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MEDICAL  EDUCATION

Leonardo da Vinci's Coitus Sketch and Its Interpretation by 
the Japanese Undergraduate Students

Sachi Sri Kantha

ABSTRACT
Objective: This short communication is not a study on Leonardo da Vinci's standing coitus sketch dated around AD 1493. 

Rather, it is a survey on the interpretation of this sketch by the Japanese undergraduate students in the second decade of the 
21st century. 

Methods: 205 university undergraduates (127 men and 78 women), aged 18 to 20, of a Japanese university were given a copy 
of the coitus sketch in a class taught by the author. They were asked to answer the question, 'Comment scientifically about this 
sketch in a few sentences' in 10 minutes.

Results: Only 11.2% were able to positively identify the standing coitus act drawn by da Vinci. 47 among the 205 students 
commented on the reversed position of the legs, wrongly implying that this sketch featured a single individual and not the imag-
ined sagittal section of two individuals (man and a woman). Quite a number of students also wrongly inferred the sketch as a 
woman and a baby. Few unusual emanations from the students were also noted.

Conclusion: On the quality of the sex education available for youngsters in Japan, no specific inferences can be made with-
out proper control samples, either from other industrialized or Asian countries. Nevertheless, I propose that da Vinci's standing 
coitus sketch can be an appropriate and useful introductive material for sexuality education for university students.
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INTRODUCTION

Leonardo da Vinci's standing coitus sketch dated to AD 1493 (Fig. 
1) has received much attention among medical scientists, including 
Sigmund Freud1-9). Though this sketch was originally drawn, long before 
the invention of microscope and the identification of sperms by scien-
tists, it still remains controversial due to da Vinci's expressed thoughts 
on the sexual act and homosexual leanings8). Twenty years ago, Schultz 
et al.9) examined the human coitus in 'real time' using MRI technique. 
The accompanying editorial in the British Medical Journal, reported the 
following:

"Sex crops up repeatedly but most remarkably in a study of men and 
women having sex in scanners. The living anatomy of coitus is under-
standably tricky to study, but this new investigation shows that 
Leonardo da Vinci didn't get it quite right in his famous drawing. In fact 
the penis seems to be shaped like a boomerang during intercourse"10,11). 
It seems to me that the authors of this study9) and the editorial commen-
tator11) had made an interpreting error on da Vinci's sketch. Whereas, da 
Vinci had imagined human coitus in a standing position, the 8 couples 
who participated in the MRI study of Schultz et al.9,10) were positioned in 
the 'missionary position'. Unless an MRI study is repeated with the cou-
ples performing coitus in a standing position, da Vinci's imagination on 
the penis during coitus remains unverified.

The objective of this study is a survey on sexual awareness, based 
on the interpretation of da Vinci's historical standing coitus sketch, by 
the Japanese undergraduate students in the second decade of the 21st  
century.

SUBJECTS  AND  METHODS

Study subjects were 205 university undergraduates (127 men and 78 
women), aged 18 to 20, of the Gifu university. (Table 1) Students were 
distributed among the Faculties of Medicine, Engineering and Applied 
Biological Sciences. The study period spanned from 2011 to 2015.

The coitus sketch of da Vinci was distributed in the class taught by 
the author, and students were asked to answer the question, 'Comment 
scientifically about this sketch in a few sentences' in 10 minutes. The 
lesson objectives of the class had multiple components, including ele-
mentary biology, history of science, English expression skill and sexual-
ity awareness. Responses from the students were collected and ana-
lyzed.

   C   2019 Japan Health Sciences University
             & Japan International Cultural Exchange Foundation



Kantha S. S.424

RESULTS 

Table 1 presents the data on the positive identification of the coitus 
act by the first, second and third year students. Cumulatively only 
11.2% were able to positively identify the standing coitus act between a 
man and a woman, as drawn by da Vinci. Compared to the very low per-
centages (7-8%) among the first and second year students, 17.6% of 
third year students were able to identify the coitus act correctly.

Partially correct responses and a few incorrect responses to the 
question asked are presented in Table 2. One reason for the suggestion 
of 'position of reversed legs' in the sketch was the wrong inference of 47 
students, implying that this sketch is of one standing individual. 
Furthermore, 9.8% of the students misidentified the two individuals in 
the sketch as 'a woman and her baby'. Due to the long flawing hair of 
the individual on the right side of the sketch, many students misidenti-
fied this individual as a woman, disregarding the sexual organs shown 
below for the same individual. Two students did erroneously mention 
about the book of Japanese scholar Genpaku Sugita (1733-1813), who 
provided the first translation of a text book on medical anatomy by 
Johann Adam Kulmus (1689-1745) from the Dutch language original 

Apart from these, six unusual emanations from the students includ-
ed the following:

"I think this animal is not a human. Because this animal's legs look 
a strange. A leg looks forward, but other looks back. We can't do such a 
pose. So, this is not a human." (♂) 

"This human is quite crazy. I think he can't make love with his own 
power. He relies on mechanical power." (♀)

"This sketch expresses a scene in which woman is giving birth to a 
baby." (♀)

"I don't like this sketch. Because I don't like this man's face. It is 
stern." (♀)

"This sketch is very fearful. I'll feel uneasy." (♂) 
"The cross section of a pregnant woman; but the fetus is out of her 

body." (♀)

DISCUSSION

In comparison to other countries, published sexuality studies among 
the Japanese university students seems scarce.12-17) This lacuna partially 
reflects the prevailing puritan attitude of the university academics and 
conservative administrators; thus, constituting the primary limitation of 
this study. Related to this, I record an incidence at a Japanese university 
(not Gifu University) in 2011. I introduced this da Vinci's coitus sketch 
to a graduate student class. Based on a student evaluation survey by this 
institution, I was invited to a 'guidance chat' by a panel of three profes-
sors (two women and one man) and rebuked for using this particular 
sketch in a lesson! When this male professor told me, 'I don't want you 
to use that sketch for teaching', I was bemused by the narrow-minded 
ignorance of these three professors. They were too specialized in their 
biology research to an extreme, and failed to comprehend the potential 
significance of da Vinci's pioneering contribution to biology and dissec-
tion 500 years ago. A secondary limitation: this is only a one institution 
study. Thus, the results cannot be generalized to all the university stu-
dents in Japan. Also, limiting the response time to 10 minutes might 
have hindered the ability to think and provide a correct response in 
English by the Japanese students.

CONCLUSION

This study infers that in a sample of 205 undergraduates of both 
sexes studying at a Japanese university, only 11% were able to positive-
ly identify the coitus act in the famous Leonardo da Vinci's 1493 sketch 
and describe it. For the sole reason that this coitus sketch possess da 
Vinci's signature and imagination based on dissection, I consider that it 
can make a good visual aid for teaching sexual awareness among the 
university students. It's elegance in the history of medicine is based on 

Table 1. Positive Identification of the coitus act by Japanese 
undergraduate students

Undergraduate  Total  Total number of positive 
students (men + women) identification of coitus act (%)

 First year   74 (69 + 5)        6 (8.1)

 Second year   57 (34 + 23)        4 (7.0)

 Third year   74 (24 + 50)      13 (17.6)
---------------------------------------------------------------------
   Cumulative total 205 (127 + 78)      23 (11.2)

Table 2. Other Partially Correct and Incorrect Responses from 
the students (n= 205) 

       Description Number of Responses

Partially Correct Responses

1. Position of reversed legs 47

2. Identification of two individuals (man and woman)   5

3. Sagittal section and/or dissection   5

4. 'old' sketch   5

5. Mention of penis/'organ'   3

6. 'ultimate touching'/expressing 'birth of life'   2

7. 'Sexual organ inserted'   1

Few Incorrect Responses

1. Woman and her baby 20

2. Pregnant woman   3

3. Man and a baby   1

4. Man with long hair having a big onion   1

Figure 1. Leonardo da Vinci's standing coitus sketch. Dated to 
AD 1493.
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two facts: da Vinci drew it before humans knew the intricate involve-
ment of sperm during the coitus act and even before the invention of the 
microscope. As per the quality of sex education available for youngsters 
in Japan, no specific inferences can be made without proper control 
samples, either from other industrialized or Asian countries. 
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