














A Mind of Its Own

A CULTURAL HISTORY OF THE PENIS

David M . Friedman

THE FREE PRESS
New York London Toronto Sydney

[image: Image]







[image: Image]

THE FREE PRESS
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2001 by David M. Friedman

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

THE FREE PRESS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

For information regarding special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-800-456-6798 or business@simonandschuster.com.

Designed by Jeanette Olender

Picture research by Natalie Goldstein

Manufactured in the United States of America

3   5   7   9   10   8   6   4

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Friedman, David M., 1949-

A mind of its own : a cultural history of the penis / David M. Friedman.

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index. 1. Penis—Social aspects.   2. Penis—History. I. Title.

GT498.P45 F75 2001   200104528

573.6′56—dc21



For Jack G. Friedman





eISBN 13: 978-1-4391-3608-9

ISBN 13: 978-0-6848-5320-8


CONTENTS


I The Demon Rod,

II The Gear Shift,

III The Measuring Stick,

IV The Cigar,

V The Battering Ram,

VI The Punctureproof Balloon,

Acknowledgments,

Notes,

Index,





A Mind of Its Own






I[image: Image]
The Demon Rod

Unlike her life, Anna Pappenheimer’s death was a public event. Residents of Munich by the thousands rubbed shoulders to witness it, forming a circle on a hill outside the city’s main gate. Boys squeezed through the snorting horses that gave the chief magistrate and other dignitaries a perch above the bustling throng. Pickpockets worked their trade and more righteous entrepreneurs sold pamphlets citing the crimes and blasphemies that led this wife of an itinerant outhouse cleaner to be condemned to the fate that now awaited her. Pappenheimer probably welcomed her death: Minutes earlier the fifty-nine-year-old mother of three had been dragged from her jail cell, site of her confession, to the square in front of Town Hall, where a tub of burning coal was tended by two young men. An older man in a black hood and leather gloves stepped forward and grabbed tongs that had been thrust deep into that fiery mass. He tore open Pappenheimer’s shirt. He used the glowing pincers to tear off her breasts. As the crowd gasped, the screaming woman was thrown into a cart normally used to haul manure. Heralded by pealing church bells, Pappenheimer’s death procession set off for the hill beyond the city walls. There her limp, bloody body was tied to a chair and carried atop a large pyre. “Lord Jesus, for Thee I live,” said a priest. “Lord Jesus, for Thee I live,” echoed the faithful. The hooded man threw lit torches into the woodpile. Smoke and cinders began to rise. Dogs, excited by the smells, began to bark and leap into the air. The crowd met Pappenheimer’s screams with cheers. From a distance it looked like a carnival.

Anna Pappenheimer was one of thousands of women killed during the witch hunts that reached their grisly peak between the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries. Some of those killed were accused of causing crop failures, others of performing abortions. But there was one crime that virtually all the women confessed to after torture, beginning with the first “documented” witch to be executed in public, the Frenchwoman Angela de la Barthe, in 1275. That crime was knowledge of the Devil’s penis.

Pappenheimer’s education took place in a Bavarian barley field. A black-garbed stranger approached her there, doffed his hat, and treated the impoverished woman with courtesy. “What a fine day, madam,” he said. “It will soon be spring, don’t you think?” Pappenheimer looked away. “Don’t pretend you do not know me,” the man said. “I am Lucifer, sometimes called ‘The Evil One.’ Yet I can be a good friend to those who trust me.” He gently stroked Pappenheimer’s face; soon she was feeling lust unlike any she had ever known. Pappenheimer shuddered when his penis entered her. It felt, she later told the Inquisitor, “as cold as a piece of ice.”

The Devil’s penis was the obsession of every Inquisitor and the “star” of nearly every witch’s confession. The women invariably said it was cold but there was disagreement on other details. Some located his penis at his rear. Some said he had two, others that it was forked. Most reported it was black and covered with scales. Several said “there was nothing where scrotum and testicles should be hanging.” One likened the Devil’s penis to that of a mule, which the Evil One constantly exposed, so proud was he of its massive size and shape. The Devil’s ejaculate was said to exceed that of one thousand men. But others claimed his penis was smaller than a finger and not even as thick. This led a French Inquisitor to guess that Satan served some witches better than others.

These confessions say something about the fantasies of women, but they reveal much more about the anxieties of men, especially those regarding their defining organ. Five centuries ago women were not merely thought sexually insatiable; it was believed they could make a man impotent, or even make his penis disappear. The Malleus Maleficarum, the definitive guide for witch hunters published in 1486, wrote of a woman who stole dozens of penises, then hid them in a tree where they lived like birds in a nest. So tentative was man’s belief in his phallic integrity during this era that some men strutted about in a codpiece, an often brightly colored cover for the crotch in men’s breeches padded and molded in the shape of a permanent erection. “The first piece in the arming of a warrior,” Rabelais called it. The gap between what those soldiers in the battle of the sexes advertised—and what was actually there—speaks volumes about the defining issue of that conflict which, throughout history, has often been deadly for women. In 1536 King Henry VIII, owner of the largest cod in England, beheaded his second wife, Anne Boleyn, a former courtesan whom he denounced as a sorceress after he lost the interest—or was it the erectile ability?—to continue their sexual relations.

What can explain the victimization of Anne Boleyn, Anna Pappenheimer, and the other women, of high and low station alike, who suffered as they did? Misogyny, in all its subtle and beastly expressions, likely provides the overall answer. But a more tightly focused lens enables us to see in their deaths the predominance of one of the driving forces—the ongoing cultural obsession with the penis, the insecurities it fostered, and the perceived harm it could do. We can see how it became, through the mix of fevered fantasy and obsessive insecurity, the very agent of the transfer of evil. In short, the demon rod.

How did the penis come to be so demonized? Today, when even married men of the cloth take erection-enhancing drugs prescribed by their physicians, the idea that man saw his defining organ as a tool of the Devil seems hard to believe. No one was born believing that. But there is something in the mind of Western man, an uneasiness about his link with his penis—a word defined here not merely as the penile shaft and glans, but encompassing the testes, sperm, and all the other parts and products of the male genitalia—that made him receptive to that distortion. To tell the story of how that relationship came to be seen as corrupting, we must have a conversation with the dead. A dialogue is possible only if we understand the world as they understood it.

The priests and politicians who persecuted Anna Pappenheimer did not see the body as a temple. For them it was a flimsy vessel for a churning stew of vile processes—sex, defecation, urination, and vomiting—which was constantly erupting. The most obscene of this effluvia was semen; the polluted spigot through which it emerged was the penis. These ideas, spread by the Fathers of the Church, were conceived more than a thousand years before scientists figured out the physiology of erections, more than a thousand years before a sperm cell was sighted under a microscope, more than a thousand years before there was any detailed grasp of the biology of sex. The same gulf also awaited a discussion of libido or the unconscious, penis envy or castration anxiety. All sexual behavior seemed a mystery. At the center of this enigma stood the penis and, like many mysteries, this one was deemed sinister.

The Christian idea of the polluted spigot was an effort to define the undefinable, to grasp the universal law behind man’s relationship with his penis and the “control” issues it raised. A man can hold his manhood in his hand, but who is really gripping whom? Is the penis the best in man—or the beast? Is man in charge of his penis or is his penis in charge of him? How is he supposed to use it? And when does that use become abuse? Of all the bodily organs only the penis forces man to confront such contradictions: something insistent yet reluctant, occasionally poetic, other times pathetic, a tool that creates but also destroys, a part of the body that often seems apart from the body. This is the conundrum that makes the penis hero and villain both in a drama that shapes every man. And mankind along with it.

Augustine, the sainted Bishop of Hippo, found his answer sixteen centuries ago in man’s lack of control. It was a proof of man’s alienation from the sacred, and a punishment for Adam’s insult of God in Eden that original sin passed from one generation to the next through semen. In a culture where the Virgin symbolized all that was pure, the penis stood for all that was evil. What defined Mary’s sanctity was her lack of contact with a penis.

As vexing as the male organ clearly could be, it was not thought of as a demon rod by the pagan cultures that preceded Western Christendom. It was seen as many things, both noble and coarse. The penis was an icon of creativity; it was the link between the human and the sacred, an agent of bodily and spiritual ecstasy that hinted of communion with the eternal. Yet it was also a weapon against women, children, and weaker men. It was a force of nature, revered for its potency, yet just as amoral. It tied man to the cosmic energy that covered the fields each year with new herds and crops—and just as often destroyed them. The organ’s “animal” urgency did not trouble the ancients. Didn’t the gods combine the human and the savage in their own amours? All these complexities and contradictions, the very unpredictability of life itself, were embodied by one body part above all in antiquity—the penis.

That’s “penis,” not “phallus.” The latter is a perfectly apt word for the erect organ and all the symbolic meanings that attach to that state. Unfortunately, it has often been used to cloak or “clean up” the word “penis,” something I believe to be unnecessary. Because of recent incidents involving Bill Clinton and John Bobbitt, to name but two, the word “penis” has appeared in more mainstream media outlets, and been said in conversations around more watercoolers, than ever before. This book hopes to further that trend in a less prosecutorial context, sharing the conviction of another writer who investigated the cultural aspects of the penis more than four centuries ago.

“Whoever could make Man grow out of an over-nice dread of words,” wrote Michel de Montaigne, “would do no great harm to this world.”

[image: Image]

From the beginnings of Western civilization the penis was more than a body part. It was an idea, a conceptual but flesh-and-blood gauge of man’s place in the world. That men have a penis is a scientific fact; how they think about it, feel about it, and use it is not. Ideas of the penis vary from culture to culture and from one era to the next. It is possible to identify the key moments in Western history when a new idea of the penis addressed the larger mystery of man’s relationship with it and changed forever the way that organ was conceived of and put to use.

Evidence of one of the oldest of those ideas was found in the ruins of the Sumerian city of Eridu, in the south of modern Iraq, where archaeologists unearthed cuneiform tablets more than five thousand years old. The penis symbolized both irrational nature and divine intelligence in this ancient civilization. It was a mystery, the unknowable god within, and this idea was expressed in core religious beliefs. Much of the literature found in Eridu, composed in the world’s first written language, celebrates the exploits of the god Enki. Typically drawn as a large bearded man wearing a cap with many horns, Enki was mankind’s great benefactor, the “Determiner of Destinies” and “Organizer of the Universe,” who, in the Gilgamesh epic, helps to save man from the flood sent by other gods. Because Sumeria was (and Iraq still is) an arid region between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, two waterways prone to flooding, water was both a precious and, at times, dangerous substance in this “cradle of civilization.” Without irrigation from those rivers, survival was impossible. Whoever gave life to those rivers was the very idea of life. Poetry from the third millennium B.C. identifies that creative force as Enki—more accurately, Enki’s penis:

After Father Enki lifted his eyes over the Euphrates,
He stood up full of lust like an attacking bull,
Lifted his penis, ejaculated,
Filled the Euphrates with flowing water.

Six lines later Enki does the same for the Tigris:

He lifted his penis, he brought the bridal gifts,
Like a great wild bull he thrilled the heart of the Tigris,
[And stood by] as it gave birth.

In other poem cycles, Enki uses his penis to dig the world’s first irrigation ditches, invents human sexual reproduction, and fathers the first human baby, after which he exults, “Let now my penis be praised!”

This ecstatic, life-creating idea of the penis was shared by the Egyptians, whose gods made similar boasts. In hieroglyphs written four thousand years ago inside the pyramids, one Egyptian deity and his penis provide an intriguing alternative to the current Big Bang theory of the universe’s origin. “I created on my own every being,” says the god Atum. “My fist became my spouse. I copulated with my hand.” Atum’s penis creates all life, divine and mortal, through this act of sacred masturbation, starting with the god of air and the goddess of moisture, who emerge whole from his semen. These gods mate and give birth to Geb, god of the Earth, and Nut, goddess of the sky. The mating of this divine couple is seen on many ancient papyri. These drawings show a naked Nut arching over the Earth god, who is on his back, his erect penis pointing skyward. For Egyptians this was not pornography; it was a religious map of their universe.

Once a year Pharaoh, the Egyptian king, paid homage to another perpetually erect god—Min, god of procreation. “Hail to thee, Min, that made his mother to bear!” said Pharaoh, in a prayer marking the belief that this god was so potent he fathered himself. After Pharaoh praised Min at his Theban temple for granting him sons, the god’s statue was placed on a platform carried by shaved-headed priests in white linen. Min was always sculpted standing so as to make his huge penis all the more visible. In solemn procession behind this statue walked Pharaoh and his queen, followed by a white bull, a beast thought to be Min incarnate, and more holy men carrying lettuce, a plant whose milky sap, symbolic of Min’s semen, was deemed sacred.

The sacredness of the penis was the central idea in Egypt’s most important myth, a story that established the Egyptian belief in the Afterlife and the divine bloodline of Pharaoh. This is the myth of Osiris and Isis, the brother and sister who ruled as king and queen of Egypt in the first age of the world. Osiris handed down a code of laws and taught his people to cultivate grain. Isis identified the medicinal properties of herbs and invented the loom. They were loved by their subjects but hated by their jealous brother Seth, who tricked Osiris into lying inside a chest, which Seth’s henchmen then threw into the Nile. Isis found Osiris’s corpse, but Seth recaptured it, tearing the body into fourteen pieces and scattering them throughout the kingdom. After a long search Isis located all but the king’s penis.

In one version of the myth, the queen took what she found and fashioned it into a whole, making the first mummy. Then she made herself into a hawk and hovered over the crotch of her dead mate, using the flapping of her wings to bring forth a new penis. Isis lowered herself onto this magically reconstituted organ and received Osiris’s seed. The child of this union was Horus, from whom all Pharaohs claimed descent. To avenge his father’s death, Horus eventually killed and emasculated Osiris’s murderer, Seth. According to Plutarch, the Greek who visited Egypt near the turn of the first century, a statue in Koptos showed Horus holding up his trophy—Seth’s penis—in his hand. Later another resurrection story would be preached in nearby Judea, then throughout the entire Mediterranean basin, about a man born of God and a virgin who lived a life of chastity that offered a direct path to personal salvation, if one believed the Son of God had risen from the dead. In Egypt a sacred myth preached the salvation of an entire culture through the death and rebirth of a god’s penis.

That magic organ, so potent it defeated death, dominated the Egyptian Afterlife. The re-membered Osiris flaunted his virility in the Underworld, where he ruled as king: “I am Osiris … stiff of penis…. I am mightier than the Lord of Terror; I copulate and I have power over myriads,” he says in The Egyptian Book of the Dead. By contrast, a spell against a serpent in the Book says, “You shall not become erect. You shall not copulate.” The link between impotence and defeat had grim real-life consequences for Egypt’s enemies on the battlefield. Proof was inscribed in the walls of Karnak, circa 1200 B.C., by Pharaoh Merneptah, after a triumph over the Libyans:

Penises of Libyan generals: 6

Penises cut off Libyans: 6,359

Sicilians killed, penises cut off: 222

Etruscans killed, penises cut off: 542

Greeks killed, penises given to the king: 6,111

Three thousand years later, an American president would show how powerful this linkage still could be in the mind of a leader. Robert Dallek writes in Flawed Giant: Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 1961-1973 of an unforgettable off-the-record encounter between President Johnson and skeptical reporters pressing him to explain why the United States was still fighting in Vietnam. Frustrated that his political reasoning was not convincing his listeners, the president unzipped his pants, pulled out his penis, and said, “This is why!”

A wall relief even older than Pharaoh Merneptah’s shows that Egyptians put the knife to their own penises. Found in 1889 at the Saqqara necropolis on the West Bank of the Nile, across from the ancient site of Memphis, the sculpture shows a man kneeling in front of a boy. The child’s hands are restrained by the man’s assistant, who stands behind the boy. In his left hand the circumciser holds the child’s penis, the foreskin extended. In his right hand he grips a small knife.

“Hold him, that he might not faint,” the man says, in hieroglyphics. “Do your best,” says the assistant.

This terse exchange, dated circa 2400 B.C., proves that circumcision has a long history in Egypt. Herodotus, the Greek “Father of History,” who visited Egypt around 450 B.C., thought his hosts invented the rite. In the early twentieth century, anthropologist Grafton Elliot Smith concurred, writing that circumcision was part of a sun-worshiping cult that began in the Nile Valley fifteen thousand years ago and was then copied by neighboring peoples. The Old Testament’s Book of Jeremiah mentions that Edomites, Moabites, and Ammonites—neighbors of the Egyptians and Israelites alike—practiced circumcision. Whether they learned it from the Egyptians is unknown. Some of Smith’s colleagues argued that, instead of being born in Egypt, the rite began as a quasi-universal mark of slavery or the defilement of military prisoners. Maybe the only thing not in dispute is Herodotus’s loathing of the practice, a view shared by all Greeks. “Other peoples leave their genitals as they were at birth,” Herodotus wrote. The Egyptians say they “prefer to be clean [rather] than of seemly appearance.”

Much of that Egyptian fastidiousness focused on body openings. One healer whose name has survived from Pharaonic times is Iri, Keeper of the Royal Rectum, who worked as Pharaoh’s colonic irrigation specialist. Egyptians were extremely concerned with the free flow of natural excretions and may have started removing the foreskin because, in their hot climate, it often harbored smegma, sebaceous matter that could potentially impede the flow of urine and semen. But it is also possible that Egyptian circumcision was less about cleanliness than godliness. Although the rite existed in all social classes, it was required only of temple priests as a sign of affiliation with the sun god Re, who circumcised himself in an act described in The Book of the Dead. This created an unexpected dilemma for the Greek philosopher Pythagoras when he traveled to Egypt about 550 B.C. While visiting an Egyptian temple, Pythagoras asked to see the sacred books stored within. The chief priest agreed but with one condition: first the Greek had to have his foreskin cut off.

For the Hebrews, circumcision and the relationship it established among man, his penis, and God was a divinely mandated sign of affiliation with the Almighty—and with themselves. It was required not of priests alone, but of every Israelite male on the eighth day of life. The theological origins are spelled out in Genesis, where God offers a covenant to Abraham (née Abram), then ninety-nine years old, and his “seed.” This covenant establishes the Almighty as sole deity of the Hebrews, who are promised a homeland in Canaan, where they will be “exceedingly fruitful,” even Abraham, who is told that he, too, will once again become a father. The ancient desert dweller can only chortle at such a prospect. “Shall a child be born,” he asks, “to a man who is a hundred years old?” This is no problem for God, of course, but in return he requires a sign: “Every male among you shall be circumcised. You shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and you.” The Torah reports Abraham quickly cut off the foreskin from himself and every male that was born in his house, and all that were “bought with [his] money.” (Left out is the reaction of those men and boys when this wizened goatherd emerged from his tent with a bloody stone in his hand and loudly declared what God had just commanded him to do.)

This strange commandment and the monotheistic covenant it sealed would have a lasting and controversial impact. Abraham, who was the father of Ishmael (founder of the Arab nation) as well as the Jewish patriarch Isaac, is revered by the Koran as “a guide for the people.” Abraham circumcised Ishmael; consequently, Muslims also circumcise their males. (Many tribes in Africa, as well as Australian Aboriginals, practice circumcision with no link at all to the Old Testament.) Jewish circumcision, by spiritualizing the penis’s procreative purpose, redefined the relationship between man and his defining organ. In return for becoming the father of God’s Chosen People and a blessing of fertility that guaranteed the Israelites’ eternal existence, Abraham agreed to worship no other deity and to cut off his foreskin. This act symbolically altered his penis, permanently exposing the glans—as happens when a noncircumcised penis is erect—a cosmetic change that has no effect on the organ’s reproductive functioning. Some have argued that, by mimicking erection in this way, circumcision reveals the Hebrews to have been an early phallic cult. (This is not a widely held view.) Others note that Maimonides, the most influential Jewish thinker of the Middle Ages, declared the act’s true purpose to be “decreas[ing] sexual intercourse” and “weakening the organ in question” so that Jews would serve God ahead of their own lusts. (Modern anticircumcision activists make a similar argument on secular grounds: the operation, they say, removes much of the penile fine-touch neuroreceptors.) That the penis of Abraham would not “weaken,” however, was clearly an essential part of the original agreement. We know that vigor was no problem for Abraham after his auto-circumcision, even after he celebrated his hundredth birthday. Not only did Sarah give birth to Isaac, as promised, but after Sarah’s death Abraham took a much younger mate, Keturah, and produced yet another family.

Clearly, circumcision “worked” for Abraham. But its enduring fascination for religious scholars, historians, anthropologists, anti-Semites, public-health specialists, and even the zeal with which contemporary anti-circumcision crusaders now attack it, shows that circumcision “works” on many other levels as well. Few other rituals can match it for inherent contradictory psychological complexities—something physical yet not physiological, sexual without being erotic, not genetic but genealogical, a mark but not a birthmark, made at the very place that distinguishes man from woman. This act of divine gender bias even makes sense to a leading feminist. “What is more logical and appropriate,” Gerda Lerner asks in The Creation of Patriarchy, “than to use as the leading symbol of the covenant the organ which produces the seed and which plants it in the female womb? … The offering of no other part of the body could have sent so vivid a message to man of the connection between his reproductive capacity and the grace of God.”

Some Old Testament passages, however, make circumcision a metaphor for holiness that can apply to any body part, as when Deuteronomy calls upon each child of Israel to “circumcise [your] heart.” But there can be no doubt as to the authentic site of circumcision’s meaning. The link between man and the most awesome mystery in the universe—God—was sealed by marking the organ with whom man has his most awesome and mysterious relationship: the penis.
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Not many of the Israelites’ neighbors or conquerors saw it that way, however. The Greeks loathed Jewish circumcision every bit as much as they did that of the Egyptians. This presented a problem two millennia ago for socially ambitious Jews in Alexandria, Egypt, then the cultural center of the Hellenized world. If a Jew wanted to exercise in the gymnasium, the country club of Greek society, where training was invariably done without wearing clothes, he knew his circumcised penis would offend Greek aesthetics. This was not because Greeks were uncomfortable with nudity—far from it. But the sight of the exposed glans was deemed unseemly by Greeks. For this reason, Greeks exercised naked, but with their penises “infibulated”—a process that pulled the foreskin forward over the glans, and then tied it closed with string or clasped it shut with a circular safety-pin-like instrument known as a fibula.

According to the Book of Maccabees in the Apocrypha, some Jews from the second and first centuries B.C. “remove[d] their marks of circumcision and repudiate[d] the Holy Covenant” in order to pass as Greeks. Most of them probably tried the Pondus Judaeus, a funnel-shaped weight made of bronze or copper that was attached to the penile shaft above the glans. The heavy metal then pulled and stretched the shaft skin forward to cover the glans. That was the hope, anyway: writing in 1999 in the British Journal of Urology International, Drs. S. B. Brandes and J. W. McAninch said, “It is difficult to see how this technique could have produced any durable success.”

Some Hellenized Jews tried the surgical remedy known as epipasmos, Greek for “pull over.” Two such procedures were described by the first-century medical writer Celsus in De medicina (On Medicine). Both required delicate incisions into the skin of the penis, which was pulled forward and over the glans. When the popularity of these operations began to spread, rabbis changed the circumcision laws. Where before it was necessary only to remove the distal part of the foreskin, an act that merely shortened the prepuce, rules promulgated around the year 140 required that the glans be left totally uncovered. This made epipasmos nearly impossible. (Even so, quite a few desperate Jews underwent the operation during the Nazi era.)

Some Greeks were more appalled by circumcision than others. Antiochus Ephiphanes, a descendant of one of Alexander the Great’s greatest generals, turned his contempt into murderous rage when he ruled Judea. Mohels, the rabbis who performed circumcision, were stoned or fed to wild dogs. Mothers who permitted their sons to be circumcised were “garroted, their strangled infants strung about their necks, then hanged upon crosses as a terrible warning to others,” the Book of Maccabees reports. According to the Pesiqta de Rab Kahana, a collection of traditional Jewish legends written centuries later, things were even worse during the reign of the Roman emperor Hadrian: Roman soldiers “would cut off the circumcised organ of generation from live Israelites and fling it heavenwards, taunting God: ‘Is this what you have chosen?’”

Clearly, circumcision was a sign that brought Jews suffering as well as a special relationship with the Almighty. But there is no doubt that Abraham, by making that mark and that commitment, believed he was placing his penis in the service of God. Other ancient cultures placed the penises of the gods in service to them. Phallocentric myths such as the life-giving, universe-creating masturbations of Enki and Atum were staples of their religious literature. The penis of the Hindu god Siva is a key player in so much of that religion’s sacred works that a book on Hindu aesthetics declares that Siva riding on a bull must be portrayed with an erection reaching his navel. Buddha was said to have a retractable member resembling that of a horse. But the Old Testament has no discussion of God’s penis because the Hebrew god has no body. Instead, the focus is on the human penis, the mysterious organ spiritualized by God.

And that mysterious organ must be fully functioning. The Old Testament declares, “He whose testicles are crushed or whose male member is cut off shall not enter the assembly of the Lord.” Rabbis had to show those parts were in working order before they could lead a temple. This same demonstration was later required of Catholic priests—even of the Pope. “On the 11th August, 1492, after Rodrigo [Borgia] assumed the name of Alexander VI, and made his entrance into the Church of St. Peter,” British historian William Roscoe wrote, “he was taken aside to undergo the final test of his qualifications, which in this instance they might have dispensed with.” That last comment no doubt refers to the fact that Cesare Borgia, the Pope’s biological son, was then one of the most famous political figures in Europe.

The “final test” alluded to by Roscoe is said to have involved a piece of furniture called the sedina stercoraría (dung chair). This object, which resembled an ancient commode, was designed so that when the newly elected Pope sat on it, his testicles would descend through a specially placed hole, where their existence could be verified by a cardinal specially chosen for the task. According to legend, the origin of this practice was less the Old Testament proscription against eunuchs than a ruse played on the Church in the ninth century by a cross-dressing woman who, so the story goes, briefly ruled the Church as Pope John VII. True or not, the woman is now called Pope Joan—and the chair evidently exists. So says Peter Stanford, former editor of the London Catholic Herald, who says he sat in the chair in a backroom of the Vatican Museum. “I plonked myself down,” Stanford writes in The She-Pope.

It felt like a desecration. The Vatican Museum has the aura of a church and all my childhood training revolved around not touching anything in God’s house…. Pulse racing, white-faced, I leant back and back…. The keyhole shape, I noticed as I brought my spine vertical, was in precisely the right place.

In biblical Canaan this link between the penis and divine power on Earth was understood literally by some of the Israelites’ neighbors. Among these other tribes, Jungian analyst Sarah Dening writes in The Mythology of Sex, it was not unusual for a new king to eat the penis of his predecessor to absorb his sacred authority. That this practice existed, and that it was banned by the Hebrews, Dening says, is shown in the Genesis tale in which Jacob wrestles with God who, during that struggle, “touched the hollow of [Jacob’s] thigh.” Because of this touch, the Bible says, “the Israelites do not eat the sinew of the hip which is upon the hollow of the thigh to this day.”

They did make oaths on that thigh, however. In Genesis, Abraham orders his servant Eliezer: “Put your hand under my thigh and … swear by the Lord, the God of heaven and of the earth, that you will not take a wife for my son from the daughters of the Canaanites.” Later Jacob, now called Israel, asks of his son Joseph, “Put your hand under my thigh, and promise to deal loyally and truly with me. Do not bury me in Egypt, but let me lie with my fathers.” This is puzzling language until you realize that “thigh” was often used by Bible translators as a euphemism for “penis.” In Genesis and Exodus, Jacob’s children are said to spring from his “thigh.” It seems clear that sacred oaths between the Israelites were sealed by placing a hand on the male member. To swear on that mysterious organ was to swear to God. Could the penis as divine idea be expressed more clearly? Though few realize it, least of all in the courtroom, this idea of swearing a sacred oath by “placing a hand under one’s thigh” (on or near the testicles) survives today—nearly four thousand years later—in the word “testify.”
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There is no evidence that the Greeks testified this way. But the touching of a boy’s testes by a man was so common in classical Athens that its failure to happen was made into a joke by the playwright Aristophanes:

“Well, this is a fine state of affairs, you damned desperado,” says an Athenian father to a friend in the comedy The Birds. “You meet my son just as he comes out of the gymnasium, all fresh from the bath, and you don’t kiss him, you don’t say a word to him, you don’t feel his balls! And you’re supposed to be a friend of ours!”

This is a strange joke to modern ears. To us, pederasty—sexual relations between a man and a boy—is child abuse and a crime. Not in ancient Greece, however. There, pederasty was an institution sanctioned by Olympian gods and mythical heroes. Zeus, Apollo, Poseidon, and Heracles all had pederastic experiences. So did many of the most illustrious real-life Greeks, including Solon, Pythagoras, Socrates, and Plato. The act was part of the foundation of an elitist, military culture that elevated the idea of the penis beyond biology and religion to the ratified heights of philosophy and art.

The penis was not merely elevated in Athens—it was exposed. Men exercised naked at the factory of Athenian manhood, the gymnasium, a word derived from gymnos, meaning “naked.” For a freeborn Athenian, nudity affirmed his position as a citizen-warrior. It was the “Athenian civic costume,” historian Larissa Bonfante writes, the same one worn by the heroes vanquishing the city’s enemies on the sculpted frieze adorning the Temple of Athene Nike. Some historians believe Greek males appeared naked outside the gymnasium as well. The evidence that they did “comes from Greek sculpture and the scenes on Greek pots,” Oxford University’s Robin Osborne writes. He warns, however, that “the relationship between [those representations] … and life itself is open to discussion.” The nudity at gymnasia alone was sufficient to shock visitors to Athens twenty-five hundred years ago. But Athenians reveled in being different. Vase paintings from the classical period often depict a nude Greek exposing his penis to a fully clothed woman. What we call “flashing,” they called “flirting.” In Athens it was the man’s attractiveness that provided the sexual spark, not hers.

This reverence for the male form was embodied in the thousands of kouroi, statues of nude young males, that stood throughout the Greek world. Though the penis on these sculptures was flaccid, the values projected by their hard, muscular torsos were clearly ithyphallic. Other Greek statues were not as subtle. Hermae—stone or wood columns topped by the head of the god Hermes and marked at the midpoint by an erection—dotted the Greek landscape. The tyrant Hipparchos had hermae erected at the midway point of every road linking Athens with the villages of Attica. By 500 B.C., historians tell us, most Athenians had a herm at their front door.

These statues, which had no body parts save a head and a penis, gave shape to the Greek understanding of the penis as an idea. Greek philosophy made a distinction between form and matter. Form, which Plato also called “idea,” was active, fertile, and masculine—just like the penis. Matter was passive, nongenerative, and female. Like a metal stamp into wax, an idea impressed itself on matter, giving it meaning. Nowhere was this more clearly expressed than in the Greek view of conception. In The Generation of Animals, Aristotle compared men to carpenters and women to wood; a child was created by the carpenter out of the wood. In Eumenides, Aeschylus had the god Apollo make the same argument:

The mother is not the true source of life.
We call her mother, but she is more the nurse,
The furrow where the seed is thrust.
The thruster, the father, is the true parent:
The woman but tends the growing plant.

The erect penis also symbolized Athenian power. After the Greeks defeated the Persians at Eion, in 476 B.C., the generals who led that victorious army asked to be honored with a memorial. The resulting monument took the form of three marble hermae built in the Agora, the marketplace and center of Athenian civic life. Greek civilization and the victory that preserved it were symbolized by three stone erections. This is why one summer morning in 415 B.C. was so traumatic. Hours before an attacking Athenian army was to depart for Sicily, someone smashed off the erections on hundreds of the city’s hermae. Whether this was a drunken prank or, as historian Eva Keuls writes in The Reign of the Phallus, an antiwar protest by Athenian women, there is no disputing the event’s meaning to Athenian men. The city woke up to see itself emasculated—a terrifying omen. That the Sicilian invasion failed and ultimately hastened Athens’s defeat by Sparta only confirmed those beliefs.

This Greek link between the penis and power was noted circa 275 B.C. by Kallixeinos of Rhodes, who left behind an eyewitness account of a Dionysian festival in Alexandria in which a “golden phallus, 180 feet long” and topped by a gold star was carried through the streets of that city as a half million people listened to poems sung in its honor. Preceding that golden erection, which if vertical would top a modern twenty-story building, were ten rows of ostriches ridden by boys dressed as satyrs, scores of adult Ethiopians hoisting elephant tusks, dozens of strutting peacocks, sixteen cheetahs, fourteen leopards, one white bear, one rhino, and a giraffe. Following the giant sacred penis was a golden statue of Zeus and more than fifty thousand foot soldiers.

Obviously, a Greek contemplated his penis with aidos—awe before that which is sacred and powerful. The Greek heavens were filled with gods born of (or with) magical testes. Aphrodite emerged fully formed from foamy semen after the titan Cronus castrated his own father and hurled his testicles into the sea. An affair between Aphrodite, goddess of love, and Dionysus, god of wine, produced Priapus, a minor fertility deity with a major (and perpetual) erection. Dionysus was honored each year in Athens with seven festivals, each marked by a procession of phalloi (penis replicas) held by phallophoroi (penis bearers) who walked through the city, holding aloft their wooden erections—none as large as the one seen by Kallixeinos in Alexandria, alas—as revelers drank wine and sang lewd songs.

Colonies and allies of Athens were required to send their own phalloi to the City Dionysia, the largest of the Athenian tributes to the god of wine. Records show that the Island of Delos on several occasions contributed a magnificent winged bird carved of wood; where its head normally would have been, the Delian bird had an erect penis. Many of the more conventional wooden phalloi in the procession had a large unblinking eye painted on the glans, with lines indicating a rolled-back foreskin, producing a penis with a head, neck, and “personality.” The message of these anthropomorphic displays was clear to all Greeks and gave dramatic form to an eternal question: Does the possessor possess the penis, or does the penis possess its possessor?

Though Dionysus himself was never depicted with an erection, his link to the erect penis was well established in myth—actually, two of them. In the first, Pegasus, a missionary of Dionysus, took a statue of the god from Eleutharae to Athens, where both he and the image were rudely received. Giulia Sissa and Marcel Detienne write in The Daily Life of the Greek Gods that, as punishment, Dionysus “struck down” the impolite Athenians with a seemingly incurable “disease that afflicted the male organ.

The Delphic oracle … made it known that a cure would only be forthcoming if the people of Athens paraded the god with all honors due his rank. The Athenians immediately set about constructing phalluses, … paying homage to the god with objects that commemorated their suffering.

In the second myth, Dionysus introduces wine to an Athenian farmer named Icarius who likes what he has tasted and soon invites nearby shepherds to join him. Before long, the shepherds have drunk themselves into slumber or incoherency, which is when they are discovered by other shepherds arriving late to the party. These men conclude that Icarius has poisoned their friends; in response, they murder him. This enrages Dionysus, who appears to those shepherds as a beautiful boy. Icarius’s murderers are consumed with desire to make love to him, but—at the peak of their excitement—the boy vanishes, leaving the shepherds with huge erections that will not subside. Once again, the Delphic oracle is consulted, who divines that a cure can be effected only if the shepherds fashion phallic offerings to Dionysus and parade them in his honor.

As such stories show, a Greek saw his penis as a measure of his proximity to divine power, divine intelligence—and divinely inspired insanity. To a Greek, classicist Albert Henrichs writes, “erections are signs of a physiological and mental condition … that Plato identified as ‘divine madness.’” In Timaeus, Plato located the divine in humans inside the spinal marrow, the same substance, he said, from which both the brain and semen were formed. This divinity within has “a vital impulse to gush forth,” Plato wrote, which explains why the penis is “disobedient and self-willed.”

Clearly, the Greeks used the penis to gauge their proximity to the gods, for better and worse. But size was not part of the equation—at least not in the way you might think. In real life, as opposed to parade floats, Greeks favored a small thin penis, as on an adolescent exercising at the gymnasium. This was the penis sculpted on kouroi and painted on vases throughout the Mediterranean rim. Greek artists showed their contempt for foreigners and slaves by painting them with large organs. Aristotle gave this aesthetic preference a “scientific” basis, writing that a small penis is better for conception because semen cools down in a large one, becoming “not generative.” Whatever the rationale, Aristophanes had some fun with the subject in a funfilled debate on pedagogy in The Clouds:

“If you do what I say,” says one debater, “you will always have a rippling chest, glowing skin, broad shoulders, a small tongue, a solid rump, and a tiny pee-pee. But if you follow the modern practices … you will acquire a sickly complexion, narrow shoulders, a nothing chest, a large tongue, spindly thighs, and an enormous subpoena.”

Large or small, there is no denying the importance of the penis in Greek educational philosophy. Whether one was from Athens or Sparta, a Greek was committed to a hierarchical belief system and aesthetics based on male supremacy, militarism, and the idealization of the naked male body, a system perpetuated by that now utterly indefensible institution—pederasty. Rather than a way of life, pederasty was a rite of passage in Greece. Nearly all Greek aristocrats, after their pederastic initiations in boyhood, married and raised families, and most retained a respectful relationship with their former mentors. (An adult male who allowed himself to be penetrated by someone else’s penis, however, was scorned as a kinaidos, a man who played the role of a woman.) To understand Greek pederasty we must try to see it as the Greeks did: an institution more about pedagogy than pleasure, less about sex than class, and always about the nobility of the penis.

In Greece manhood was learned and earned, the first process instigated by a teacher, the second occurring in war. The pederastic act was the culmination of a one-on-one mentoring process aimed at passing on arete, a Greek word signifying a set of manly virtues that included courage, strength, fairness, and honesty. The link between pederasty and arete was given (literally) monumental form in the Athenian Agora. There the word arete was written on the three hermae erected to commemorate the Greeks’ victory over the Persians at Eion. Nearby stood the even older, larger-than-life statues of Harmodios and Aristogeiton, a pederastic mentor and protégé depicted naked and extraordinarily well muscled, their penises clearly visible, as they were frozen in stone in the act that demonstrated their arete—their assassination, by stabbing, of the tyrant Hipparchos, in 514 B.C. Obviously, a man of arete personified the highest ideals of Greek democracy and manhood. And to the Greeks, a culture that marked its roads and military triumphs with hermae, all of those ideals were embodied in the penis.

Relationships between the erastes (older lover) and the eromenos (young love object) were forged at the gymnasium. According to legend, athletic nudity was born at the Olympic Games of 720 B.C., where a competitor named Orsippus dropped his loincloth in the middle of a race, which he won. It is unclear when gymnasia first appeared, but we know that Solon urged the death penalty in the sixth century B.C. for anyone stealing clothes there. The most famous gymnasia in Athens were the Academy and the Lyceum. Each had a track, wrestling room, general exercise room, baths, and areas for drinking and discussions of philosophy. Plato held forth at the Academy; Aristotle at the Lyceum.

The body of a young Greek aristocrat was a coat of arms and a work of art. Both were created at the gymnasium before an audience of appreciative older men. That appreciation, however, was not appreciated by everyone: Aristophanes snickered in The Clouds at the idea of an older Athenian melting from lovesickness in the wrestling room, gazing at the mark left in the sand by the dainty penis of his young beloved.

Whatever pleasure an erastes took from his sexual encounter with his eromenos, it was officially subordinated to the higher goal of passing on arete. “In Greece,” Michel Foucault wrote in The History of Sexuality, “truth and sex were linked in the form of pedagogy by the transmission of a precious knowledge from one body to another; sex served as a medium for initiations into learning.” Vase paintings show that intercrural sex (between the thighs) was common among Athenian men and boys. In Pederasty and Pedagogy in Archaic Greece, however, historian William Armstrong Percy III concludes that anal penetration was the preferred method. (This, too, brought out the homophobia in Aristophanes, who mocked those on the receiving end as europroktos [“wide-assed”] or katapugon [“butt-fucked”].)

Aristophanes’ view was not the prevailing one among the Greek elite, however. When an erastes entered an eromenos with his penis, a symbolic and, to these Greeks, real act occurred—the full and final transfer of arete. That the vehicle for this transfer was semen accorded with the teachings of Aristotle, who believed sperm alone provided the soul of a child. With pederasty Greek men trumped nature: with a penis and without women they gave birth to other men. This was the penis’s most awesome and mysterious power of all.
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To a Roman, the idea that manly virtue was transmitted by anal penetration was unthinkable. His idea of manhood was measured by the power dynamic of sex. A Roman penetrated others with his penis; he was never penetrated by someone else’s penis. A man who allowed that to happen endured muliebria pati, “a woman’s experience.” That man was no longer a real man. He was a cinaedus, a term taken from the Greek signifying males who enjoyed such humiliations. Romans felt so strongly about this that it colored their military operations. The Latin word for bullet, glans, also meant “head of the penis,” as it now does in English. When launched by slings, these bullets often had lurid inscriptions written on them comparing their use to acts of rape. At the siege of Perusia in 41 B.C., forces supporting Mark Antony aimed their inscribed ammunition at Octavian’s anus.

Like the Greeks, members of the Roman elite saw their peers’ sons as objects of desire. But Romans saw these boys as viri (men)—or, more accurately, boys in the process of becoming viri. To a Roman it was anathema that this process be ruined by forcing a boy to have “a woman’s experience.” Because of this taboo a Roman boy was given a bulla, a locket containing a replica of an erect penis, to wear around his neck. Known as a fascinum, this penis replica signified the boy’s status and power as a future vir. The bulla marked him off-limits to sexual approaches. The fascinum inside the bulla was probably the only penis replica not in public view in the city. Like Athens, depictions of erections were everywhere in Rome—on paving stones, at the public baths, on the walls of private homes—promoting good luck or warding off bad. A fascinum hung from a chariot shielded the triumphant general riding in it from the envy of his peers at a Roman victory parade. So enduring is the magic attributed to the erect penis in Rome that during World War I, the Italian prime minister, Vittorio Emanuele Orlando, wore a fascinum on a bracelet to ensure victory by the Allies. Today, fifteen hundred years after the fall of Imperial Rome, anything as powerful or intriguing as an erection is said to be “fascinating.”

The ubiquitous presence of fascina in Rome was matched by that of Priapus, one of the smallest of the gods who nonetheless had the largest penis—an erection typically depicted as covering nearly half his body. Originally a Greek deity, Priapus was said to come from the city of Lampsacus in Asia Minor, where he presided over famous orgies. His mother, Aphrodite, was ashamed of her son’s unattractive face and misshapen body. But not the women of Lampsacus; they thought he was configured just right, thank you very much. Priapus’s problem was with the city’s men, who, overcome with envy, had their eternally erect rival expelled. The result was a venereal plague that only attacked Lampsacan males. A cure was found only after those men begged Priapus to return, named him god of gardens and herds, and made macrophallic statues of him, which they placed in their yards. (There is an obvious similarity between this myth and those explaining the origin of the Dionysian penis parades in Athens.)

Priapus was a well-liked, if minor, deity in Greece. In Rome his popularity soared, largely because of his large penis. “Whereas the small, tidy penis of a boy [was] a cultural icon for … Athenian men,” historian Craig A. Williams writes, “Priapus [was] the most salient Roman icon, amply capable of asserting his mature masculinity by penetrating others with his impressive member.” Priapus performed his official function, as protector of property, as a small wooden statue standing at the rear of a citizen’s home, or in his fields. His huge penis was often painted red and it was not unusual to see it supporting a bowl of fruit. This rustic nature enhanced Priapus’s popularity during the Augustan period, when some social critics worried that the ostentatious splendor of Imperial Rome was contrary to more traditional Roman values. The crudely made statues of Priapus were a “foil to the adornment of Rome with gold and finely cut marble,” historian Peter Stewart writes. With a sneer and a huge penis, Priapus “answered [these critics’] call for a return to Roman simplicity.”

Roman brutality, too. Priapus is the star of more than eighty surviving Latin poems. Most purport to be written by Priapus himself as a warning to trespassers. Though the authorship of this verse is uncertain, there’s no denying its aggressively macho tone:

This scepter, which was cut from a tree,
will now be able to grow green with no leaf,
this scepter, which pathic girls seek out,
which certain kings desire to hold,
to which aristocratic fags give kisses,
will go into the guts of a thief all the way
up to my crotch and the hilt of my balls.

Such trespassers were assumed to be male. This does not mean Priapus had any warm and fuzzy feelings for women.

For although I might seem well enough prepared, I would need ten handfuls of colewort,
for me to rub the ditches of your groin,
and beat the swarming worms of your cunt.

These poems are fascinating for many reasons, not the least of which is the way they use a talking penis to paint a hardly flattering portrait of Roman society. As Otto Kiefer wrote in his landmark 1934 study, Sexual Life in Ancient Rome, cruelty pervaded Roman eroticism. This was nowhere more obvious than at the games at the Coliseum, where the love of violent spectacle focused on the gladiator, who penetrated with his weapon and lived, or was penetrated and died. A similar eroticized cruelty informed Priapic poetry. Though intended to amuse, Priapus’s “contempt for lessers” and his “violence and cynicism,” classicist H. D. Rankin writes, were “all too Roman.”

So was the belief that a man with a Priapic penis possessed exceptional strength. Roman generals sometimes promoted soldiers based on penis size; Emperor Commodus elevated at least one possessor of a prominent member to a special pagan priesthood. In The Latin Sexual Vocabulary, Professor J. N. Adams—clearly, a man with a lot of time on his hands—investigated more than one hundred Latin slang terms for penis. The word “penis” itself began as a slang term derived from the Latin word for “tail.” It was not, however, the most commonly used term in classical Rome. That was mentula, a word whose origin is in dispute. Some scholars say it emerged from menta, meaning “spearmint stalk,” but Adams is dubious. The more vulgar companion to mentula was verpa, which connoted “prick” to mentula’s “dick.” Nearly every slang term studied by Adams showed a preoccupation with size. The poet Catullus mocked one Roman “whose tiny dagger, drooping like a flabby parsnip, never stuck halfway up his underwear.” Those at the other end of the spectrum may also have been the butt of jokes, but the attitude was one of awe. The following ditty comes from the first-century wit Martial: “If from the baths you hear a round of applause, Maron’s giant prick is bound to be the cause.”

A large penis was Roman power become flesh: it was respected, sometimes feared, and always coveted. This made the Roman baths a dangerous place for someone like Martial’s friend Maron. The naked truth was that his genital superiority incited invidia—envy of another person’s wealth, power, or, as happened at the baths, his large penis. Romans believed invidia had pathological consequences, causing injury, illness, or even death to the person envied.

The penis was so much the symbol of Roman strength and power that some believe the architectural centerpiece of the Empire, the Forum of Augustus, may have been designed to resemble one. Though the building has never been fully excavated, a surviving blueprint shows a long hall flanked at the bottom by two hemispheres. When viewed from above, this plan suggests the grandest fascinum ever built. This seems only fitting, considering the rites of power and masculinity that took place there. It was at the Forum that Roman males came to exchange the robe of boyhood, the toga praetexta, with its purple stripe and bulla (the locket containing a replica of an erect penis) for the all-white toga virilis. The Forum was where emperors set up their tribunals, where the Senate declared war, and where triumphant generals dedicated their victories to the god Mars. The Forum of Augustus was a monument to masculinity, a proving ground and place of honor for powerful men of penetrating vision. Why wouldn’t it be designed as a penis?

But Romans never forgot that the penis is an instrument of pleasure. We know this because of a calamity that occurred on August 24, 79 A.D., in Pompeii, a city in southern Italy that in a few hours was smothered alive by lava from Mount Vesuvius. A rain of ash preserved the place just as it was two thousand years ago, even the facial expressions of the dying. Many of the surviving homes in Pompeii are covered with exquisite murals and mosaics. A noticeably high percentage of them are about the penis.

Perhaps the most famous of those murals is in the entrance-way to the House of the Vettii. The artist’s subject is Priapus, only this time the god is not a squat, ugly figure. Instead, he is of normal stature, with a face that seems handsome, even sensitive. On the floor to his right is the bowl of fruit that usually rests on his giant erection. Now Priapus has something better to do with that organ that reaches down to his knee: he is weighing it on a scale, balanced against a sack of coins. Apparently, Priapus’s penis is worth its weight in gold.

The residents of Pompeii were pleasure lovers, but more so than other Romans? That’s hard to say; other cities are not as well preserved. The chronicler Suetonius painted a penis-centric portrait of the ruling class in The Twelve Caesars, what with Emperor Tiberius having a painting behind his bed of Juno fellating Jupiter, and Empress Agrippina winning a sex contest by bedding fourteen men in one night, after which she placed fourteen laurels on a nearby fascinum. But how typical of anything is the court of the emperor? By contrast, Pompeii may have been staid. Still, the town credo seems to have been “Life is short. Have fun while you can.” This philosophy, as it did all over the Roman world, found visual representation in the stiff penis. In one of the most famous wall reliefs in Pompeii, an erect member rises from two testicles. Written above and below are the words Hic Habitat Felicitas—“Here Lives Happiness.”
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Over time, some Romans began to question that idea, often by joining bizarre cults. The strangest of these honored Cybele, a goddess brought to Rome from Asia Minor during the Punic Wars Rome waged against Carthage in the third and second centuries B.C. According to legend, Cybele’s love for her son Attis far exceeded normal maternal limits. This led her to strike her son mad rather than let him marry. In his madness—or, as others interpreted it, a state of religious ecstasy—Attis castrated himself. To honor this love between mother and son, initiates into the Cybele cult danced themselves into a frenzy on the Day of Blood. These priests ran through the streets of Rome, cut off their testicles with a consecrated stone knife, then threw the bloody parts into an unsuspecting Roman’s house. The lucky residents of that dwelling were expected to give the priest women’s clothing, which he wore from that day on. Known as galli, these cross-dressing eunuchs tended Cybele’s temple, which stood until the fourth century on the Roman site now occupied by Saint Peter’s Basilica.

Though Romans believed Cybele aided their final victory in the Punic Wars, they viewed the galli with loathing. Edmund Gibbon cited the following proverb in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire: “If you have a eunuch, kill him; if you don’t have any, buy one and kill him.” This homicidal humor arose from the Roman belief that potency was the sine qua non of manhood. Nothing was more unnatural to a Roman, or more worthy of suspicion, than a man without fully functioning genitals. The satyrical poet Juvenal mocked bored Roman women aristocrats for taking eunuchs as lovers.

There are those who in soft eunuchs place their bliss;
To shun the scrubbing of a bearded kiss;
And escape abortion, but their solid joy
Is when the Page, already past a boy,
Is capon’d late; and to the gelder shown,
With his two-pounders grown….
Seen from afar, and famous for his ware,
He struts into the bath among the fair:
The admiring crew to the devotions fall:
And kneeling, on the new Priapus call.

Such hairless men, typically slaves, could achieve erections—even Priapic ones, Juvenal suspected. He was correct: a male whose testicles are removed or rendered inoperative after puberty loses the ability to produce sperm, and his natural appetite for intercourse, but not his ability to perform it. With no chance of conception, nor possible need of abortion, such men might be popular, indeed, with women living two millennia before the invention of the birth control pill.

Castrated slaves were also the erotic playthings of certain Roman men, as we read in Petronius’s Satyricon.

O fairies, O buggers
O eunuchs exotic!
Come running, come running,
ye anal erotic!
With soft little hands,
with flexible bums,
Come O castrati,
unnatural ones!

The Emperor Nero, in whose court Petronius was arbiter elegantiaei, often invited eunuchs to his orgies and eventually married one. Nero “tried to turn the boy Sporus into a girl by castration,” wrote Suetonius, “went through a marriage ceremony with him—dowry, bridal veil and all—which the whole Court attended; then brought him home, and treated him as a wife…. A rather amusing joke is still [being told],” Suetonius couldn’t help adding: “The world would have been a happier place had Nero’s father Domitius married that sort a wife.”

According to most etymologists, the English verb “castrate” derives from the Latin castrare, meaning to geld, which itself is thought to derive from Hebrew and Sanskrit words meaning “eunuch” and “knife.” A more creative, if not entirely credible, theory, however, holds that “castration” comes from the Latin word castor, meaning “beaver,” an animal whose testicles were thought to have medicinal powers when consumed by humans, which made them a fiercely hunted creature two millennia ago. According to Greco-Roman folklore, a cornered male beaver would chew off his own testicles, then toss them to his hunter, hoping to save his life. If pursued later by another hunter, the beaver would roll over on his back, showing his pursuer that he was of no real value.

Castration in Rome generally referred, and still does, to the surgical removal or crushing of testes; a fully “shaved” eunuch, however, had his penis removed as well. (It is said that Sporos, the wife of Nero, was such a person.) “Eunuch” derives from the Greek term for keeper, or guardian, of the bed. Guardians of the harem beds in the great Moslem empires were typically “shaved.” Only those without any manly equipment at all were allowed proximity to the Sultan’s wives.

The Roman Senate forbade citizens from taking part in the bizarre and bloody initiation rites of the Cybele-Attis cult. They could be spectators, though. In The Golden Bough, James G. Frazer wrote that the sight of these public self-mutilations often had unexpected, and decidedly un-Roman, consequences:

as the flutes played, the drums beat, and the [new] eunuch priests slashed themselves with knives, the excitement spread like a wave among the onlookers, and many a one did that which he little thought to do when he came as a spectator at the festival. For man after man, his veins throbbing with the music, his eyes fascinated by the sight of the streaming blood, flung his garments from him, leaped forth with a shout, and seizing one of the swords which stood ready for the purpose, castrated himself on the spot.

It’s hardly surprising that several psychoanalysts have weighed in on these rites. In her 1938 paper “The Cult and Mythology of the Magna Mater from the Standpoint of Psychoanalysis,” Edith Weigert-Vowinkel was struck by Cybele’s requirement of emasculation as the price of grace and the willingness of men to make themselves “females” to share women’s superior powers. That this mutilation was self-inflicted, she wrote, suggested the impetus lay in the deepest layers of the psyche. Carl Jung was so moved by Attis’s act that he wrote the words “To the Most Beautiful Attis” on a phallic-shaped road marker near his home in Switzerland.

The Cybele cult clearly shows that the Roman idea of the penis was evolving: the living symbol of Roman power was acceding to a “higher” power. At the same time Cybele and Attis were attracting initiates in Rome, followers of the Egyptian gods Osiris and Isis were also building temples in the city. These imported cults shared a concept new to Rome—the resurrection myth. Attis and Osiris suffered and died but were reborn. Both were castrated, a fate appropriate for a slave, perhaps, but never a freeborn Roman. Yet these new cults, with their strange initiations and periods of asceticism, slowly attracted followers. Without them it is unlikely another new religion from the East—Christianity—and its new concept of the penis would ever have been embraced by Rome. That turning point in history occurred after Emperor Constantine’s battlefield “conversion” in 312, an event following centuries of brutal persecution that created countless Christian martyrs. Here begins the Christian idea of the penis, a concept of truly revolutionary consequences—politically as well as religiously.

As historians Aline Rousselle and Peter Brown have pointed out, the Roman penis was a tool of the state. At the height of imperial power, Roman life expectancy was less than twenty-five years. Only four in one hundred men lived to be fifty. It was a population grazed thin by death. Concerned with its own continuity, the Empire required its citizens to produce legitimate children. Properly channeled, a strong Roman penis built a strong Roman society. Augustus Caesar penalized bachelors and rewarded fatherhood. In anticipation of the latter, Romans celebrated a son’s first ejaculation as part of a state holiday, the Liberalia. A Roman citizen’s body was private property, off-limits to penetration, but his penis worked for the Empire.

Not the Christian penis. It broke the worldly chain of Rome and replaced it with a subversive and new spiritual connection. The true Kingdom was God’s, not Caesar’s; true freedom was freedom from lust—and from the mandate to repopulate the Empire. God’s only son had been born of a virgin and walked the Earth. His sexless birth and life were a bridge between man’s fallen state and his glorious future. Human spirit was divine but the flesh corrupt. And no organ, Augustine would establish, was more corrupt than the penis.

The foundation for this was laid by other Church Fathers. Clement of Alexandria compared semen to the froth of the epileptic. Tertullian taught that it is not merely semen that leaves the penis during orgasm, but part of a man’s soul. Pope Siricius merged hatred of the penis and misogyny into one teaching. The subject was Mary’s lifelong virginity, which, according to Siricius, Jesus demanded of her as a condition for becoming his mother. “Jesus would not have chosen birth from [her,”] Siricius wrote, “had he been forced to look upon her as so unrestrained as to let that womb from which the body of the Lord was fashioned, that hall of the eternal king, be stained by the presence of male seed.”

Those looking for Jesus’ thoughts on the penis and its seed will not find much. His most controversial words on the subject appear in Matthew, where he praises men who become “eunuchs for the Kingdom of Heaven.” Around the year 206, a martyr’s son from Alexandria named Origen, only a few years past puberty but already one of the Church’s leading interpreters of Scripture, took that message to heart and had himself castrated. This act was not only rash, says Catholic theologian Uta Ranke-Heinemann, it was misguided. Jesus’ subject in Matthew was not intercourse, she writes, but remarriage. “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another woman commits adultery,” Jesus said in the same sermon. “Not all men can receive this saying.” Those who can become “eunuchs for the Kingdom of Heaven.” What stunned Jesus’ listeners was not his teaching about sex, “about which he says nothing,” Ranke-Heinemann argues, “but his teaching about marriage and divorce—and this was something new.”

As Professor Gary Taylor notes in his book Castration, the word “eunuch” appears more than five hundred times in the surviving works of the Church Fathers—often, but not always, in a positive context. The Book of Acts states that Christianity’s very first Gentile convert was a eunuch from Ethiopia who embraced the faith after the apostle Philip interpreted a passage from Isaiah for him. Even so, some early Christians had a contempt for the castrated almost rivaling that held by Romans. The fourth-century theologian Basil the Great, later canonized, referred to eunuchs as “lizards and toads …, effeminate, … money-mad, coarse, … disgusting, [and] jealous.”

Such views, no doubt expressed more eloquently, eventually led the Church to denounce Origen’s self-mutilation. The Council of Nicaea, convened in 325 to establish Christian orthodoxy, banned eunuchs from entering the clergy. The Apostolic Constitutions,  written roughly fifty-five years later, punished nonclerics who castrated themselves with three years’ excommunication. Not everyone was listening, however. In 377 Epiphanius of Salamis wrote of one Christian sect, the Valensians, who believed castration was an indispensable condition of faith. Members of the group emasculated themselves and, according to Epiphanius, any traveler who accepted their hospitality, all in the name of assuring their eternal happiness. (The opinions of those unsuspecting houseguests on this matter has not made it into the historical record.)

Clearly the most bizarre pseudo-Christian castration cult was the Skoptsy. The story of this Russian sect, the largest of its type in Western history, requires a brief chronological detour. Founded in the second half of the eighteenth century, the Skoptsy believed original sin was brought to the world by sex. Many Christians thought that, too; where the Skoptsy differed was in their belief that Jesus came to bring salvation not by dying, but by castration. This, the Skoptsy said, was misunderstood by heterodox Christians, who failed to grasp that Jesus was not merely crucified, but castrated. To live in true imitation of Christ, said the Skoptsy’s leader, Kondratii Selivanov, one must undertake a new covenant with God, which he called the “seal.” This was a reference to the Book of Revelation where it is written that the “hundred and forty and four thousand” who accompanied the Lamb “had his name and his Father’s name written on their foreheads.” That the Skoptsy’s seal was made on their genitalia, Laura Engelstein writes in her fascinating book on the sect, Castration and the Heavenly Kingdom, emerged from their belief that the penis was “the key to the abyss.” (The “abyss,” of course, was the vagina.) Males in the cult, Engelstein writes,
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