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THE ETYMOIJ|^OF TESTIS GIVES A 
WHOLE NEV\n^ANIN£ TO TESTIMONIALS 
AND TESTAMEIVW!^

BY PROFESSOR ROGER SHORT, UNIVERSITY OF MELBOURNE 
FACULTY OF MEDICINE, DENTISTRY AND HEALTH SCIENCES

In January 1996 I was invited to address a 
Nobel Symposium in the Karolinska Institute 
in Stockholm on the 150th anniversary of the 
inauguration of a professorship of paediatrics - 
the first in the world. What an honour.

I decided to discuss The Testis, and in preparing my lecture it 
occurred to me that I did not know the origin of the word. On 
looking it up in the Oxford English Dictionary (1989), I was 
surprised to find that testis is "the Latin word for 'witness'; 
from its legal use". The first recorded English use of the word 
was in 1483; the testis was regarded as "the witness or 
evidence of virility".

This set me thinking. I imagined myself in the Roman Forum, 
clothed in my toga, one hand on my testicles, as I bore 
witness. The Karolinska audience was slighted shocked by 
my demonstration of the act. Testimonials and testaments 
suddenly took on a whole new meaning. Did the Romans allow 
women to give testimony?

Some months later I was discussing the subject with the 
Professor of Obstetrics from the University of Bologna when he 
burst out laughing. "No, no," he said. "You have missed the 
point. It is an ancient Roman dirty joke - the testicles are the 
only part of the male's genitalia that are not involved in the act 
of coitus - they stand aside and 'witness' it."

Incredible though it may seem to us today, the early Greeks 
and Romans did not believe that the testicles played any active 
role in reproduction - they merely acted as weights, to keep

the nerves and ligaments connecting the spinal cord to the 
penis from getting tangled up.

Following the Aristotelean tradition, semen was believed to be 
a product of the brain and spinal cord, which explained why 
orgasm was such an all-embracing sensation.

All this is beautifully depicted by Leonardo da Vinci in his 
amazing drawing of 1492, entitled "Coition of hemisected man 
and woman".

The original is in the possession of Queen Elizabeth II in the 
Royal Library in Windsor; no doubt in these prudish times it 
would be banned from public exhibition in Australia!

Leonardo was a homosexual, and was apparently revolted by 
the thought of human heterosexual intercourse. He annotated 
his drawing with the comment, "The act of coition and the 
members that serve it are so ugly that, if it were not for the 
beauty of the faces and liberation of the spirit, the species 
would lose its humanity".

And it was from this research that I eventually entitled my 
lecture, "The Testis: The witness of the mating system, the site 
of mutation, and the engine of desire".

Editors' note Among his many other scientific achievements, 
Professor RV Short AM co-wrote with Dr Malcolm Potts 
the widely acclaimed book, Ever Since Adam and Eve: The 
evolution of human sexuality (1999). ■
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