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ABSTRACT
My paper focuses on an often neglected

Issue regarding ancient medicine: the role played by female
patient’s figurative language within the medical relationship.
In particular, I set out to elaborate on the prognostic, diagnostic
and therapeutic potential inherent in the patients’ metaphorical
way of thinking about and expressing their own experiences
of disease. Metaphors, images, and similes are frequently em-
ployed by laymen when they talk to physicians; upon closer
scrutiny, this fact testifies to the intrinsically metaphorical
structure of our everyday thinking. More precisely, this phe-
nomenon emerges especially when female patients are con-
fronted with the conceptualisation of what is less immediately
accessible in experience, such as the nature and causation of
their own suffering. In other words, metaphors help them un-
derstand and talk about their health, be it psychic or physical.
But physicians can turn our images into medical signs, as if
they were real symptoms, if they are able to “decode” them
appropriately.

Keywords: Corpus Hippocraticum - Figurative language - Female
patients - Medical relationship.
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The role played by female patients within the Corpus Hippocraticum (= CH) has often
been a controversial matter'. Who is the source of the physician’s knowledge? Is it the
female patient herself, or is it the physician? Scholars have defended both options?.
Although I won’t delve into the details of this issue, it is reasonable to assume that
the truth lies somewhere in the middle. In certain Hippocratic passages, the physician
casts doubt on his patient’s reliability?, while in others, it is the female patient who
provides valuable information about her illness*. Regardless, physicians likely used
to pay attention to their patients’ words, even when the latter expressed themselves
figuratively.” Considering this premise, the present paper will focus on some figu-
rative expressions which can be reasonably imputed to female patients, specifically
examining relevant testimonies from the Epidemics, the De natura muliebri, and the
De mulierum affectibus. However, this is not sufficient, of course. That is why, in the
near future, I intend to expand the scope of this research to include other treatises of
the CH, potentially as part of an outstanding project led by Professor Mdnica Duran,
if it receives funding.

The first text which is worth discussing comes from book the Epidemics, V 25:

Ev Aopiooy, dupirolos Avonpidog, vén odoo, Okote Aayvedolto, mEPLWODVEEY Layvpacq,
GAwg 08 avaddvvog v, Extnoe 0¢ ovdémote. Eénioviaétne 08 yevouév, @ovvito amo
HEGOV NUEPNS, DS DIIVOVTa. IaYOPADS™ TPO IE UEGOV HUEPNS OUTH TPATO. TPWYOVCO, TOVAAG,
éme10n 60vvy avtny Elafev ioyopotdn TV mPOobev, GvaocTaoo. ETEYODTE TIVOS TPHYEOS &V
@ otoport ¢ untpng. "Eneita, 1oy leimoyvyovons avtie, stépn yovi, kobsioa v yeipa,
élemisoe Mifov 560V 6TOVIDI0V GTpdicTon, TPNYOV Kad By T6Te avtiKa Kod meita ijv.

In Larissa, the servant of Dyseris, when she was young, whenever she had sexual inter-
course, suffered much pain, but otherwise was without distress. And she never conceived.
When she was sixty, she had pain from midday, like strong labor. Before midday, she had
eaten many leeks. When pain sized her, the strongest ever, she stood up and felt something
rough at the mouth of her womb. Then, when she had already fainted, another woman,
inserting her hand, pressed out a stone like a spindle top in size, rough. She was immediately
and thenceforth healthy. (trans. by Smith, modified)

Dyseris’s servant is afflicted with a gynecological disorder that causes her to experi-
ence symptoms similar to pregnancy, although she is not actually pregnant. When she
reached the age of sixty, she perceived a rough object (tivog Tpny€oc) near the open-
ing of her womb, which she herself confirmed through direct palpation (énéyovce).
Thankfully, another woman was able to extract a stone from her, roughly the size of a
spinning top (6cov omdvdviov dtpaktov), and the servant experienced a full recovery.
This case is intriguing for several reasons. Firstly, the physician does not directly in-
teract with the patient’s body. The palpation is carried out by the patient herself, and
the removal of the rough formation is performed by another woman whose identity
remains unknown (presumably, a trained midwife). In this context, the physician as-
sumes the role of a mere observer, recording only the data indirectly provided to him.
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One could even hypothesize that the physician was only informed of the complete
clinical story after the servant had recovered, implying that he likely was not person-
ally present during the events described.

So far, so good. However, if this interpretation holds true, how should we interpret the
two similes, “as if in severe labor pains” (0g ddivovca ioyvpds) and “about the size
of a spindle top” (6c0ov omoévovAOV dtpdktov)? The first simile aids in expressing the
patient’s pain—a challenging task for both patients and physicians, as evident in both
the CH and Galen’s writings®. The second simile serves to describe the size and, per-
haps, the shape of the rough object within Dyseris’s servant’s womb. Do these similes
originate from the patient’s own imagination, thereby providing evidence of figurative
language employed by patients? Or should we attribute them to the physician’s narra-
tive? Considering the physician’s relative absence from the narrative and taking into
account the nature of the pain described by the first simile, as well as the semantic
field associated with the second simile (everyday life, specifically female activities),
it is likely that one of the two young women used these figurative expressions, which
have been passed down to us through the physician’s account. Arguably, the suffering
girl could be the author of the first simile, while the second simile likely originated
from the other girl.

Another relevant example can be found in Epidemics VII 11. This passage is notewor-
thy, as it demonstrates what Chiara Thumiger refers to as the “character language”
of the patients. In this instance, the physician employs the verb enpui to give voice to
the patient, reporting an expression (in this case, a metaphorical one) that should be
attributed to the patient herself, rather than the physician:

17 Epromtoléuov yxeiudvos mupetog kol KEPOAS GAyNuata: Kol Omote mol, MG YOLETDS
kotamovoa éCovéoty, kal v kapdinv oi yviovolar pn- yAdooa meliovyy ar’ dpyis. (ed.
Jouanna)

The wife of Hermoptolemus, in the winter, had fever and headache. Whenever she drank she
sat upright because of difficulty swallowing. She said that her heart had been weakened.
Tongue livid from the outset. (trans. by Smith, modified)

Hermoptolemus’ wife was suffering from a fever and headache — in all likelihood,
salmonellosis’ — and the physician took careful note of all the clinical evidence, in-
cluding her use of yvioboOat (“to be weakened”). It is worth noting that the reading
yviovcOat was proposed by Coray as an emendation for the traditus vyidcOot, which
is supported by ms. M (Marcianus Graecus 269, 10th century). However, as the tex-
tus traditus makes little sense, and an emendation is certainly necessary, Coray’s one
has the merit of making sense of the patient’s metaphorical use of a verb that is never
used analogously in the CH®. By employing the image of someone “limping” (hence,
“being weak”), which is the basic meaning of yvio®w’, Hermoptolemus’ wife drew on
her everyday world in order to convey to the physician how she felt about her heart’s
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condition. The fact that the physician recorded this expression along with the other
symptoms suggests that he found it not only effective and appropriate, but also diag-
nostically revealing. Therefore, it does not come as a surprise that, a few lines below,
the physician mentions another answer given by his patient (LeTd TOC TPMOTAG NUEPAS
EPOTOUEVT 0VK ETL KEPOATV, GAL” OAOV TO GO0 TOVETY EQN).

Another intriguing example occurs twice in the Epidemics, once in Book V (63) and
again in Book VII (28). The recurrence of the same clinical story is certainly notewor-
thy, as it exemplifies the pervasive process of textual modification and implementation
that was characteristic of many treatises in the CH'’, such as Epidemics V and VII''. In
Book V, 63, Polemarchus’s wife appears to metaphorically describe the movements of
her heart':

Tij Ioleudpyov xeidvog kovayyikij 0ionie. vwo tov fpoyxov: Toldg mvpetds. ‘EpleforopnOn:
Enlev 6 mviyuog éx Tiic pdpovyyog: 6 mopetog mapeimeto. Ilepl méumtny yobdvarog dlynua,
oionua, Gpiotepod- kol kot v kopdiny épn 1 ColdéyecOar abtij kol Gvémver a¢ ék oD
PeforticBar dvarvéovar: kal €k 100 otnbeog vmewopel darep ai yyaatpiuvbor Aeyouevar:
7010070 11 CovéPauvev. Tlepl 0¢ Tag Emta. 1 vvéa £C VOKTO KOIAN KOTEPPLYN Dypa TOAL KOKOV
6ouevor dpwvin: teledtnoey. (ed. Jouanna)

Polemarchus’ wife had quinsy in the winter. Swelling by the windpipe, much fever. She
was phlebotomised. The choking in her pharynx was relieved; the fever persisted. About
the fifth day, pain and swelling in the left knee. She was under the impression of having
something of a gathering around the heart, and she breathed like a diver who has sur-
faced. She made a noise from her chest, like that which the so-called ventriloquists make,
something like that happened. On the seventh or ninth day her intestines broke loose
towards night, emitting much moist excrement, smelly. Voicelessness. She died. (trans. by
Smith, modified)

At VII 28 another girl, who is also described as Polemarchus’ wife®, is said to suffer
from the same disease as the homonymous character in book V:

Tij Holepdpyov yeyuddvog koveyyikij oionua o tov fpoyyov: molog mvupetos. PAESa équnln:
EAncev 6 mviyuog éx tijg papoyyog: 6 moperos wopeineto. Iept méummny yodvorog dlynua koi
oidnua Gpiotepod- kai kod v kapdiny épn Sokelv Tt Covayeobar éwvtij- kol dvérver olov éx
100 Pefartiobor dvarveodaon: kai ék t00 atnBeog dreywoper ¢ ai éyyaatpiuvbor Aeyouevar:
7010070 11 Eovéfarvey. Tlepi 9 Ty Gydony i évany &g vokTa KoIAlN kateppayn Oypa molAo. kai
dAéa kol Kaxoduo: Gpwvin: étededtnoey. (ed. Jouanna)

Polemarchus’wife had quinsy in the winter, swelling by the windpipe, much fever. A vein was
opened. The choking in her pharynx was relieved, the fever persisted. About the fifth day, pain
and swelling in the left knee. She said she felt as though there was a gathering around her
heart; she breathed as though she was catching her breath after being submerged. She made
a noise from her chest, like that which the so-called ventriloquists make. Something like that
happened. On the seventh or ninth day her intestines broke loose towards night, massively
emitting much moist excrement, that was smelly. Voicelessness. She died. (trans. by Smith,

modified)
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In the case in question, the physicians record a metaphorical expression used by their
patients. The latter describe feeling as though “something was gathered around the
heart” (koo v Kopdiny [...] 1t EoAAéyecBarv/Euvayesbor)'®. The use of the complex
formula £pn dokelv €wvti] in VII 28 makes it clear that the patient herself came up
with this expression (it is hence another sample of “character language”); and also
g€on in V 63 supports this hypothesis. Interestingly, the verb cuAréyw, which is em-
ployed by Polemarchus’ wife in V 63, can be found elsewhere in the CH, sometimes
associated with the movement of blood (e.g. Epid. 11 6, 32; Nat.Hom. 11, 37; Genit.
51, 63; Oss. 9, 35). It is hence possible that Polemarchus’ wife was attempting to
express her feelings in quasi-technical language; or perhaps she was using the verb
more broadly, as its occurrences in the CH (aside from those mentioned above) are
often non-technical, and generically refer to any form of “gathering”. The same can
be said of cuvdyw, employed by (the other) Polemarchus’ wife at VII 28: the verb
is often employed elsewhere by the physicians (e.g. Epid. VII 25, with reference to
the eyes; VII 1, with reference to the whole body). So, both of the verbs are taken at
face value by the physicians, despite their degree of technicality. Unfortunately, the
authorship of the two rare and effective similes “like a diver who has just surfaced”
(0¢ &k tod BePomticOon dvamvéovst /olov Ek Tod BefanticOot dvamveovon) and “like
the so-called ventriloquists” (domep ai €yyaotpipvbotl Aeyouevar)'® remains unclear.
They are nowhere else attested in the CH and may have been used by the physicians
to describe the patient’s breathing and the noises she made from her chest. However,
given that both images come from everyday experiences that the patient could have
feasibly had, it is possible that Polemarchus’ wife herself made reference to them.
Considering all these aspects, it is reasonable to question whether female patients tend
to employ similar figurative expressions as male patients. The CH does not provide
ample evidence regarding this matter. However, there is one noteworthy passage from
the De mulierum affectionibus (1 36) that sheds light on the subject:

Tivetar 0¢ koi Exea &v tijol uitpnoy ofa v loysiowv caméviwv: kai fiv yévytat, méovog
ueledwvng denoeton, Skwe un of o Elkea peydAo kai onmedovdea éotor Kivovvog O¢ i
Oovelv 1§ dpopov yevéabou. Znunio o¢ tadta yivetor fiv Elkeo évij- Emnv ywpén 1 kabopaoig,
00KéeL S aravOio, 1o TV unTpéwy iéval, kai Top LoleTor Ty KolAiny.

Ulcers may also form in the uterus as a result of lochia putrefying, and if this happens more
attention will be required to prevent them from becoming large and putrid, for they threaten
death and barrenness. The following signs appear if ulcers are present (sc. in the uterus):
when the cleaning is being discharged, something like a thorn seems to be piercing the
uterus, and heat occupies the cavity. (trans. Potter)

The ailment in question pertains to ulcers of the womb. A symptom indicative of their
presence is a sensation experienced by the patient, which the physician describes figu-
ratively. The phrase “she perceives a sensation akin to small prickles traversing her
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womb” (dokéel MG akavOla d10 TV untpéwv iévar) is employed to portray a particular
type of pain, whose existence the physician equates with a genuine symptom. This
observation is highly revealing. Firstly, it demonstrates that physicians were indeed
receptive to incorporating their patients’ imagery into their accounts, presumably due
to the recurrence of certain images under clinically comparable circumstances'¢. In
other words, figurative expressions could be regarded as quasi-symptoms due to their
frequent reoccurrence. As Vincenzo Di Benedetto convincingly argued many years
ago, regularity and frequency, based on consistent occurrence, contribute to the no-
tion of probability, which lies at the core of ancient medicine concerning diagnosis,
prognosis, and treatment!'’. Moreover, the image cited by the physician is noteworthy
because it can be attributed to the imagery employed by male patients as well. For
instance, consider Morb. 11 72:

Dpovric: dokel év toiot omidyyvoioy sivai ofov drovla kai kevielv, koi don abtov Aalvta,
Kal T0 PAO¢ PevYeL Kol TODS AvEIpOTOVS, Kol T0 0KOTOC PIAel, kKol pofos Aaletal, kol ai ppéveg
0idéova1y éktog, Kal AAYel wowouevogs, kai pofeital, kai deiiota Opd kol Oveipato. poPfepa
Kai Tod¢ tedvniotag éviote: kai 1 vodoog [éviote] Joufdver Todg mheiorovg Tod fjpog. (ed.
Jouanna)

Phrontis: somthing like a thorn seems to be in the inward parts and to prick them; loathing
attacks the patient, he flees light and people, he loves the dark, and he is seized by fear. His
diaphragm swells outwards, and is painful when touched. The patient is afraid, and he sees
terrible things, frightful dreams, and sometimes the dead. This disease attacks most people
in spring. (trans. Potter)

The disease under consideration, the highly debated @povtic'®, gives rise to a pain in
the bowels akin to the pricking of a thorn. Considering numerous other instances where
the “pricking” metaphor appears', it is reasonable to attribute the authorship of this
figurative expression to male patients. Consequently, irrespective of gender, patients
commonly utilised the semantic field of pricking to vividly depict an intense and pen-
etrating type of pain. This hypothesis is further strenghtened by the image of “fire”
(mdp), that is said to “attack” (Aaletor)® the kothin. In a passage from the De morbis
(IIT 7), fire is mentioned along with needles to describe the sensations of a male patient:

Orav 0’ 6 mledpwv mpnabij vmo pleyuacing kai oidnon, Pné ioyer orlnpn kol opOomvoia kai
dvarnvel dOpoov kal mwokivov kol doBuaivel kal 10l kol TOOS UOKTIPOS GVOTETAVVOOLY (O
iTmo¢ dpouav kai v yAdaoav Qauiva xfalrer kai ta atibeo. abT@d deiderv dokel kol fapog
évelvai, 010 ywpelv ov dvvacbor to. atibea, dlia dappneoeaBai, kai aovvozel: 1) te 30OV
o6&éa ioyel T0 e vdToV Kad 10 0THOE O, KOl TS TAEVPOS (OG PEAOVaL KEVIEOVTL KO KOIETOL TO.DTO,
¢ TPOS mop Kabnuevog kal Epvlnuota éxplioet &6 10 otijfog Kal T0 VATOV S PLOYOEIIEN,
[proyoeidéa M, polidoeidéa Jouanna, poridocidés 0].°1 Koi onyuog ioyopog éuniner [kaoi
amopin] dote otte koraxeioOor 000’ éotdvau obte kalbijolor 0l6g T’ éoTiv, AAL’ dmopel dAbwV
PAnotpiler e éwvtov kol dokel fion amobaveioOar- amobvijokel 0¢ pdiioto tetopTtaios i
éBdouaiog fiv 0¢ tadrag Expdyn, ob udlo drobvijoker. (ed. Jouanna)?
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When the lung is distended due to phlegmasia and swells up, a harsh cough and orthop-
nea set in. The patient respires rapidly and frequently, gasps for breath, sweats, dilates his
nostrils like a running horse, and continually protrudes his tongue. His chest seems to him
to sing and to contain a heaviness that prevents it from dilating, but it seems to him to be
about to be torn, and he is powerless. Sharp pain is present in the patient’s back and chest,
needles, as it were, prick his sides, and he burns in these areas as though he were sitting
next to a fire, and red patches like flames erupt on his chest and back. A violent gnawing
pain attacks the patient, and he can neither lie down, nor stand up, nor sit; he is at a loss,
being distraught, and tosses himself about, and seems already on the point of death. He
usually dies on the fourth or seventh day, if he survives that many, death is rare. (trans. by
Potter, modified)

Another remarkable example can also be cited. In the De natura muliebri (10), con-
cerning the swelling of the womb caused by phlegm, the author suggests a specific
query to be posed to the afflicted patient:

Hv oi pijtpar pleyunvooor mpnobaaot, pdoo gyyivetal, kol T0 ETUNVIO. AEDKO. ETEPYETAL
pleyuotirdea: éoti &’ 6te Kai alua AETTOV, Buévary Eumleov: kol 1@ dvopi VIO Tijg BYPOTHTOS
ovx £0é)e1 pioyectou, xai dypi ko eri) yiverar. Epéctou obv ypiy avtijv 10 péov uij drver™
te Ko éCelkol- Kl fiv ui) Odkvy, dmo Tod éykepdlov pdva elvar 0 pedua, fv 08 ddkvy, dmo
¢ Koiding. (ed. Bourbon)

If the uterus becomes inflated with an inflammation, wind collects in it and menses hap-
pen to be white and phlegmatic, and sometimes blood is thin, filled with membranous. The
woman has no desire to have intercourse with her husband, on account of her moistness,
and she becomes pallid and thin. Therefore, you must ask this patient whether the flux bits
her and causes an ulceration. If it is not biting, indicate that the flux is coming from the
brain, but if it is, then from the cavity. (trans. Potter, modified)

It is not explicitly stated whether the metaphorical use of ddxvw originates from the
patient herself. However, it appears likely, as the physician assumes that his question
is easily comprehensible to the patient. Nevertheless, further analysis is required to ex-
amine the usage and pattern of this question, as this passage seems to be noteworthy for
several reasons. Firstly, it demonstrates the active involvement of the female patient in
the diagnostic process*. Secondly, her response is considered a symptom, possibly due
to its recurrent nature. Thirdly, as mentioned earlier, both the answer and the question
contain a metaphor, the “biting” pain, which is commonly found in the CH*. Fourthly,
the fact that this metaphor is also used in reference to male patients indicates a shared
figurative expression employed by both genders?. Lastly, the presence of this metaphor
in both the question and the answer supports the notion that figurative language is part
of the shared imagery and communication system between physicians and patients?’.

The “biting” metaphor is also found in the De mulierum affectibus (11 176 L. =11 67
P.), where the case of “dropsy” of the womb is discussed. However, this chapter is
noteworthy not only for the use of the metaphor but also for another linguistic ele-
ment, namely the simile of the brine (GAun), which describes a specific type of pain:
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Yoépov untpéwv: Bpoapoy T péet ixwpoeides, kol kaboipetal, kol OGKVEL 6QPOOpa Kol EAKOT
dorep dAun ta aidoia kol T wEPIE, Kol Gkov av émiotaln EAkol, kai 1 ypoin IKTepwong: T 0
dAdo kaBaipeton wiijbog, domep v Toioty dALoLal poolary.

Dropsy of the uterus: the menstrual flux is between bloody and serous, and it is discharged,
and it bits intensely, and it ulcerates the genitalia and the area around them as brine would:
wherever it drips it causes ulceration, and the skin looks yellowish. Otherwise, the volume
of cleaning is as with fluxes in general. (trans. Potter, modified)

The identical phrasing (with the addition of the verb £66im, emphasizing the “eating”
metaphor)?® can also be observed in chapter I 122 (L. =II 13 P.). This further attests
to the consistent manipulation of certain foundational texts or models, which were
continuously expanded upon and revised with minor modifications:

Poov ixwpoeidéog Oepomein: péet Gpaipov, oiov mep Ao Kpe®v OTTOV YOUOS, KOl OGKVEL (DG
dAun, kai éobiel kol éCelkol Ta aidoia, kai 1) VoTépn dverkodtal, kal T TEPIE KAl TOVS UNPovS
xal o GALor émerdoy émaraly émi ta iuatio, fartetal, kol ODOTAVTO, EUUEVEL.

Therapy for a serous flux that appears somewhat bloody like the juice from roasting meat,
bits like brine, and eats and ulcerates the genitalia; the uterus becomes ulcerated, as do
the area around it, the thighs, and other regions. Wherever drops fall on the bedding, they
produce stains which are difficult to wash out. (trans. Potter, modified)

The pain metaphorically “bites” and even “eats” the patient’s pudendum. This re-
peated utilization of the same semantic field serves as a means for both the patient and
physician to better understand each other. However, within this overarching meta-
phor, a second image emerges: the simile of the brine (&Aun). This latter image is less
commonly used, appearing only twice in the CH, specifically in the aforementioned
passages. While we cannot be certain, it is likely that this simile originates from the
female patient herself. Such pain was undoubtedly a deeply personal and internal
experience, as she alone had access to the suffering in her pudendum. Therefore, it is
reasonable to believe that she was the one to initially employ the image of the brine to
describe the nature of her sensation. Physicians, in turn, had to accept it at face value,
carefully recording it, which allowed it to endure over centuries until the present day.
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