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SEXOGRAPHY  OF  COMFORT

Sexography of Alex Comfort in Medical Journals

Sachi Sri Kantha

ABSTRACT
Objective: Year 2020 being the birth centenary year of polymath physician Alex Comfort (1920-2000), I provide a synopsis of 

his sexography literature that remain dispersed in many medical journals as well as in the Nature, between 1950 and 1991. 
Methods: Alex Comfort's publications in bio-medical journals included in the Pub Med database (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.

gov/pubmed/?term=Comfort+A) was searched. Secondly, only those items which indicated an appropriate sexuality theme were 
reviewed for this comment.

Results: A total of 19 items in medical journals (with the exception of a review on pheromones in the Nature journal) between 
1950 and 1991 were studied. Four could be categorized as lengthy essays or reviews on pheromones, psychotherapy and 'sexual 
revolution', sexuality and aging as well as sexual disorders. Other 15 items were 'Letters to the Editor' communications.

Conclusion: Overall, Comfort had lamented on the difficulties in collecting quantitative data on human sexual parameters; 
coitus, refractory period, identifying human pheromones and sexual behavior of homosexuals.
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INTRODUCTION

Alex Comfort was a British polymath physician of the 20th century. 
In his colorful life, Comfort distinguished himself in diverse disciplines, 
including sexology, malacology (the study of molluscs) and gerontolo-
gy. This year marks his birth centenary. Born on February 20, 1920 in 
London, he breathed last on March 26, 20001,2). Though he lived for 80 
years, the final decade of his life turned out to be non-productive after 
the cerebral hemorrhage he suffered in 19913,4).

Due to the popularity of his sex manual book The Joy of Sex: A 
Cordon Bleu Guide to Lovemaking, first published in 1972 (Figure 1), 
Comfort gained recognition as a prominent sexologist in the mass 
media5). But, Comfort's sexography had appeared in science-medical 
journals since 1950. In this note, I provide a commentary on such items.

METHODS

First, Pub Med database (https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pub-
med/?term=Comfort+A) was searched for Alex Comfort's publications 
in bio-medical journals. Secondly, those items which indicated an 
appropriate sexuality theme were chosen for this comment.

COMMENT

Table 1 presents the major sexual themes6-24) on which Comfort con-
tributed his thoughts, between 1950 and 1991. A total of 19 items in 
medical journals (with the exception of a review on pheromones in the 
Nature journal) are available under his name 'Alex Comfort'. No attempt 
was made either to identify or include specific contributions of Comfort, 
which appeared under pseudonym. There exists evidence that Comfort 
did contribute solicited (or unsolicited) commentaries. 

Though he had the ability to write analytical reviews, Comfort also 
enjoyed contributing to the 'Letters to the Editor' columns commenting 
on the contributions of his peers, with humor and wit. Among the 19 
items studied for this report, four can be categorized as full length 
essays or reviews; pheromones20), psychotherapy and 'sexual revolu-
tion'21), sexuality and aging23) and sexual disorders24). Other 15 items 
were short or long 'Letters to the Editor' communications.

Previously, I had presented the sexography of William Masters in 
this journal25). Comfort wrote an appreciative review to the 'Human 
Sexual Response' authored by Masters and Johnson. In its first para-
graph, he presented the difficulties facing researchers who struggle in 
collecting data of human coitus, as follows:

'Human coitus is the one important physiological activity which in 
our time and culture, the physicians can observe directly only in him-
self. We know far less about it than about the mating of any economical-
ly important animal: in dealing with its mechanical problems we are in 
fact relying either on personal experience or on medical folklore. The 
case for proper research is overwhelming --- but how is it to be conduct-
ed? Resistance to direct observation goes deeper than cultural false 
modesty...'

Then, Comfort credited Masters and Johnson for their pioneering 
observations on human coitus, by summarizing their findings:

'Much important information does in fact seem to have been gained. 
From the study of self-stimulation, simulated intercourse, and normal 
heterosexual intercourse, Masters and Johnson have been able to follow 
the detailed general and pelvic physiology of excitation and orgasm in 
both sexes. Initial studies were made on prostitutes, but these are 
excluded from the main body of data. In all, 312 men and 382 women, 
chiefly drawn from academic and medical circles, volunteered to take 
part: most were married couples. The extent and candour of their coop-
eration in what must have been initially a disturbing experiment is evi-
dence of their good relationship with the investigators, and the results 
certainly justify their confidence'. 

On the practice of circumcision of new-born infants, Comfort wrote 
in 1950,

'It is quite possible that even in new-born infants operation, and 
particularly operation in hospital, can produce psychological trauma, 
though the same operation delayed into the genital phase would proba-
bly do much more harm. We do not, however, need to rely on any men-
tal-health argument to deter us from unnecessary surgery.' 

On prostitution, Comfort wrote in 1956,
'Prostitution is a practice which may offend; but its discussion dis-

turbs only those who are disturbed by sexuality in general odern knowl-
edge has added remarkably little to our attitude towards prostitution, 
and because (judging from the past) no law or recommendation is likely 
to have any significant effect upon any but the most obviously profes-
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sional form.' 
The refractory period of penis after orgasm is defined by Masters 

and Johnson as 'a temporary state of psychophysiologic resistance to 
sexual stimulation immediately following an orgasmic experience. Even 
though they described it, Masters and Johnson failed to provide quanti-
tative estimate of it. The contribution of Comfort to solve this dilemma 
appeared in a letter to Lancet in 1972. Comfort wrote, "Human sexual 
parameters are still difficult to come by hat is the normal duration of 
the refractory period which elapses between ejaculation and the ability 
to attain another serviceable erection, not necessarily leading to 
orgasm. We were unable to answer the question from published litera-
ture. As a quick check on its order of magnitude, we persuaded a 
sex-counselling magazine to invite male readers to fill out a questionary 
page, reporting the results of self-trial on 3 separate occasions." His 
data is summarized in Table 2. The caveat presented by Comfort also 
deserves inclusion. He wrote, "Magazine questionaries are a doubtful 
way of obtaining representative data, but if these reflect the male gener-
ality, the widespread occurrence of a longish refractory period may 
prove to be an illusion, and it would certainly be worth measuring the 
performance of a larger and better-structured sample." 

When AIDS became a clinical health concern, in 1982 Comfort 
advised his medical peers to inquire about the sexual practices of their 
patients. Excerpts:

'Those investigating the menacing epidemic of pan-immunodeficits 
among homosexual males should pay at least as much attention to the 
details of sexual behavior in their patients as they do to drug exposure. 
Such details may be important, and few physicians who are not them-
selves homosexual are aware of them. These behaviours may include 
anal intercourse, but not all homosexual males engage in it, nor is it 
confined to homosexuals (it was formerly a popular working-class con-
traceptive) It seems urgent that we ask subjects with pan-immunodeficit 
or Kaposi's sarcoma what they actually do.' 

CONCLUSION

Overall, Comfort had lamented on the difficulties in collecting 

quantitative data on human sexual parameters; coitus, refractory period, 
identifying human pheromones and sexual behavior of homosexuals.
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Table 1. Major sex-affiliated themes covered by Alex Comfort in 
his Journal Contributions

Sex-affiliated Theme Reference

AIDS 6-9
anal intercourse 6
book reviews on sex-related books 10-12
coitus and fetus 13
ejaculation 14-15
foreskin 16
histocompatibility testing 17
homosexuality 18-19
pheromones 20
prostitution 6, 18
psychotherapy 21
sex and aging (geriatrics) 22-23
sexual cosmetics 7
sexual disorders 24
sexual revolution 21

Table 2. Refractory Period after Ejaculation*
Men in age range 15 -68 yrs. Refractory Period (min)
   (number)

   48 < 10
   11 < 30
   14# 30-45
    5 > 45

*source: Comfort14)

# deduced by subtraction from total number of 78 subjects surveyed.

Figure 1. The front cover of 'The Joy of Sex' 1972) book by 
Alex Comfort.


