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Hi. I’m Esa, and I l ike sex.  

For women in the Middle Ages, to foule lust and likynge  of lecherye (to experience lust 
and enjoy sex) was a fundamental underlying cause of medical conditions, ranging from 
imbalances in the body to the spreading of deadly diseases. Lust and lechery could 
prevent conception, lead to deformities, and cause lep rosy of the penis in one’s sexual 
partners. This class explores sexual health through the lens of the medieval European 
woman.   

 
Greek Foundations in Medieval Medicine :  

Medieval concepts of sexuality, anatomy, physiology, and medicine were strongly inspired by Classical 
writings on Physica.  Of the handful of Greeks who wrote about women's health, the most influential on 
medieval medicine were likely Galen and Hippocrates.  The Hippocratic writing were composed 
between the fifth and fourth centuries BCE, and about 20% of these writing were on the topic of 
gynecology.  Galen of Pergamon (ca. 130 - 215 BCE) had a profound influence on medieval medicine, 
which can be seen in the principles of the humors (blood, phlegm, yellow/red bile, and black bile) and 
the elements (hot, cold, wet, dry).  It is this Doctrine of Humors that would have the most profound 
influence on medieval women’s health1. 

Not at all surprising, gynecology was predominantly being written about by men, who were diagnosing 
and prescribing for female patients despite likely never interacting with patients' vaginas.  This created 
the opportunity for women practitioners and professional midwives, who would have been less 
restricted.  This was particularly impactful during the Twelfth Century via the School of Salerno, where 
local women (possibly for the first time) impacted the content of the compendium The Trotula, which 
went on to form much of the basis for later gynecological writings throughout Europe.  In this way, the 
lived experiences of uterus- and vagina-owners in Salerno began to shape medieval concepts of 
gynecology and women’s medicine2. 

Medieval Understanding of Physiology 

Galen and Hippocrates had fundamental gynecological principles in common that would significantly 
influence medieval gynecology: primarily, the role of menstruation.  Menstruation was a requisite 
purging of the blood (humor) that kept uterus-owners in good health.  Women were cold and men were 
hot.  Women, therefore, must experience their monthly purging in order to maintain balance in the 
humors, unless, of course, they were pregnant or lactating in which the "excess" would be put to good 
use producing a fetus or milk. On the contrary, men being hotter, they metabolized their nutrients and 
expelled their waste more efficiently than women (i.e. Men are better at pooping so they do not need to 
menstruate).    

Menses were known to the medieval physician as having a double nature: one part pure and one part 
impure.  “The pure menses is that proper seed of the woman, which is transformed into the substance of 

 
1 The writings of Hippocrates and Galen 
2 The Trotula; ed. Monica Green 
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the fetus. The impure menses, however, is a certain superfluity and impurity caused by nondigestion of 
food.3”  The purging of nondigested food via menstruation is that of the fourth digestion.  The first 
digestion is in the mouth, and takes place via chewing. The second digestion takes place in the stomach, 
and produces superfluity of feces.  The third digestion takes place in the liver.  The fourth digestion, that 
of menstruation, takes place in the “members” and sperm or semen is the superfluity of the fourth 
digestion. The reason women have menstrual periods and men do not, despite both having the same 
four digestions, is because, “the third digestion takes place in the liver, where the greatest heat burns in 
men and for this reason no impurity is left over. However, in women the heat is weak, and so superfluity 
remains.4”  

The understanding of menses as seed formed the basis of the medieval understanding of conception.  
During (PIV5) intercourse, both partners release their seed simultaneously, which then mix together, 
causing conception.  After this blended, and therefore viable, seed is received, “the womb closes up like 
a purse on every side, so that nothing can fall out of it. After this happens, the woman no longer 
menstruates6.” It is explained further that people who have sex rarely are more likely to conceive, 
because they are hotter… but not too hot, 
as from excessive coitus.  There is an ideal 
frequency of coitus, although, the sources 
do not provide that specific 
recommendation.  
 
Lust, particularly lust in women, had dire 
medical consequences.  Firstly, and 
potentially the most damaging, is a mole 
of the womb. “This happens to many 
young women who are incapable of 
performing the venereal act because of 
the small opening of their womb. When 
they are in bed asleep at night lying on 
their backs the exceeding attraction and desire that they experience causes them to have an emission of 
their own seed. This pollution remains in their body near the umbilicus7 and grows into a large mass of 
flesh, so that their abdomen begins to swell and they believe mistakenly that they are pregnant. This 
type of tumor, called by doctors the mole of the womb, can be cured by medical regimen8.”  In addition 
to lust in a lack of coitus, lust manifesting in excessive coitus also poses medical risk, including 
headaches, severe genital dryness, and weakened eyesight.9 
 
Family Planning: Contraception and Conception  

To best discuss family planning in the Middle Ages, let us first examine the socio-economic realities for 
the average person in medieval Europe.  From 542-750 CE, roughly half of Europe succumbed to 
plagues. Just as populations were recovering, the Black Death of the Fourteenth Century arrives.  From 

 
3 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
4 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
5 PIV: “Penis in Vagina” 
6 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
7 Where the umbilical cord attaches in the mother 
8 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
9 Magnus, Secrets of Women 

Treatment for Uterine Suffocation via Retention of Menses 

Treatment for uterine suffocation resulting from 

retention of menses: “Rather, they greatly desire 

coitus because of the abundance of matter that they 

have. Therefore, it is a sin against nature to prevent 

this, and to keep them from having sex with the man 

they choose. This practice, of course, goes against 

custom, but that is off the present topic.”  

Buchet, Luc, ‘La necropole gallo-romaine et merovingienne 
de Frenouille (Calvados). 1978 
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there, we can utilize the following overview of the average Norman village to provide a glimpse into the 
rural-centric life of the High Middle Ages. 10 11   
 

• 45% infant mortality rate12 

• Average life expectancy: 25-30 

• Over half population was under age 25 

• ¾ of the population were women and 
children 

For women…. 

• Married off at average age of 13 

• Only half lived through child bearing 
years 

• Approx. half had no children at all. 

 

The economic constraints of largely rural, largely economically disadvantaged society likely contributed 
to the relatively small family size of the Middle Ages.  As seen above, a significant portion of the 
population never married, and for those who did, the short life expectancy and high infant mortality rate 
would have direct impact on reproductive capacity within the family unit.  Historians habitually accept 
these constraints as responsible for the low numbers of children in the medieval family, but limitations 
of pregnancies could have also played a role.  
 
Circumstantial evidence of the use of birth control supports this hypothesis.  It appears that conception 
was avoided in the Fall, when the mother would have given birth in the summer months when the 
demand on daily hard labor was highest in a rural economy.13  Such suggestions of pregnancy avoidance 
is not only indicated in the peasantry, but also in nobility.  Medieval queens married on average 
between ages ten and fourteen, but rarely gave birth before their twenties. Blanche of Castile, for 
example, married Louis VIII at twelve, had her first child at nineteen.  She went on to have twelve more 
before she was forty,14 suggesting that the delay in first birth was likely not due to fertility issues.  
Additional examples of this phenomena can be found in the Ottonian rulers of the tenth century, who 
birthed stair-step heirs, and then the births ceased entirely before the mother reached thirty years old.15 
 
In contrast, the ratio of unmarried woman suggests not only some agency over one’s body, but a 
society in which a single woman’s existence is socio-economically facilitated.  “The later age of 
marriage of west European women has been taken as evidence that they enjoyed some economic 
independence, an independence that might also have manifested itself in a desire to control their own 

 
10 Buchet, Luc, ‘La necropole gallo-romaine et merovingienne de Frenouille (Calvados). 1978 
11 Guichard, Pierre and J.P. Cuvillier, ‘L’Europe barbare,’ in Histoire de la famille. Colin, Paris. 1986 
12 Mollat, Michel, ‘The Poor in the Middle Ages’ Yale University Press, New Haven. 1986 
13 Guyon, Jean, ‘D’Auguste a Charlemagne: la montee des interdits,’ ed. Marcel Bernos (Le Centurion, Paris: 1985) 
14 Russell, Late Ancient and Medieval Populations  
15 Leyser, K.J., Rule and Conflict in Early Medieval Society: Ottonian Saxony 

“Most historians have concluded that in the ‘Dark Ages’ the limitation of pregnancies would not 

have been practiced. …[and] dismissed the period as of no interest to the historian of birth control. 

…Was it not a brutal, superstitious age in which reason held little sway, women’s needs were 

ignored and hordes of children were welcomed as a source of cheap labor? The medieval mindset, it 

was decided, was one which could envisage neither the need nor the means of controlling 

procreation”  

McLaren, History of Contraception from Antiquity to Present Day 
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bodies.16” In Against Secundinus, St. Augustine (who had quite a it to say on this topic) references 
prostitutes “take[ing] steps not to conceive17” directly indicating purpose, intent, and agency over one’s 
reproduction.  Further discussion among the clergy strongly supports the hypothesis that contraception 
was widely practiced, if poorly understood, in Medieval Europe.  McLaren said it well: “If stop signs 
imply the existence of traffic, the clergy’s on-going condemnations of abortion and contraception can at 
the very least be taken as evidence of the continued employment of such practices.18” 
 
Medieval European men formulated grand ideas about women’s contraceptive knowledge and secret 
practices, which they inevitably had to at least some extent.  Among the less socially advanced medieval 
women, prostitutes, procuresses, and midwives were believed to hold arcane, and often occult, sexual 
and reproductive knowledge.19   Attempts to document these secret contraceptive arts, ‘arte muleibri,’ 
were most notably made by Galen, Hippocrates, and the Dominican theologian Albertus Magnus.  The 
latter wisely declared that ‘much belief should be given to trustworthy women who have borne many 
children20’ (in other words, trust women).  Magnus’s work, De Secretis Mulierum (1206-1280 CE) and 
John XXI’s The Treasury of Healthe (1276) document multitudes of contraceptive methods of the day.  
Treasury of Healthe, for example, includes 26 contraceptive prescriptions.  Other recipes of relevant 
interest included those for ‘inflammation of the yard,’ ‘swelling of the coddes’ and ‘withholding of the 
floures.21’ 
 
Popular medieval contraceptive practices include was what we now call the Days Method, or the 
Rhythm Method.  “…It is not you who used to urge us to observe, to the extent that it was possible, the 
time when a woman after her menstruation is likely to conceive, and to abstain from intercourse at that 
time.” (emphasis mine) - St Augustine, in The Way of Life of the Manichaeans.22  
 
Another popular contraceptive method was Coitus Interruptus, colloquially known today as “pulling 
out.” If the extent of the documentation is any indication, the author theorizes this was possibly the 
most common contraceptive method used in Medieval Europe.  Unlike counting days, coitus interruptus 
carried negative religious overtones. It appears in reading what the white European clergy had to say on 
the topic, that the Manichaeans, Cathars, and Troubadours were regularly attacked on this regard. 23  St. 
Augustine, again discussing the Manichaeans, accused them causing “a shameful slip is poured out”24 
when utilizing this method. In an 813 CE diocesan legislation, Theodolphus, Visigoth bishop of Orleans, 
referred to pulling out as ‘irrational fornication.’ ‘Not to have relations with a woman in a natural way is 
called uncleanness or a detestable sin, whence we read that Onan, the son of Juda, was struck by God, 
after entering into his wife and spilling his seed on the ground.25’ Declared the most common sin among 
married people26 (by St. Catherine of Siena), such clergy as William of Pagula, John Bromyard, Nicholas 
of Lyra, Peter de Palude, and Alvarus Pelagius condemned the practice entirely during a religious 
campaign against coitus interruptus in the early fourteenth century.  

 
16 Bennet, Judith M. ‘Medieval Peasant Marriages: An Examination of Marriage Licence Fines in Liber Gersumarum’ 
17 Augustine, Against Secundinus 
18 McLaren, History of Contraception from Antiquity to Present Day 
19 Histoire de la famille, vol I 
20 Magnus, The Secrets of Albertus Magnus 
21 Hispanus, Petrus (John XXI), The Treasury of Healthe  
22 St Augustine, The Way of Life of the Manichaeans 
23 Noonan, Contraception: A History 
24 St Augustine, Against Faustus 
25 Payer, Pierre J., Sex and the Penitentials: The Development of a Sexual Code 
26 Dante, Paradiso 
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There is additional evidence that coitus interruptus was particularly common in incestuous sexual 
encounters among adults: a man confessed to having sex with his wife’s mother, in which he defiled her 
by ‘external pollution.’ Convenient interpretation of biblical texts abounds as Yves of Chartres ruled that 
in this case, a divorce would not be necessary since ‘a couple becomes one flesh in the mingling of 
sperm27’ Further, in Montaillou, an injunction declared ‘with a second cousin, plunge it in her all the 
way!’ suggesting that full penetration was not always attempted, quite possibly in the jumping through 
of some mental and moral hoops.28 
 
While coitus interruptus was mostly condemned by the Church, some exceptions were made. Peter de 
Palude noted in the fourteenth century that coitus interruptus was employed by the husband to avoid 
“having more children than he can feed.” These views were reiterated by John Nider, Trovamala, and St. 
Antonius of Florence in the fifteenth century.29  The latter sanctioned coitus reservatus- penetration 
without emission “For no one is obligated to have more children than one can support.30” 
 
Greek and Roman documentation stresses the use of pessaries and suppositories for controlling 
reproduction.  Western Europeans were largely introduced to barrier methods from these classical 
sources via Arabic translations out of the School of Salerno and Montpellier beginning around the 11th 
century.  Suppositories appear to be primarily used as abortives, as indicated in the Regimen of Health 
by Magnino of Milan31 ca. 1300 and the Trotula. The latter includes the following recipe for a typical 
abortifacient pessary of iris, savin, white wine, ivy, and honey: “Also the root of iris put into the womb or 
fumigated underneath makes a woman lose her child, for iris roots are hot and dry and have the virtue of 
opening, heating, consuming, and wasting. For when woman is feeble and the child cannot come out, 
then it is better that the child be killed than the mother of the child also die.32”  
 
The application of magick and ‘potions’ are common among period physica texts on the subject of 

sexual health and reproduction.  These potion recipes were particularly common among the Germans 

and Celts, and were often attributed to malice directed at one’s enemies. Some examples include John 

of Gaddesden in The English Rose and Magnino of Milan in Regimen of Health (1300 CE), which discuss 

thoroughly recipes and talisman for just these purposes.  The latter instructed women to use “heart of 

deer, rennet of a hare, matrix of a mule” 

to control her fertility.33 An early 12th 

century Memoir (Guibert) stated that 

magick was commonly employed by the 

laity and believed to be the cause of 

unconsummated marriages.34  Duke 

Colman’s divorced wife was reported as 

having used incantations to murder the 

 
27 Duby, The Knight, the Lady, and the Priest 
28 Gies, Frances and Joseph, Marriage and Family in the Middle Ages 
29 Hostiensis, Golden Suma, 4 
30 Herlihy, David and Christiane Klapische-Zuber, Tuscans and Their Families: A Study of the Florentine Catasto of 
1427 
31 Magnino of Milan, Regimen of Health 
32 The Trotula 
33 Lemay, Helen Rodnite, ‘Human Sexuality in 12th to 15th Century Scientific Writings’  
34 Guibert, The Autobiography 

In the Parson’s Tale, Chaucer wrote of a woman taking 
potions ‘drynkynge venenous herbs thurgh which she may 
not conceive;’ of using pessaries and suppositories, by 
putting ‘certeine material thynges in hire secree places to 
slee the child;’ unnatural intercourse, ‘by which man or 
woman shedeth hire nature in manere or place ther as a 
child may not be conceived;’ and finally abortion.  
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offspring of his new wife.35  The penalty for such suspicions were harsh.  St. Godelive was strangled on 

her husband’s orders while believed to be on her way to a sorceress to obtain a potion for marriage.36 In 

the revision of the Salic law of the Franks under Guntram (567-593 CE), it was declared in title 19 section 

4, ‘if a woman has committed maleficium so that she cannot have infants, she will be judged liable to a 

fine of sixty two gold semis37’  

Specifically, these sterility spells centered around herbal concoctions and amulets, such as the 

following described by Beatrice de Plainisolles: ‘When Pierre Clergue wanted to know me carnally, he 

used to wear this herb wrapped up in a piece of linen, about an ounce long and wide, or about the size 

of the first joint of my little finger. And he had a long cord which he used to put round my neck while we 

made love; and this thing or herb at the end of the cord used to hang down between my breasts, as far 

as the opening of my stomach38’   

Other contraceptive options were known in a less magickal, and more medicinal, context.  Herbs to cool 

lust included: “The following [herbs] diminish libido: cold foods, anise, rue, lettuce, melons, bitter 

grapes, and similar substances. … If you boil together lentils and lettuce seed and drink this potion, it will 

kill all desire.39” The Trotula recommends cooling herbs of camphor, willow, poplar, vervain, columbine, 

lettuce seed, henbane, coleword, rue, and St John’s Wort.40  

When such herbs were less readily available, sexual positions could inhibit (or aid) conception.  A 

German source tells of a conversation between a servant and his master, the latter having just had sex 

for the first time, that the child would be born to whomever was underneath. “’Woe is me,’ thought the 

monk, who was starting to realize the extent of his misfortune, ‘whatever can I do? What a disaster! I 

was the one underneath. I’m going to have a baby!41” It was widely reported that women on top 

prevented conception, leading to its condemnation by the Church.  Magnus reported that conception 

would be prevented if a woman urinated immediately afterwards.42  He further provided the following 

on other sexual positions in which conception would not occur: “First, when a male and female have 

sexual intercourse, they should not do it standing up, because then the seed is projected upwards and 

afterwards falls down… they should 

not have intercourse lying on their 

sides, because then the seed is poured 

on one side of the womb and as a 

result is wasted and generation is 

prevented.”  

Additionally, too much sex was believed to prohibit conception. “It is required on the part of the 

woman that the womb not be corrupted and that the opening not be damaged, for, if it were, the seed 

would not be able to remain within; and further, the womb must not be exceedingly unclean or very 

 
35 Herlihy, Medieval Households 
36 Duby, Georges The Knight, the Lady, and the Priest 
37 Noonan, Contraception: A History 
38Ladurie, E. Le Roy, Montaillou: Cathars and Catholics in a French Village, 1294-1324 
39 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
40 The Trotula 
41 Jacquart and Thomasset, Sexuality 
42 Magnus, Secrets of Women 

John of Gaddesden*, physician to Edward II, and William of 

Saliceto** warned that women should avoid the sin of 

‘jumping backwards or too sudden a motion after coitus, 

which was known to prevent pregnancy or cause abortion.   
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slippery, because all these impede conception43.” This hypothesis was further supported with the 

circumstantial evidence that prostitutes had few children. William of Conches explains: ‘Prostitutes after 

frequent acts of coitus have their womb clogged with dirt [oblimata] and the villosities in which the 

semen should be retained are covered over; that is why, like greased marble, the womb immediately 

rejects what it receives44’ If this state of ‘greased marble’ weren’t enough, ‘external impediments’ were 

believed to be found in harlots who receive a large volume of seed, in which case the sperm from 

multiple men intermingles in the womb, “suffocating and extinguishing it” and preventing conception.45  

When contraception failed, abortion was a known and documented alternative.  Commonly associated 

with the above described sterilization spells, potions and incantations for terminating a pregnancy were 

widely known. Examples abound: The Second Council of Braga (527 CE, Iberian Peninsula) documented 

accusations of abortions through magick.  The Penitentials’ (Catholic Church) referenced ‘the little cup,’ 

the use of magickal potions for abortions.46  The Synod of Riez (1285 CE, Cathar) imposed 

excommunications on those who “sells or gives poisons or deadly herbs for death and abortion. 47“ 

In an interesting anecdote, and application of cognitive dissonance, the following describes a 

documented Church-sanctioned magickal abortion:  In the Salamanca Codex, St. Kiernan was described 

as having rescued a nun from kidnappers; “when the man of God returned with the girl to the 

monastery, the girl confessed she had conceived in the womb. Then the man of God, prompted by zeal 

for justice, not wishing that the seed vipers should quicken, making the sign of the cross on the womb, 

caused it to empty48” 

Medieval abortions came in many forms. Magnus, in his chapter “On the Exit of the Fetus from the 
Uterus,” indicates that women may move about too much with the intention of breaking the womb 
(aborting). “either because the matter of the menses is corrupt, or because of too much motion on the 
part of the woman which breaks the womb, or on account of other evils that befall her. For this reason, 
harlots, and women learned in the art of midwifery, engage in a good deal of activity when they are 
pregnant. They move from place to place, town to town: they lead dances and take part in many other 
evil deeds. Even more frequently they have a great deal of sex, and they wrestle with men. They do all 
these things so that they might be freed from their pregnancy by the excessive motion. [Moreover, on 
Lust:] The reason for their great desire for coitus is that the pleasure that they experience will help them 
blot out the grief that they feel from the destruction of the fetus.49” Magnus extrapolates on motion 
induced abortions: “There are some evil women who are aware of this and counsel young girls who have 
become pregnant and wish to hide their sin that they should jump around, run, walk, and briskly move 
about in order to corrupt the fetus. Sometimes they produce an abortion by boiling down certain herbs 
which they know well. You should be aware, however, that corruption of this type causes extreme pain 
to the woman.50” Further, “Thus Hippocrates said that a pregnant woman ought not to have her blood 

 
43 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
44 Jacquart, Danielle and Claude Thomasset, Sexuality and Medicine in the Middle Ages  
45 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
46 Dillard, Heath, Daughters of Reconquest: Women in Castilian Town Society, 1100-1300 
47 Noonan, Contraception: A History 
48 Herlihy, Medieval Households 
49 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
*Noonan, Contraception: A History 

** Lemay, “Human Sexuality in the 12th to 15th Century Scientific Writings” 

50 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
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let or be purged before the fourth month lest the fetus be destroyed. Because of this, evil women 
instructed in this art draw blood as soon as they are impregnated, or take certain herbal decoctions in 
an attempt to corrupt the fetus51.” Gerson (Opera 3, 1000)52 describes abortions being caused by 
“clothes, dancing, blows, potions, or otherwise,” providing the medieval woman many available abortive 
options.  
 
Documentation for period recipes for the contraceptive and abortive methods described above can be 

found in abundance via Avicenna’s Canon, the above-mentioned John XXI’s Treasury of Healthe, and the 

various medieval interpretations of Greek physicians, such as Dioscorides and Hippocrates.  Avicenna’s 

Canon, translated by Gerard of Cremona in the mid-12th century referred to birth control devices 

including cedar oil spermicides, mint pessaries, potions of rennet, sweet basil, and iron filings; 

suppositories of cedar oil, pomegranate, alum, willow, pepper and cabbage; and talismans of sowbread 

and saxifrage. From Soranus, Avicenna cited the classic references to jumping backwards and sneezing, 

and from Aristotle the use of cedar oil on the penis53. To combat lust, he listed such classic 

anaphrodisiacs as black and white henbane, melon, lead, lettuce seed, lily, coriander, chaste tree, rue, 

and camphor.54 Avicenna advanced women’s fear of death in pregnancy as an argument in favor of 

therapeutic abortion.55 Arnold of Villanova, another physician, likewise interpreted recipes for 

anaphrodisiacs, fumigations, and potions drawn from Dioscorides.56  

Family planning in the Middle Ages encompassed fertility as much as contraception.  With medieval 
Europe steeped in their pre-Christian cultural context, fertility rites were common.  Appeal to sacred 
wells, groves, and stones were popular.  Anglo-Saxon leechbooks, for example, contained instruction for 
employing potions and charms (prayers and/or spells depending on the context) to excite or abate 
passions, to facilitate pregnancy, prevent miscarriages, determine the sex of the fetus, ensure safe birth, 
and assure lactation and adequate milk supply.57 This pagan magick was commonly sanctioned, and 
even appropriated, by the Church.  Guibert of Nogent (1053-1124) documented a case in which 
“churchly magick” cured an impotent man.58 Philip II of France suffered erectile dysfunction, as well, and 
was likewise treated.59   
 
For the more medically minded, humoral doctrine provided methods for treating fertility through the 
utilization of hot or cold foods and herbs. In the Merchant’s Tale, Chaucer described how a man may 
increase his fertility: “He drynketh ypocras, clarree, and vernage / of spices hoote, t’encreessen his 
corage.60” In the fifteenth century Treatise on the Womb, Antonius Guainerius described doctors 
lecturing midwives in the proper response to patients’ inquiries about sterility. If an excess of cold, 
warming plasters and pessaries would ensure conception.  If excess of heat resulting from lust, cooling 
diets and fasting were prescribed.61  

 
51 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
52 Gerson, Opera, 3, 1000 
53 Ibn Sina, Canon, 2.3 
54 Musallem, Sex and Society in Islam: Birth Control Before the Nineteenth Century 
55 Rosner, Fred, Medicine in the Mishneh Torah of Maimonides 
56 Noonan, Contraception: A History 
57 Bonser, Wilfred, The Medical Background of Anglo-Saxon England 
58 Bishop, Jane, “Bishops as Marital Advisors”  
59 Duby, The Knight, the Lady, and the Priest 
60 Chaucer, The Merchant’s Tale 
61 Lemay, “Antonius Guainerius and Medical Gynecology”  
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Women’s Bodily Autonomy   

Early medieval Christianity beliefs likely present a strong contrast to common perceptions of chastity, 

sexuality, marriage, and procreation within today’s Judeo-Christian belief system(s).  Even sex within 

marriage, as performed on proper days and in proper positions, was nonetheless an exercise in lust, 

weakness, and known to be detestable to God.  Hali Meidenhad described sex within marriage as 

“indecent burning of the flesh, that same flaming itch of carnal lust, before that loathsome act, that 

beastly copulation, that shameless coition, that foulness of stinking ordure and uncomely deed.” Monks 

frequently questioned if married Christians could ever really be saved, as they committed “that beastly 

copulation, that shameless coition, that foulness of stinking and uncomely deed62” According to Pope 

Jerome, “An adulterer is he who is too ardent a lover of his wife63” defining adultery as the exercise of 

lust rather than sex outside of marriage.  The sinful nature of marital sex was likewise condemned by 

Pope Innocent III: “Who does not know that conjugal intercourse is never committed without itching of 

the flesh, and heat and foul concupiscence, when the conceived seeds are befouled and corrupted?64”  

As the astute reader may have discerned, procreation for the sake of population growth was not a 

concern of the medieval Church. It was not until much later that the Biblical command “increase and 

multiply” would be interpreted as a call to procreate.  Rather, early Christians read this as a command to 

grow spiritual descendants, and virginity was upheld as the epitome of perfection, even within a 

marriage.65 If chastity was challenge within marriage, it was often attributed to the lust of women. 

Augustine wrote that “many matrons… force their husbands, who often desire to be continent, to pay 

the debt of the flesh, not with any hope of progeny, but through an intemperate use of their right under 

the ardour of concupiscence (lust).66”  

As sex within marriage was likely inevitable, the Church reluctantly accepted, but highly regulated, it’s 

practice. Origen, presbyter of Alexandria showed some empathy for weakness in this regard, “God 

allowed us to marry wives, because not everybody is capable of the superior condition which is to be 

absolutely pure.67” Sex was required to take place at night, partly clothed, and in the missionary 

position. The following passage from the Irish penitential provides an example of the extreme 

restrictions the church placed on acceptable days in which married couples could engage in intercourse:  

“Anyone that lives in lawful wedlock, these are his rules of conduct: continence during the three Lents of 

the year, and on Fridays, Wednesdays and Sundays, and between the two Christmases and between the 

two Easters, if he goes to the Sacrament on Christmas Day and Easter Day and Whitsun Day. Also they 

are bound to observe continence a the time of their wives’ monthly sickness, and at the time of 

pregnancy, and for thirty nights after the birth of a daughter, twenty nights after the birth of a son.68”  

Further, the penitentials likewise restricted the timing of intercourse beyond the liturgical cycle.  For 
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example, it was forbidden in specific stages of the woman’s physiological cycle- during menses, 

pregnancy, birth and nursing- and during feast days, vigils, and before and after communion.69 

 

In contrast to the above cited sources describing women as the source of lust and immorality within the 

marital bed, there exists documentation of women upheld as moral and chaste within medieval 

marriages. For example, St. Francesca Romana de’Ponziani (d.1440) vomited each time she was forced 

to have sex with her husband70 (emphasis mine), although this particular example makes the author 

question if this is less a commentary on her morality, and more a commentary on marital rape, and/or 

the attractiveness of her husband. If wives sought to remain chaste in their marriage, there was little 

expectation that their husbands would refrain from extramarital affairs. Prostitutions was a recognized 

and condoned “safety valve” for the release of volatile male sexual passions.  This sexual double 

standard was explicitly accepted.  The penitentials, when referencing lust and adultery, did not refer to 

prostitution.  On the contrary, prostitution was theologically defended in the Middle Ages as brothels 

were established in cities to support marriage through combating adultery and homosexuality.71 

In contrast to the Church, the public applauded vigorous sex within marriage. Marriage customs of the 

time included shouting obscenities at the marriage ceremony to get the happy couple all riled up before 

escorting the couple to their marital bed, followed by exposing the sheets to the masses the next 

morning to bear witness to the copulation.  An interesting consequence to such community involvement 

was that although premarital sex was common, illegitimacy rates were low.72  Once married, or perhaps 

while not quite yet married, procreation began immediately.  Among the noble and elite class, about a 

quarter of first birth took place before the ninth month of marriage.73  Sources lauded monogamous 

wives who bore and nursed many children.74 Some women, recognizing the “political value of 

conspicuous pregnancy” would flaunt their pregnant bellies75 as is commonly seen in German paintings 

of the period.   

Misogyny  

Misogyny persists as an overarching socio-cultural theme throughout the author’s research on sexuality, 

procreation, and women’s health; more so than originally anticipated.  The undercurrents of the organic 

evils of the gender bleed through discussions of anatomy and physiology, sexuality, child rearing, aging, 

courting, and health.  The persistent evils of women manifest in their sexual practices, their menses, and 

as an inevitable side effect of aging.   

Among the evil sexual practices of women, it was commonly documented that women would place iron 

shavings and other caustic materials inside their vagina for the sole purpose of harming men’s penises 

upon insertion: “O my companions you should be aware that although certain women do not know the 
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secret cause of what I shall describe, many women are familiar with the effect, and many evils result 

from this. For when men have sexual intercourse with these women it sometimes happens that they 

suffer a large wound and a serious infection of the penis because of iron that had been placed in the 

vagina, for some women or harlots are instructed in this and other ill deeds. And if it were right to talk 

about this, I would say something about them, but because I fear my Creator I shall say nothing more 

about these secrets at present76.”   Further… “Some women are so wary and cunning that they take iron 

and place it in the vagina. This iron wounds the penis, but the man does not perceive it at first because 

of the exceeding pleasure and sweetness of the vulva. Afterwards, however, he feels it.” Note that ‘iron’ 

here may not always refer to actual sharp pieces of iron for cutting.  Commentary B in Magnus defines 

‘iron’ as also indicating caustic substances: “The first type consists of corrosive medicines such as alum 

or lime that cauterize the flesh or another member which they are designed to treat. The second type is 

actual, such as iron instrument with which an incision is made in a bodily member to extract the humors 

from it.77”  

The author cannot help but wonder if this perceived practice – as these materials could not have been 

placed in the vagina without severe injury- may have been to prevent rape rather than for the mere joy 

of injuring penises.  While motivations outside the realm of pure malice are not addressed, the question 

of injury to the vagina is answered as follows: “Someone might perhaps wonder why the woman does 

not harm herself. One possible answer is that the vagina is not as porous as the penis, but a better guess 

is that before the woman uses the corrosive substance she anoints her member with oil of roses to 

protect it. If such a wound is inflicted when the moon is in its last quadrant in Scorpio, and there is a 

conjunction of the moon and Venus, it is incurable.78” 

The evils of menstruating women were varied and severe.  Impure menses- that of menstrual blood as 

opposed to “seed”- posed great potential harm to sexual partners in the form of illness.  The 

generation of a fetus from impure menses, for example, would cause grave illness in both the child and 

the sexual partner. “It is harmful to have sexual intercourse with these women, because children who are 

conceived tend to have epilepsy and leprosy because menstrual matter is extremely venomous.79”  It is 

well documented that men who have intercourse with menstruating women would like wise contract 

leprosy themselves,80 although sources disagree over whether this was isolated to leprosy of the penis 

or more systemic. “A man should be especially careful not to have sexual intercourse with women who 

have their periods, because by doing so he can contract leprosy, and become seriously ill. The veins from 

individual bodily members come together in the testicles, and therefore when the testicles are wounded 

the whole body is quickly affected. Thus, as Diasidus says, “If you knowingly go with a menstruous 

woman your whole body will be infected and greatly weakened, so that you will not regain your true 

color and strength for at least a month, and like a liquid adhering to clothes, this stink will corrupt a 

man’s entire insides.81’” Later in the same work, “It is harmful for men to have sexual intercourse with 

menstruating women because should conception take place the fetus would be leprous. This also 

frequently causes cancer in the male member.” 

 
76 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
77 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
78  Magnus, Secrets of Women 
79 Magnus, Secrets of Women 
80 Wood, Charles T, “The Doctor’s Dilemma: Sin, Salvation, and the Menstrual Cycle in Medieval Thought”  
81 Magnus, Secrets of Women 



12 
 

© Rachel Scott 2020 All Rights Reserved  
 

While leprosy was the most common malady to be transmitted via impure menses, some sources were 

less descript.  Nevertheless, the malice of women would not be ignored when discussing the transfer of 

bodily malignance via sex. “Some evil women know how to inflict a wound on men when having sexual 

intercourse with them in the last state of the moon (referencing menstrual cycle), and from this wound 

may incurable illnesses arise if remedies are not taken immediately. In the male penis, all sensitive veins 

run together, and therefore when it is wounded the entire body is affected.82“  Likewise, “When women 

have their menstrual periods, the commentators claim, out of vindictiveness and malice they wish to 

injure the penis of the men who have sexual intercourse with them. Since there is menstrual blood in 

the vagina it enters the wound on the penis and infects it with its venom, because the penis is a porous 

and thin member which quickly absorbs this matter; and because all veins come together there, it is 

quickly dispersed through the body.83”  

If the reader at this point believes that merely avoiding sex with menstruating women would be enough 

to protect oneself from contracting cancer, leprosy, and other malignance, they would be wrong.  

Menstruating women suffer from what the author has colloquially termed the vapors.  “Do not go near 

a menstruating woman, because from this foulness the air is corrupted, and the insides of a man are 

brought to disorder.84”  Also, “When men go near these women they are made hoarse, so that they 

cannot speak well. This is because the venomous humors from the woman’s body infect the air by her 

breath, and the infected air travels to the man’s vocal cords and arteries causing him to become 

hoarse.” The medieval medical explanation for the vapors informs us that the evil and vile nature of 

menses travels up through the woman’s body in the form of air, and exits the thinnest membrane of her 

body, the eyes.  Yes, reader.  Poisonous vapors are emitted from the eyes of menstruating women.  If 

this were not terrifying enough, the vapors kill babies.  “It should be noted that old women who still 

have their monthly flow, and some who do not menstruate, poison the eyes of children lying in their 

cradles by their glance… This is caused in menstruating women by the flow itself, for the humors first 

infect the eyes, then the eyes infect the air, which infects the child. …What happens in women who do 

not menstruate is that the retention of the menses results in an abundance of evil humors, and old 

women no longer have enough natural heat to digest such matter. This is especially true of poor women 

who are nourished by coarse food, which contributes to the poisonous matter. Therefore non 

menstruating women are even more seriously infected, because the menstrual flow has a purgative 

function.85”   
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We learn, then, that one should fear not only menstruating women, but non menstruating women, 

old women, and impoverished women. “Note that old women ought not to be permitted to play with 

children and kiss them, because they poison them to such a degree that sometimes they die. The reason 

for this is that in these women the natural heat is so deficient that the menses collected in them cannot 

be expelled. Since these menses are venomous, they are continually borne to the eyes. Because of the 

porosity of the eyes, they infect the air, which reaches the child, for he is easily infected because of his 

tenderness. This infection is caused especially by old women and 

poor women, because old women do not work and poor women 

consume gross foods, and therefore their humors are more 

venomous.86”  

With all the warnings that menstruation is poisonous and 

venomous, Magnus proactively addresses the obvious question: 

How do women not poison themselves when the menstruate? 

“Someone might ask why women do not poison themselves if 

they are poisonous. The answer to this is that venom does not 

act in itself but rather in its object.” So… that settles that then.  

Abortion 

The persistent moral discourse on abortion known in modernity was alive and well in the Middle Ages.  

Early term abortions had ambiguous moral status in many communities, and it was not unknown for 

medieval doctors to embrace abortions for the survival and health of the mother.  Common perception 

appears to be that regulating fertility, via both contraception and abortion, was entirely undertaken on 

the part of the woman.  Penitentials clearly stated that only the woman in a coupling was responsible 

for abortions and contraception. 87 Early medieval period- Rome and Byzantium- canon law treated 

abortion as a crime against the husband rather than infanticide. Documentation from the ninth century 

confirms that a husband could divorce his wife for this trespass. 88  Further documentation indicates that 

King Gontram of Burgundy (525-592 CE) imposed a fine of 62.5 sous for providing abortifacient 

information. 89  

As the Middle Ages progressed, discussions on abortions began to center on the concept of the age of 

ensoulment, further justifying early term abortions but condemning later term abortions with much 

ambiguity over when the cutoff date took place.  Abortion and contraception came to the forefront 

during the reformation (11th-13th centuries) under Pope Leo IX (1048-1084) and Pope Gregory VII (1073-

85).  During this time, canon law broadened the definition of sexual deviance.  It was during this time 

that Regino of Prum created a fake Augustine text, Si Aliquis, which stated, “if someone to satisfy his lust 

or in deliberate hatred does something to a man or woman so that no children be born of him or her, or 

gives them to drink, so that he cannot generate or she conceive, let it be held as homicide.90”  

Such harsh sentiments were echoed among papal decretals through the thirteenth century:  
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John of Salisbury and Walter Map, 

tracing back to Theophrastus and St. 

Jerome, provide examples of writings 

in which women were all 

adulteresses, gluttons, and whores. 

Buchard’s Decretum decries on 

lesbianism, dildos, bestiality and use 

of abortion and contraception. 
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In 1230, Raymond de Penafort condemned abortion 

In 1272, Richard de Middleton equated birth control and murder.  

In 1227-34, Pope Gregory IX’s decretal Si Conditiones declared that all marriages of those not intending 

to have children were null and void.91 

Later, St. Bernadino (d. 1444) only lightly chided husbands’ role in contraception as “against nature and 

against the proper mode of matrimony,” while condemning women who sought to control their fertility: 

“And I say this to the women who are the cause that the children that they have conceived are 

destroyed; worse, who are also among those who arrange that they cannot conceive; and if they have 

conceived, they destroy them in the body. You to whom this touches, I speak, are amore evil than 

murderers… O cursed by God, when will you do penance? Do you not see that you, like the Sodomite, are 

cause for the shrinking of the world; between you and him there is no difference.92”  

 

The Church would contradict itself regularly on this topic. At times, contraception of all forms was 

condemned as murder. However, abortion prior to ensoulment was not consistently considered by the 

church as homicide (specifically), and would not be until 191793.  Further, contraception was repeatedly 

referred to as worse than abortion in the cited sources. Throughout the Middle Ages, the Church was 

concerned much more about the pleasure caused by sex than the progeny, about the satisfaction 

received from ‘unnatural acts’ rather than their contraceptive applications.  Overall, conception was a 

secondary concern compared to the likynge of lust and lecherye.    
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