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ABSTRACT

Brief history of circumcision, from the evolution of a purification practice among Egyptian priests to the prevention of sexually transmitted

diseases.
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Since the beginning of time circumcision has been a surgical procedure
largely performed, either as a sign of belonging, purification, humilia-
tion, or what it is nowadays, prevention. The evolution of the artistic
representation of this medical procedure has come from paintings in-
side caves to advanced abstract impressions in renowned museums. As
a very common medical practice it is important to remember where it
has stand in history.

Circumcision, from de Latin word circumcidere meaning to
cut around is the oldest surgical procedure for which there is pictoric
evidence, as we have paintings from the Paleolithic period showing cir-
cumcised penises' and a relief from a 2182 BC Egyptian Tomb showing
the procedure being done before entering priesthood (Sarcophagus of
Anhk-ma-Hor in Saqqara, Egypt).? In Egypt the practice of circumci-
sion was not limited to those in religious affairs, as it was followed by
elite, nobility and royalty as a purgation and sanitary practice, from this
point in 400 BC it was taken up by Phoenicians and spread to other
countries until the procedure was banned in Greece due to the idea that
if the foreskin had to be removed it was a flaw in the human body, there-
fore only slaves and their descendants were part of this practice.” If we
recall the Greek and Roman sculptures, we can easily note that all have
small and uncircumcised penises.

On the other hand, Jews and first Christians began with cir-
cumcision as a religious procedure after Abraham had to circumcise all
his family, servants and himself as a sign of a covenant and a servant
relationship with God. Since Jesus Christ was born a Jew, he had his
foreskin removed at the eight day after his birth. After the circumcision
of Jesus, the event has been pictured in numerous sculptures, paintings,
frescos and other forms of art expression. A particularly interesting one
is the artwork painted by Lorenzo Lotto in 1523 “Mystical Marriage of
Catherine of Siena” where we can see a female figure, Catherine of Al-
exandria, holding the foreskin of baby Jesus (Figure 1). The foreskin of

Jesus Christ has been largely venerated by Catholics as “The Holy Fore-
skin” with more than 21 churches in Europe allegedly claiming to pos-
sess this holy relic.

Figure 1. The Mystic Marriage of Saint Catherine of Alexandria, 1523, Lorenzo Lotto. Oil
on canvas.

Circumcision remained as a minority’s practice in the old
continent, largely influenced by the prohibition in the early Greek and
Roman Empires, until the eighteenth century when this practice got a
new indication made by English Victorian doctors: the prevention of
masturbation and acquisition of venereal diseases.” From England this
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practice was taken to North America where it became a largely per-
formed surgical procedure, it was reported that in 1960 as much as 60%
of total male population was circumcised as part of preventive medicine.
A number that remains steady nowadays.°

In the twentieth century, especially during World War II and
Korean War it was noted that circumcised soldiers had fewer fungal and
bacterial infections and later that century, with the beginning of HIV
epidemic, it was clear that uncircumcised men were more propense to
infections in general, so the practice gained more and more acceptance
amongst the American population.” With this growing popularity since
the beginning of the century the representation of circumcision in art
progressed from the first drawings in caves to be part of abstract expres-
sionism, with a representation by Jackson Pollock in 1946, “Circumici-
sion”, currently exposed in the Guggenheim Museum in New York.

Since the beginning of history, the artistic representation of
the most performed surgical procedure in males in the United States
has been influenced by the different ideas, conceptions and indications
of it, which has ranged from the prohibition and humiliation of Roman
slaves to the representation of divinity of the Egyptians and part of a di-
vine covenant by the first Christians to this day where, besides aesthetic
reasons, it remains a public health issue, related to the lower rate of HIV
infection in high-risk populations. This decrease in risk has not been
proven in non-high-risk populations, so the indication of circumcision
as prevention remains controversial. Preferring measures such as the
correct use of condoms and sexual education.® Nevertheless, circumci-
sion has been and always will be part of human history, either as a sym-
bol of belonging, purification or prevention.
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