the
i ich the breasts convert into milk:
o T?riegzin\:? there come from the womb into thqir b.reasts many
veins which bring into them rnenstru:_al blood., wh{ch is turned (by
the digestive virtue) from red color into white, like the cc;lor of
the breasts, even as chyle comingzsfrom the stomach to the liver is
i color of the liver. )
uSl:;n ﬁflu:;;lt(}c:? eamatorny and embryolog_y. Now let us proc_ccd to 1d](:as
about sexual activity and how it might be influenced by medlc_al_ (;)rdof fr
means. Efforts to influence sexual activity can roughly be c!m e:l 1111?
five categories. These have not changed over the centfmes. : m.t
provement of fertility; this was cond‘oned for both sexes; powever,bl
primarily pertained to women, and improvement of lactation mazr bZ
included in the same category. Agents' to improve fcrtlh_ty m(;xsd ;
distinguished from category 2. aphrodlslac.s. wh:ch_ are inten % 2 52
improve the interest in and ability to engage in sexual mtercm;rse. :ed
agents were primarily intended for men, al.though a few were a ;o repu‘ p
to be of use to women. 3. There were anti-aphrodisiacs _for bot sl:xets_. A
contraceptives mainly for women, and. 3 agents to induce _z:51 or mn(.1
Regardless of time or place, it is unpossﬂ)!e to estimate how widesprea
the use of any agent in any of these categories may have been. e ed in
Many of the methods antedated Ch_nstlap Eruope or originate
Asiatic cultures. Most of them were ingrained in folklo're in one rt;guzln 0;
another and were not eradicable by the vehcrpently antl—sext_la] attxtulte ol
the Medieval Catholic Church, even though it was the dominant c;l, tllllra
force in Europe. The writings of St. Augu:v.tme (3_54-43_0), afl;l}ofl;g t gz
had little influence at first, formed the basis of this pohcy.. rie ¥ s“tlhe
dietary and sexual gratification are _necessary, respectwelly, or .
survival of the individual and of mankind they are moral as on}g{ as t_ey
are carried out in moderation. Enjoy:_nf:nt of 1tsel'f does not make %a mg
or coition sinful. Nevertheless, virginity or celibacy were consi er:d
more virtuous than intercourse for the_ sake of pr?creatlon_,de;:ed
intercourse primarily for pleasure was sn:xful. Augustmff:.dc?;m o
marriage to have three goals: procreation, mutual fidelity,
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permanence. Fidelity meant “...not only fidelity in sexual intercourse for
the purpose of procreating children, but also the mutual service, in a
certain measure, of sustaining each other’s weakness, for the avoidance
of illicit intercourse.” 26 Even though continence was valued theologically
above procreation, it was deemed inferior to fidelity, because if one
spouse desired intercourse the other was obliged to cooperate - if
intercourse was to be vaginal and not “excessively” frequent.

Pope Gregory 1 (d. 604) amended the Augustinian doctrine by
pronouncing that sexual intercourse, because of its enjoyable quality, is
invariably sinful. ¥ Theologians during the “Dark Ages” and the
Medieval period largely accepted this premise. St. Thomas Aquinas (d.
1274), six and a half centuries after Gregory I, probably was the most
influential theologian to reintroduce a mild degree of permissiveness.
However, the debate over the reasons for the sinfulness of marital sexual
activities and about exceptions to this sinfulness waxed and waned for a
millenium,

Aphrodisiacs.

The moral question of the use of means to enhance fertility resulted
in a quandary which received little discussion. The folklore on which
medical practices were based did not distinguish clearly between
remedies which were believed to improve fertility without altering sexual
pleasure and aphrodisiacs, that is, agents which act to increase the
capacity for sexual intercourse and its enjoyment. Means to enhance
fertility were morally acceptable, but the simultaneous enhancement of
pleasure would, nevertheless, have made the use of such methods sinful.
There appear to have been no consistent beliefs about methods to
enhance fertility in either sex, in contradistinction to aphrodisiacs, some
of which had lengthly traditions.

Beliefs in and about aphrodisiacs form a large subject by themselves
and cannot be examined comprehensively here. These medicaments were
more often prescribed as mixtures of numerous botanical ingredients, but
some animal substances were used as well. Prescriptions were either in
the form of medicines or foods. According to Constantinus Africanus, the
ideal aphrodisiac is nutritious, warm, moist, and generates windiness.
Reading on, it becomes apparent that “warmth,” or the ability to
generate heat was the most important characteristic. ® Because of this
belief seasonings were particularly frequent ingredients of stimulant
potions over the centuries. Being mild irritants, they create the sensation
of warmth. Constantine and many other authors cited, for example,
pepper, mustard seed, ginger and anise. Some ingredients gained prestige
from having to be imported, such as ginger and, later, pistachio nuts.
Others were merely esoteric and were perhaps alleged to be included in
the prescription to increase its price. For instance, according to
Constantine, “A tested electuary which increases lust” was a broth which
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contained 19 ingredients, one of which was a dram (apout a teagppon)‘o;
birds’ tongues! Like various later authorities, he 'clalmed to dlsnﬁsrl_s
between substances which stimulate the generation of semen, td i 1ts,
improve fertility, and aphrodisiacs which ostensﬂ.)ly were intende c:
counteract impotence. I have been unable to dlscel-'n any cons:stten
difference between the preparations which were prescribed for these two
purp&sgzi animal products that were considered aphrod@siacal w.erel
rtions of the male genitalia and were either carried to ach*eve m?gl(?
?n?tervention. or ingested for a medicinal effect. A relatively simple
prescription of this type was recommended byaghfzgl‘;;mus 12th century
. : g - 1135- :
hysician-philosopher, Malmomdn:'.s ( | 2 .
Heb;‘eazf tlfe penis of an ox, dry it and grind it. Sprinkle some of this
oft-boiled egg, and sip it. ® .
‘.)'lt'lv:rios of the largest herbals that were p_ut])ihszllcs% lnclegg’]t)he egdbc;rf $Z
, by the Italian Pietro Mattio 1501- an
Ilifl,lt:lisﬁ:;rgohny(}erard (1545-1612), each contain at leasi'lt 40ﬁplax::ii Ll;e
i i i i be sexually stimu :
i of various parts of which was _sald to I
1I:»l‘lga‘tatsitcl;‘;i)ini1;1cluded the following prescription, which combines the effecti
of the “heating” action of a botanical irritant and the symbolic potency o
i italia: '
amnjflngagzlwhose conjugal ardor has cooled shpuld take_ the‘pe:ms of
a stag that was killed while in rut, dry it and grind it into a;
owder. He should take 5 gm. of this a_nd a dram (3.9 gm.) o
glack pepper, mix these together in a drink of malmse_y (a swee{
wine), and take it in the morning. (Taken) several days in a row 1
i him right again. ¥
‘?’I‘lﬂem;l:)est highli reputed aphrodisiacs of all gould _];:ve _togl't::bﬁ;
i i i k lore tubers with a sin,
tubers of various orchids. In ancient Gree! -
i double bulb were called orchis,
were called satyrion and those with a s St
i f plants. They gaine e
whence comes the name of this family o : o oo ariod
jon from their alleged resemblance to ma e genitalia, g
reggit:;mt?emg considered penile, and the orchitic species testllr:ulgr.
?lbertus Magnus (71193-1280), the 13th century Domlﬁmanbth::;)b:glatg
istingui o subs
turalist, was among the distinguished persons who sub
?1?3 I;I:Iief that orchid bulbs affect sexual ability. This belief 1nclu<;l)e<}b:
refinement, not original with him, that the laalrger of the two bu
imulates, while the smaller depresses potency.
sumlltit?e was acknowledged about sexual feelings of women b?yon(;
their desire to bear children. What was wﬁtten]aboutththe nﬁ:ﬁéﬁﬁfrﬁ gf
ini i i dominantly to the e
feminine sexual function pertained pre ‘ spacs]
ili i tion, and the suppression o
fertility, the improvement of lactation, an £ umgaiott v
i ferences to feminine aphrodisiac .
e e e i dminister a remedy to their
dvice to men who wished to a 1
f'g::::t;tft ?)a‘:'tncr. The following example of this comes from 15th century

Germany:
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To sexually stimulate someone (i.e.
desire to have intercourse, take tw
12 pepper corns, and bile from a st
three substances together with honey and (have her) drink it in
wine...And when you will want to do it...you will be amazed. 3

A few authors did acknowledge, without impugning their morality, that

some women are particularly interested in sexual activity. According to

the 16th century French surgeon, Ambroise Paré (1510-1590):
Those women that are speckled (? freckled) in the face,
somewhat lean and pale because they have their genitals
moistened with a saltish, sharp and tickling humor, are more
given to venery than those who are red and fat, 33
This statement probably means that Paré was attracted to slim freckled
women and that he felt obliged to offer a physiologic rationalization for
this. However, women in the 16th century no longer could be thought of
as having sexual desires entirely in their own right, which they had been
accorded several centuries earlier. According to Paré, women’s desire
exists to safeguard men, because of the male’s physical inability to
tolerate celibacy. He put this self-serving idea as follows:
...the sense and feeling of venereous actions seems to be given by
Nature to women, not only for the propagation of issue and for
the conservation of mankind, but also to mitigate and assuage the
miseries of man’s life, as it were by the enticements of that
pleasure; also the great store of hot blood that is about the heart,
wherewith men abound, makes greatly to this purpose, which by
impulsion of imagination, which rules the humors, being driven
by the proper passages down from the heart and entrails into the
genital parts, does stirr up in them a new lust, 3
Of the numerous concoctions which were claimed to improve the
fertility of women most have no discernible explanation. The paradoxical
recommendations which pertained to some of them are, however,
interesting. For example, while lettuce was widely regarded to be a
depressant of sexual ardor (see below) it also was alleged to facilitate
conception and to be useful as a test for pregnancy. According to a 16th
century obstetrical guide, claimed by its author to be a new edition of
Albertus Magnus’ Secrets of Women:
Boil lettuce in water and give it to a woman to drink
stomach. She will become able to conceive. Should s
expel the drink, she is pregnant. 35
The carrot was popularly held to have a
John Gerard added to this that

...the roots boiled and eaten, or boiled with wine, and the

decoctions drunke... is also good for the passion of the mother
and helpeth conception... %

Authors occasionally admitted to uncertainty about the effects which

» @ woman) with whom you
o spoonfuls of verbena juice,
ag or another animal, mix the

on an empty
he, however,

phrodisiacal effects for men, but
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they reported. Thus, we find in another English herbal_, _pertaining to
asparagus, which also was considered to be a male aphrodisiac:
The decoction thereof... stireth up bodily lust in man or womarn,
although some have written the contrary, that it hindereth
conception and causeth barrenesse. ¥’

Lactation. ] )
Numerous remedies were recommended to stimulate lactation and to

ili nursing. Some consisted of applications to the breasts, whlle
iiiglrt: tfvﬂre orgi medications or dictetic_prescr?ptions._The fo]]owmgf
example of a topical remedy is interesting in that it co‘mbmes lsymbols o
purity and of costliness, an aphrodisiac, and_an analgesic sedafrvez

The woman should bind her breasts with wool soak_cd in oil of

white lilies, or oil of violets, in which musk, frankincense and
are mixed. 3 )
Lettﬁl::azl:::mg its several roles in influencing_ sexual function, was
believed by some to stimulate Iactat_ion. According to the 16th century
German pharmacopoea of Adam Lomtz:er (1528-1586):
...These lettuce seeds give much milk to the nurses whf:n they eat
them, and produce an unblemished face. Lettuce tea is good for
the women who nurse their children and <.:lo not_he.lvn? enoug.h
milk. Their milk will increase if they drink it or mix it into their
i i ily intended
The many remedies for nursing women were not necessarily inten
for the new mothers. Wet nurses were in demanq, in part as a
consequence of the high maternal mort_ahty rate, but in part alsgbas g
status symbol. The high perinatal mortality rate undoubtedly contri .ute
to the availability of wet nurses. Paré recommended on th.e one hand:
That all mothers would nurse their owne children were
greatly to bee wished: for the mothers milke is farre more £am1har
nourishment for the infant than that of any other nurse...
hand:
puton ﬂll;af)r:;le}l;usbands take such pitty on their tender wiyes, that
they provide nurses for their children, that unto the paines th;n
they have sustained in bearing them, they may not also adde the
sing them... 4 )
t’}(;ll:zblfii(gel:lel;t %vays in which a pseqdosci.entificl criterion was
employed, albeit in different eras, is showr_l nicely in the importance that
was accorded to her complexion in selecting a wet nurse. According to
Trotula, the 11th century Salernitan woman phy.slr.:l’t'm‘;2 The nurse oqght
to be young and have a pink and white complexion”. “ Half a millenium
isagreed:
latel:.f.,SElIl-li dxlxsluit not have a red or freckled face, but brown or
somewhat shadowed or mixed with redness. l_i'or truly, such
women are more hot than those that are red in the face, by
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reason whereof they must needs concoct and turn their meat the

better into blood...a brown woman has more milk, 4

In another criterion for the selection of a wet nurse we again find an
expression of the pervasive pro-male prejudice. Namely, the woman who
was lactating because she had born a son was preferred over one who had
born a daughter. For example, we learn from the diary of a lady-in-
waiting to Queen Elizabeth of Austria and Hungary, concerning the
impending delivery of the queen in 1440, far from home:

Two honorable ladies... came to her Grace and brought two birth

attendants with them. One was a midwife and the other was the

wet nurse. This wet nurse also brought her child, which was a

son, because the wise men were of the opinion that the milk of a

woman who has born a son is better... #
This belief remained credible late in the next century, when Ambroise
Paré explained it on the basis of the Galenic ideas about bodily heat. He
wrote:

That nurse that has born a man child is to be preferred

before another because her milk is the better concocted, the heat

of the male child doubling the mother’s heat. And moreover, the

women that are great with child of a male child are better colored

and in better strength and better able to do anything all the time

of their greatness, which proves the same: and moreover the

blood is more laudable and the milk better... 45

Anti-aphrodisiacs.

Methods to counteract the sexual drive became important because of
the emphasis that was placed on celibacy, beginning in the 7th century.
Some of the clerical regulations that were intended to maximize celibacy
must have been honored mainly in their breech. For example, a German
abbot, Regino of Priim (d. 915) advocated the following schedule, which
was also adopted into Anglo-Saxon law: a married couple was to remain
celibate for 40 days before Easter, Pentecost and Christmas, on
Wednesdays, Fridays and Sunday nights, for at least three days before
each communion, and from the first indication of pregnancy until after
delivery! % Such admonitions led to accusations by more liberal clergy
that the conservatives were trying to destroy the institution of marriage.
The residents of the numerous monasteries and convents, being under
vows of celibacy, were perhaps in even greater need of medicinal support
of their chastity than married couples. The use of anti-aphrodisiacal
agents was not overtly praised by theologians, but it also was not
condemned.

Anti-aphrodisiacal qualities were attributed to several plants by
Dioscorides in the 1st century A.D. His pharmacopoea was the most
prestigious of the Middle Ages, and hence, his approval contributed to
particular confidence in these. The following descriptions are from a 17th
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century translation. Rue had a particular_]y large r}umber .of rned_lcmal
uses, its chief indication being as an antidote against various poisons.
According to Dioscorides: “...it is goqd against serpent-bitings, & elthe_r
eaten or drank it extinguisheth gemtul"e." 47 Rue was the only anti-
aphrodisiac mentioned in the extant portion of the Regimen of Health‘ 01]:
Salerno, the best known Medieval m_edlcal text. It states that aldrm"
containing sage, rue and roses “...will vehemently “lessen your love,
Without amplification, the comment was addeq Fhat :I'he rue fgﬂtslast;n
aphrodisiac with women and as an antl-aph.rodlslac with men. n the
herbal of Hieronymus Bock (1498-1554) we find tpat L
Rue belongs to the group that stimu!ates urine. However, 1[ it is
used regularly it abolishes sexual clcsl}'c. All residents of cloisters
and monasteries (who want to be cehba-te), and an:ogant]y extol
that they keep themselves pure, need it regularly in their food
ink. 49
a\[;:r?éjus effects on sexual functions were attribu'tt.ad to lett;ce. Even
in the 19th century it was considered to have a soporific effect,*® and t!le
durable belief in its anti-aphrodisiac action was probably relatfed to this.
Dioscorides stated that lettuce seeds whep they are made into a tea
“_..avert wanton dreams & venerie. The juice also is good for the same
t weaker.” ! According to Lonitzer:
purpvc‘)r;e:;li';e eats too much lettuce one gets dark (around the) eyes,
and abolishes lasciviousness. One shou)ldszalso understand this
s and decoction (of lettuce). ) N
al\hjlc::l;ﬂlﬁoﬁe%otanicals could be cited, but the one antl—aphrodlslac
that was held in the greatest esteem fo:_' many centuries was Vitex agnus
castus, which was also known in English as the Chaste Tree. Albe:.r_tus
Magnus attributed an anti-sexual effect to its blossoms, leaw_'es.and 5\;‘111.1(:-6
when any of them were ingested as a qomponent of a prescnpt}on.d thl:
Spanish contemporary, Arnald of Villanova (1235-1315) C'lalt[)nesh a
even carrying a knife with a handle made of wood of this bush was
i 5 According to Lonitzer: o _
rdla\?ﬁbevé puts thgese leaves underneath himself in his bed hail h:ls;
carnal urges driven out. I:i mi;){ be that the mats on whic
i s lie are made of it. _
Franzlst;la;;fmtzglscpoon of these little berries crusht?d i!}to wine
induces menstruation, disperses flatulence, and extinguishes the

oo o
desire for marital intercourse. > ) )
A few years later John Gerard described the effects of the “chaste tree

* fouwvxignus castus is a singular medicine and remedie for such as
woulde willingly live chaste, for it withstanclieth all uncleannes, mf'
desire to the flesh, consuming and drying up the ) seede o
generation, in what sort soever it be taken, whether in powae;
only, or the decoction drunke, or whether the leaves be carrie
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about the body; for which cause it was called Castus, that is,
chaste, cleane, and pure.

It is reported that if such as journey or travell do carry with
them a branch or rod of Agnus castus in their hand, it will keep
them from merry gals, and weariness. %

We have a particularly clear example of the mixture of medicine and
magic in the ways this plant was employed. There is no evidence that any
of the anti-aphrodisiacal practices could have had a pharmacologic

effect, although they may have been of some aid by the power of
suggestion.

Contraception.

Since sexual intercourse at the best was saved from being sinful when
it was intended to result in impregnation, contraceptive practices were
transgressions. However, at least medicinal contraceptive measures
generally were not castigated as vehemently as many other sins. Although
Dioscorides also attributed contraceptive properties to several of the
plants which were described in his herbal, much less was written about
contraception in the European Christian culture than about the
stimulation or suppression of sexual desires. In general, interest in
contraception was greater in the Medieval Hebraic, Islamic and Hindu
cultures. It is, of course, impossible to estimate how widespread any of
these practices were, but they certainly could not have had an impact on
the birth rate. The principal literary sources about contraceptives were
the writings of two Persian physicians, Rhases (865-925) and Avicenna
(980-1037). Tha latter was the more important both because his work was
more extensive and that it was translated into Latin late in the 12th
century, a century before the first translation of Rhases.

Undoubtedly, the most frequently used contraceptive method, and
the one most likely to have been effective, was coitus interruptus. Other
functional methods were advocated as well. According to Albertus
Magnus, for one, the female superior position interferes with conception
because it permits the semen to escape, rather than entering the
uterus. ¥ A widely held belief that originated in ancient Greece was that
various types of vigorous activities immediately after the completion of
intercourse could shake the semen out. In this regard, sneezing or
shaking oneself violently were simply mechanical. However, numerologic
magic might have an enhancing effect. For instance, Avicenna recom-
mended that

The woman should rise at the end of coitus and jump backward 7

or 9 times. In this way the sperm may come out. Jumping and

leaping forward causes the sperm to remain.
A belief which perhaps related the sin of enjoying sexual intercourse with
the belief in the contraceptive effect of vigorous movement by the
woman after intercourse was that women are sterile “...who move their
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whole body while they have intercourse, from an excess of
» 59
Vom%t:l:ft):":zllw\?:;ieties of pessaries were mentioped which were intended
either to promote menstruation, avoid cgnceptgcn, or both. The_se wer(e1
made of vegetable matter impregnated with various extracts and inserte
into the vagina. One example descnbt;d by Avicenna and COpl(?d with
modifications by European writers consisted of cabbage lca_w%g which had
been soaked with cabbage seeds, mint, and{qr cedar oil. ® One may
suppose that, depending on the sim_e and position of. such masses, they
may have formed a physical impediment to conception apalogous toda
diaphragm. However, it is likely that frankly magical ‘m.e‘tho ?
predominated over those which might have had a remote possibility o
i ive. o
bemgsgfxf:ac;agical methods were physically associateg with the gcmtahal.'
Thus, a follower of Arnald of Villanova claimed that “it has been proved
that a woman will not conceive for a month if she pla_ces the hoof of :11
mule on burning coals and lets the resulting §m9ke fumigate her vu]va}.
The key to the partial interpretation of this is that mules are sterile.
Portions of various sterile animals, whether eaten, worn as charms, or
employed in other ways, as above, were commo'nly behevgd to confer
infertility. The contraceptive effect that was attributed to iron is m(?ric1
difficult to explain, since this metz-ll has always been associated wit
strength. Arnald, for instance, clalm_ed that_a woman who on three
successive mornings drinks water in which a smith has. quqnchec} ?ns tongs
will be permanently rendered sterile.lz'lﬁaSunply eating iron filings was
ers to have the same result. )
alleg*ﬁ? tlz:c;}gar East, at least, male contraception als_o was written about.
The methods usually consisted of anoint'gng the penis with some sort of
oil, or even tar.® The condom was gnvented in t'he 16th clcn_tur_v,
although it did not gain much use untl! two centuries later. It is an
historical curiosity that the first desqnptlon of_ such a device was
published by the Italian anatomist, Gab_nele Fallopio (1523-1562), 'wlllxo hlS
remembered primarily for having described the‘ tubes_through whic c1t e
ova travel from the ovaries into the uterus. His version of the condom
was made of linen and was reusable. As during most of the 20th cc_:nturgg,
its use was advocated to prevent syphilis rather than for contraception.
Why was less written in Europe about contraception than about
sexual stimulation, and why were magical beliefs more Prevalent in
relation to the former? Any interpretations must bg speculative. It seems
likely to me that less was written about contraception beqause the edxchts
against interfering with pregnancy were taken more seriously tha_n tf e
pronouncements that sexual intercourse was not to be. engaged in oxi
pleasure. Secondly, pregnancy was considered a particularly magica
event and, therefore, magical countermeasures were as appropriate as

medicinal ones, if not more so.
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Abortion.

This brings us to the last and most conflictful issue: abortion. The
fact that people for thousands of years have desired to abort some
pregnancies is evident from the statement in the Hippocratic oath,
composed in the 4th century, B.C.: “I will not give to a woman an
abortive remedy.” Such a sentence would have been meaningless if the
medical lore of that time did not already include methods that were
reputed to induce abortion. The methods that were employed by the
ancient Greeks and Romans remained in use in the Middle Ages and the
Renaissance without much change.% They may be divided into four
categories: general activities, oral and vaginally applied medications, and
invasion of the uterus. Among the activities, horseback riding was
deemed most likely to succeed. The various kinds of exercise mainly had
their easy and legitimate availability to recommend them.

As in modern times, various objects were inserted into the cervix.
Avicenna, for one, specified twigs of rue, perhaps because other parts of
this shrub were also employed both in abortive and in anti-aphrodisiac
remedies.  Nearly as many plant parts or extracts, either individually, or
more often in mixtures, were inserted into the vagina with the purpose of
abortion as were consumed by mouth. Pessaries of various materials were
covered with herbs or impregnated with their extracts, as was also
sometimes done to prevent conception; herbal suppositories were
inserted, or a liquid extract was simply injected.

The juniper was cited by Galen as a source of an abortifacient. % It
is uncertain whether this usage disappeared for some centuries, but it
undoubtedly had resumed by the Medieval period, and from the 16th to
the 19th centuries juniper was the most popular source of botanical
abortives. Avicenna cited a prescription of an extract of rue leaves,
myrrh and juniper, to be taken twice per day. ® References to juniper
from three major 16th century medical herbals that were published in
rather widely separated sites, Strassbourg, Frankfurt, and London will
illustrate the consistency with which such folklore was perpetuated.

According to Hieronymus Brunschwig (ca. 1450-1512):

(Juniper berry) ...water stimulates the urine and brings the

menses when drunken twice per day in doses of one ounce (3

Lot).

The water expels the dead and living foetus, drunken in 1 1/3
ounce doses. Therefore, women who are with child should not
drink it. And this drink also expels the defective. ™

Adam Lonitzer deleted abortion of the normal foetus:
Juniper berry water brings the women their normal period
drunken in doses of 2/3 of an ounce (2 Lot). It expels the dead
foetus and the defective, drunken in doses of 1 1/3 ounces. ”!
John Gerard wrote about juniper, which was also known as savine:
The leaves of Savine boiled in wine and drunke, provoketh urine,
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bringeth downe the menses with force,_it draweth_ awaynthe

afterbirth, expelleth the dead childe, and killeth the quicke...

Both Gerard and Brunschwig here alludt;d to a legz'zl problem' for
which there could be no clear evidential. soluthn. Expu-lslon of rctau;ed
dead foetus was legitimate medical practice, wlnl_e abortion was a capital
crime. The first comprehensive criminal code since that_of the Rpman
Empire was the so-called Carolina, which was enacted during the reign c;f
Charles V (1500-1558) in 1532 to govern the Hol_y Roman Empire. It
contains the following paragraph pertaining to abortion: .

Anyone who aborts a living child, whether by force, food_ or
drink, and also anyone who makes men or _women sterile,
bringing such evil about deliberately and mahcmusly: shall be
executed: a man by the sword, and a woman, even if she has
aborted herself, shall be drowned or otherw1§e put to death. If,
however, the child was not yet alive when it was ?borted the
judge shall obtain the counsel of lawyf-.rs or others in regard to
the sentence, to achieve the intent of this law. 7

To repeat what Vicary wrote about fetal developm_ent only 16 years
after this law was enacted: “...the child is bread forth in four degrees...
The fourth and last is when all the other members have been Perfec‘tly
shaped; then it receives the soul with life and breath;'and .then it begms
to move by itself.” Ensoulment occurred more rapidly in males an
various authors placed this event at f.rom 30 to 46 days after
conception. ’ Fetal movement is not perceived so early and whether, as
a practical matter of law, perception of feta.l movement was required to
make abortion a mandatory capital cﬁm§ I:t %ncer{am. At any rate, it

crime if the woman was aborted early. )
COUI? tho;cle:ze lilave pointed out the long heritage qf sexual questions
which remain of great interest today. Pur anatomic and physlqlogltc
understanding has advanced greatly, while the_ gmotloqal concomitants
have evolved much less. For example, aphrod_lslacs which are no mo;
effective than those that were touted in the Middle Agef. continue to
sold, and we continue to debate the legal status of abortion based on the

question of when “life” begins.
THOMAS G. BENEDEK

School of Medicine
University of Pittsburgh
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