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Abstract
Manuscript number 888 of the Collection of Arabic manuscripts of the Royal Monastery 
of San Lorenzo of El Escorial (Spain) contains a small treatise composed by physician 
and pharmacologist ʿĪsā b. Māssah al-Baṣrī (9th century). This work offers a detailed 
description of different causal agents that originate the sexual impulse and its culmination, 
the coitus. The treatise enumerates and interprets the physical factors that conform 
man’s sexual response, which is viewed as a purely physiological process, as well as 
the cultural and psychological factors that shape and modulate the sexual preferences 
of each individual.
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Introduction

Al-Baṣrī (see Brockelmann 1937–42: vol. I, 232; al-Ġāfiqī 1932–40: 
fasc. 1, 13; Leclerc 1961: vol. I, 296–97; Sezgin 1976–84: vol. III, 257–58; 
Ullmann 1970: 122) was an important and well-known Iraqi physician and 
pharmacologist who was born in Basra and lived during the 9th century. The 
dates of his birth and death are unknown. There is no other information about 
his life. The works of al-Baṣrī were quite extensive although only a small part of 
them has come down to us. Their titles are known thanks to notes and comments 
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alluding to them in some the writings of contemporary or later physicians and 
pharmacologists (see Ibn Abī Uṣaybiʿa 1299/1882: vol. I, 184; al-Qifṭī 1903: 246). 
Thus, we list below the works that are attributed to al-Baṣrī:
– Kitāb fī Istiʿmāl al-ḥammām. This is a book that treats all aspects of 

cleanliness and personal hygiene practices. It is not preserved.
– Kitāb fī l-Faṣd wa-l-ḥiǧāma. This is a work dedicated to phlebotomy and 

cupping. This treatise has been lost.
– Kitāb al-Tadbīr. This is a treatise on the diet that should be adopted to 

enjoy a healthy life. This work has not survived to our days.
– Kitāb Quwwat al-aġḏiya. This is a work that describes the qualities and 

the properties of food. This work is not preserved.
– Kitāb al-Ǧimāʿ. This is the treatise we present below, and we have done 

its Arabic edition and English translation. 

Manuscript description of the Kitāb al-Ǧimāʿ

Manuscript number 888 from the Collection of Arabic Manuscripts of the 
Royal Monastery of San Lorenzo of El Escorial in Madrid (Spain) is undated 
and its provenance is unknown. It contains one hundred seventy paper folios 
which have been written with black ink in oriental medium script and are 
well-preserved1. The copyist is Abū l-Faraǧ ʿAbd Allāh al-Ṭayyib al-ʿIrāqī 
(m. 1043–4/435) (see Brockelmann 1937–42: vol. I, 482 and suppl. I, 884; 
Leclerc 1961: vol. I, 486). The verso folios contain catchwords. The manuscript 
offers some marginal annotations and lacks illustrations.

This manuscript is a miscellaneous assemblage comprising fourteen works, 
which are most of them very brief. Some of this works are fragmentary or 
incomplete. Folio 2r it contains the general title of the miscellany and the name 
of the copyist: Sentences and fruits of medicine and philosophy. The text of the 
Kitāb al-Ǧimāʿ, a scientific work composed in the ninth century, occurs between 
folios 149v and 156v. This text describes in detail the human body’s reactions 
to sexual intercourse by expounding both the benefits and damages that sexual 
practices have for people. It also offers recommendations as to what the most 
appropriate moment for intercourse can be. The work also supplies information 
about aphrodisiacs, sexually exciting situations, the reasons for homosexual 
relations, the difference between man and animals as regards sex, and so forth. 
In summary, this is a work that lists the relevance of sexual intercourse in 
man’s life as well as the consequences, advantages and disadvantages that the 
particular sexual behavior have for human beings.

1 Dimensions: 0.130 x 0.205. Written area: 0.090 X 0.160. Lines: 15.
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Arabic text
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English text

[149v] In the name of God, Most Gracious and Most Merciful

‘Īsā b. Māssa treatise on coitus and everything concerning it

The benefits of having sex are plentiful: lightening the body, purging 
humours, appeasing the temperament and producing offspring. By contrast, the 
damages brought about by the abuse of its practice are: the weakening of eyesight, 
the deterioration of virility, the alteration of the colour and the undermining of 
strength and life expectancy.

The best time to have sexual intercourse is when one feels the necessity 
of it and the body is neither full nor empty at daybreak, after doing moderate 
exercises to warm up and strengthen the body. The practice of sex suits those 
who feel a great sexual appetite and those who are of hot and humid temperament 
and those are young; however, it should be avoided by the elderly, or by those 
with weak eyesight, who are afflicted by cold in the stomach and internal 
organs, or by those who have not used to, or by those with biliary diseases, 
facial paralysis or poor humoral complexion. Sexual intercourse is preferable in 
spring to summer time, and during winter, particularly at night time, whenever 
it is desired.

[150r] Things that enhance coitus are: seasonal drinks that cleanse the body 
and the ingestion of hot or humid food, or both. These foods can be soups29, 
omelettes, launaea30, germinated seeds, poultry, rice cooked with milk, mint, 
watercress, chickpeas, light wine, clear and aromatized and, as a dessert, Syrian 
apples and very thin-skinned pomegranates. The moderate use of baths and of 
aphrodisiac foods and drugs is advisable. Anything contrary to this weakens 
intercourse.

The reason why men who practice coitus and those who have died direct 
their eyes upwards while those who sleep direct their eyes downwards is because, 
in the first two cases the brain, which is the source of eyesight, is dried out 
while, in the third case, sleep refreshes and fills it, just as humidity relaxes the 
nerves and dryness contracts them.

The reason why men who engage in sex very often, as well as those who 
are neutered and do not practice it, get their eyesight weakened is due in both 
cases to complete lack of energy: the former by dryness and the latter [150v] 
by coldness and lack of heat.

29 Soup made of broth and small pieces of meat, spinach, flour, vinegar and other condiments.
30 Zollikoferia arabica Boiss.
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The reason why man differs from other animals is because it grows pubic 
hair when he reaches sexual maturity; that is when heat begins and balances 
the skin in all four qualities. As for the rest of the animals, there are some that 
do not grow hair at all because of the hardness of their skin, such as fish and 
other animals; and among the other animals there are those who have other 
features that are more important than hair, such as horns and spurs, as usual 
among their peers.

The reason why walking barefoot reduces coitus is because the soles of 
the feet, just as the vagina and the penis, are connected by nerves, so that 
when feet get cold, pain is caused as the result of this cold, and that pain is 
transmitted to the other organs through the nerves, thus weakening the strength 
and diminishing sexual desire.

The reason why man weakens more than animals during intercourse is 
because the heat, the moisture and the energy of his humoral balance fall lower 
than in other beings due to the thinness of his skin, that facilitates the exit of 
these substances, while the energy of the rest of the animals [151r] is thick, 
just as their humoral complexion and skin.

The reason why semen ejaculation occurs during intercourse and at the time 
when the members contract is due to dryness: first because of dilatation and 
later because of contraction. All that is produced by the spasmodic movement, 
which makes the ducts become dilated and then compressed.

The reason why sexual intercourse is beneficial to lustful people is 
because the harmful humours that are the cause of lust are expelled and that 
is good for them. As for those who are not lustful the practice of intercourse 
is harmful because it makes them expel everything they have inside and that 
disfavours them.

The reason why it is easier to practice coitus before meals rather than 
after them is due to the narrowing of the sexual organ when the body is filled 
with food, so that this hinders the release (of semen). It is for this reason that, 
when the bladder is full, intercourse is carried with difficulty.

The reason why men who ride on animals have greater sexual power than 
those who do not is because the friction that occurs during the ride warms up 
the genitals, and this helps to digest the humours that are in these organs, taking 
out these humours and enhancing sexual desire.

[151v] The reason why the breath and the skin of children are more fragrant 
and pleasant before puberty than after, just as it happens to girls who have not 
reached it, is because the heat in them is greater, and this heat helps to better 
digest food, so that their excrements are more balanced and, therefore, the 
smell is better. But as they get older, heat decreases and weakens the digestive 
process, so that faeces worsen and the smell becomes unpleasant and disgusting. 
The same happens to odour of the armpits and all other body parts that are 
equated with them. Sexual intercourse also increases bodily odours because it 
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releases the pleasant and good humours of food, even the most rewarding; as 
for underarm odour and that of the pubic area become more evident because of 
the fragile skin that covers these two areas; it also happens to the feet of those 
hot-tempered people that, as a result of having made a great effort, perspire 
extraordinarily.

The reason why men, despite their having warmer humoral complexion 
than fish, can not have sexual relations in the water while fish can is because 
when cold comes close to the area where the semen is produced, making it get 
thick and cold by reducing its natural warmth. By contrast, water is the ideal 
[152r] means for fish, as the coldness of the water does not affect them and, 
hence, they practice intercourse in the water. The pleasure produced by sexual 
practice comes as a consequence of the selection of thick waste through the 
contact, and the resulting joy after coitus is due to the elimination of these thick 
wastes and of flatulence, both of them being harmful.

The reason why intercourse makes some phlegmatic diseases disappear and 
increases others is because there is hot phlegm; just as there is salty phlegm, there 
is also cold phlegm. Intercourse helps expel the hot phlegm, but the opposite 
happens with cold ones, so that with intercourse body warmth diminishes when 
it comes out through perspiration.

The reason why intercourse produces constipation is because heat takes 
hold of the body and consequently absorbs the humidity of the faeces that are 
kept in the belly and the intestines, making waste dry out and causing abundant 
urine flow.

The reason why intercourse intensely cools the guts and the sexual organs 
is because these are organs of the nervous type and, as such, they are cold by 
nature and are only heated by warmth and humidity. Therefore, when these 
organs are emptied, [152v] cold increases.

The reason why intercourse causes hair loss from the head and eyelashes, 
though it intensifies the hair in the beard and in the rest of the body, is because 
in the first case, hair is generated by the nature heat, and this heat diminishes 
when practicing coitus because it is expelled from the body. Instead, in the 
second case, the inner heat boots hair generation in the rest of the body, so 
that it becomes more abundant with intercourse, especially in those organs of 
the nervous type, since by their nature, these have little warmth and, while sex 
takes place, this further decreases this natural heat, boosting the warmth they 
do not have by nature.

The reason why men with a bladder full of urine have an intensive erection, 
even if the ejaculation is slowed down, is because the bladder pushes the penis 
and, with this action, sexual excitement takes place, so that the ejaculation ducts 
narrow and this causes the slowdown.

The reason why men gets excited when recalling past intercourse is due 
to the fact that, when feeling something pleasant and agreeable, the senses 
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instantly send the energy that causes the member to rise from its place, to stir 
and to get stiff. Thus, [153r] we can make use of this restlessness of the mind 
to awaken the sexual organ and draw the deepest that is in it, thus completing 
the erection. By the same token, as soon as we feel some pain, the stirring of 
nerves takes place, just as when our mouth waters as we remember something 
pleasant. Besides, when we hear conversations about sex or see some kind of 
image, nature sends the energy of motion to the sexual organs, and they act 
together with that energy, thereby filling the tip of the penis, which becomes 
erect and facilitates the passage of sperm.

The reason why penis gains weight during the erection is because it is 
full of air and air is lightweight, but when the veins get tense and filled with 
blood, that increases the weight of the penis.

The reason why men have a greater desire to have sexual intercourse during 
summer and women in the winter is because in the summer the heat comes out 
and the male reproductive organs are on the outside; during winter this heat 
goes back into the body. By contrast, being internal, the female reproductive 
organs intensify their sexual desire [153v] when heat increases. With regard 
to hot countries, the situation is reversed, because during the summer desire 
increases in men, who by nature have hot and dry temperament due to their 
heat and dryness, so that their energy is weakened and their semen dries out. 
Conversely, winter balances men’s heat and dryness, making the amount of 
semen and innate energy increase in them, while women, instead, are more 
balanced in the summer.

The reason why some men prefer to penetrate other men, just as there 
are others who prefer to be penetrated, or who like both ways, is because 
sexual appetite has its origin partly in nature and partly in person’s will. Thus, 
in the first case, that is, when its origin is natural, men want to penetrate 
other men; however, those who by nature have a weak sexual appetite, become 
aroused through the will, so that sexual desire gets hold of them when they hear 
conversations dealing with this or they see how others have sex with them or 
with others, and this is how they satisfy and put an end to their sexual drive. 
As for those who indulge in both ways, they are in an intermediate position. It 
is often observed that men who have the custom of being penetrated is because 
they were used [154r] to this habit from adolescence this has become natural in 
them. The first case concerns men in whom heat and humidity predominate; in 
the second case, cold controls them, as it happens to women and in the third, 
it concerns men who are at an intermediate point.

The reason why some people make use of the pleasures of all the senses 
and intercourse is a clear manifestation of pleasure, and they are not ashamed of 
each other when they eat, drink, see, smell and hear, however, they are ashamed 
of one another when they practice coitus, this is so because all passions make 
you lose the use of reason, and reason is precisely the image of the human 
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being. For this reason, people do not want to do it before others, so as not to 
be seen in that state of mental deformation. As for the passions that do not stun 
the mind, there is no need to be separated from the others, so they do not hide 
from each other when they do it. For this reason, we see that the drunkards 
hide, and when people see them, they ridicule them.

In some men, in whose reproductive organs heat and moisture dominate, 
can not manage without coitus. This is because, [154v] if they are deprived of 
it, they suffer great harm, so that, when these bodily humours increase, they 
rot and generate many diseases, and spoil the bodily humours and the spirit.

There are some men who suffer from black bile; even though cold and 
dryness dominate in them and it is generated by the heat and humidity, they 
feel a stronger desire to have sex; this is so because the black bile produces 
intense flatulence and swelling, which, in their aim to get out, they arouse 
sexual desire; once they are out, men are freed of sexual desire. Therefore, once 
emptied, the bodies of those suffering from black bile relax with the release of 
these residues and their characters become compliant, since the vapours in the 
body, when rising, make the spirit sad and dark.

A further reason is of moral nature, since, when sexual desire wins and 
the mind obeys it and is dragged before it, the nerves are weakened. This is so 
because what excites and strengthens the nerves is the mind, and if the mind 
weakens, they all do, and if the nerves waver, morality is neglected and all 
forces become slaves and servants under the control of sexual desire.

The reason why birds frequently practice coitus, even though their 
temperament [155r] is dry and the composition of their reproductive substance 
is thick, it is because they need to repeat and move very much to soften it and 
thus be able to ejaculate, managing to empty with each push a small portion of 
the semen. The second time can only ejaculate with another movement.

The reason why hairy people frequently have sex is due to the intensity of 
their heat, the large amount of moisture they have and the balance that exists 
between the two fluids. This leads to the final consummation.

The reason why the lame people and some species of birds are so prone 
to sexual activity is because they rarely use their lower extremities, so that 
their reproductive substance is not dissolved with movement, and they need to 
expel it through intercourse.

The reason why men who often practice coitus get their eyesight weakened 
is because of the wastage of energy, and energy is the fundamental substance 
of visual capacity and, thanks to it, the eyes are not hot tempered.

In summary, intercourse weakens all the senses and also weakens the 
strength to move because it is the source of all energy, and intercourse is the 
cause of its loss.

It is a copy of the original.
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[155v] I’ve seen in another copy an annex with a different font.

Things that enhance intercourse are the sweet melon, sweet fresh grapes, 
figs, bananas, ripe dates, veined dates, good-quality dates if they are dipped in 
fresh milk, chicks, ducks, fattened chicken cooked in soup, harīsa31 with cow 
milk and the greasy chicks.

Recipe to increase sexual appetite

Ingredients: meat from fattened chicken, chicks or fat birds.
The meat is cut into pieces and stewed with a handful of mashed chickpeas 

and seasoned with three dirhams32 of Chinese cinnamon; you should then eat this. 
You can also add to the stew a piece of coconut. It is a very effective recipe.

 
Recipes that are particularly suitable for man to stimulate a rapid ejaculation, 

producing intense pleasure during intercourse and great sexual desire

* Take fresh terebinth, pound it well and cook it with lamb until everything 
becomes yellow; drink an amount of twenty dirhams from this broth which 
should also be mixed with three dirhams of almonds; you can also eat the 
terebinth.

* Drinking a syrup made of thistle [156r] is very effective and produces no 
heat.

* Lamb meat, mashed with chickpeas and beans, without spicy condiments, 
mixed with egg yolk and seasoned with skink salt33.

* Sipping soft-boiled eggs, seasoned with black pepper and salt.
* And, finally, the harīsa with the skink salt.

There are some men who have preference for anal penetration; among 
these, there are some who repeat the experience because it produced sexual 
arousal in them, and there are other men for whom it is enough to be used by 
others only as a response. This is due to the fact that sexual intercourse has 
two phases: initial desire and final pleasure. Desire is produced by a stimulus, 
either out of habit or by the inclination people have to pleasure. The man who 
feels sexual desire by nature and not by his willingness will have sex out of 
habit and will take the initiative with others; conversely, those whose sexual 

31 It is a dish made from boiled wheat and beef.
32 It is a unit of weight equivalent to 2.97g.
33 This must be the Scincus scincus or similar species: a reptile that lives in the sands of the 

deserts of the Middle East and Africa very much appreciated, apparently, for its aphrodisiac properties. 
This animal is hunted and sold dry or put in oil or alcohol in the souks of Arab cities. The one let 
to dry, is pulverized to the form of salt and is used to flavour dishes ideally suited to enhance virility 
(see Dioscórides 2006: 150; Ibn al-Bayṭār 2001/1422: vol. II, 27–9).
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desire is conditioned to their willingness and do not seek pleasure by natural 
instinct will not follow the custom because their organs do not help them do 
it (that way), since they lack the stimulation that encourages them to do so, 
and, therefore, they must always do it by through visual stimuli or other kinds 
of stimuli that may stir desire. As for those whose power to be stimulated 
is poor, they generally seek pleasure by letting someone else do it for them 
[156v], either as active agents or as passive agents. Those who have sex this 
way usually have a later ejaculation than those who do it out of habit. The 
man who has these habits is of effeminate nature and his genitals are by nature 
cold, especially if he is used to it since adolescence, either by his own sexual 
desire or by another man who causes him to do so, except in the case that it 
is a natural habit, particularly when his nature is lustful or effeminate.

Conclusions

This is the edition and translation of Kitāb al-Ǧimāʿ by ʿĪsā b. Māssah 
al-Baṣrī. As we can see, there is a small medical treatise that was written with 
the aim mainly to express the reactions of the human body when it feels sexual 
desire, and whose fundamental base is observation. So, as it is a work written 
in the ninth century, we face one of the first specific medical compositions 
performed in the Muslim period, whose subject is sexuality.
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