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SUMMARY

This article offers a historical view of the women in the medical profes-
sion from the Homeric epics to Soranus and Galen until the early Midd-
le Ages, in both the Eastern and Western Mediterranean areas. Recent im-
portant medical-historical papers well clarify the contribution of women
in health care in both the Greek and the Roman world.

Myths, funeral inscriptions, medical writers and passages
both in Greek and Roman literature well testify the existence of
medically competent women able to assist other women in
childbirth and in the therapy of some feminine pathologies. The
analysis of different kinds of sources concerning medical wo-
men in Antiquity can perhaps help us in finding a meeting point
of so different voices and, if possible, in reconstructing the con-
tribution of a feminine medical professionality to the history of
medicine and to the history of the relation between the ancient
physician and a particular kind of patient.

Magicians, enchantresses or medically trained women?
Mythography, epics and ancient tales constitute evidence of
women'’s knowledge ranging between the world of magic and the

pragmatic experience of plants and natural remedies endowed
with a mild healing power.
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So, the Tliad! tells about Agamedes, the witch -Augias’ daugh-
ter -who knows all the natural remedies of the earth and who is
the specular image of the goddess Moon/Elea. Her second name
is Molio, which means Queen of moly, the magic, black rooted
herb with milk-coloured flowers - a kind of rue, a wild cyclamen
or a garlic-like plant with yellow flowers?? - used to antagonize
the unlucky influence of lunar phases; this herb had been given
by Hermes to Odysseus to defend him from the spells and the lu-
gra pharmaka of Circe the enchantress’.

Other literary texts recall the tale of Procri, using Circe’s de-
coctions as antidotes against Pasifaes’ magic arts®. In addition,
it should be remembered that the sorceress Circe is a mytholo-
gical close relative of that famous Medea who gives Jason the
drug distilled from caucasian crocus to defend him against the
wild bulls, guardians of the golden fleece. Medea herself makes
the big dragon sleep, spraying into his eyes soporiferous drops
using little juniper twigs. Moreover, she heals the escaping
wounded Argonauts with home-made remedies; in addition, Me-
dea will poison the young Jason's new wife and her father, killing
them with the gift of a tunic containing a fatal poison de-
stroying, like a fire, flesh and blood. She uses her magic powers
to help Aegeus to obtain a son and will give the king the aconite
herb, born from Cerberus’ slaver when the mythological dog had
been caught in the Ades by Hercules, and imported from Ache-
rusia in Bithynia to be given to Theseus. Moreover, she heals
Eracles from his madness’.

In the same way, Odyssea also draws our attention to women
who know about medicinal properties of herbs and natural re-
medies used to obtain an analgesic effect, especially in the treat-
ment of external wounds; Helen was particularly experienced in
giving nepenthes, the drug which dispels pain and anger and the
memory of every damage 6. in the same poem Polydamna’s story
reminds us that this was a typical feminine way of transmission
of knowledge. Polydamna was the wife of Tones, born of Peon’s
family in which everyone was a very skilled physician and she
taught Helen the knowledge of medicinal plants, during her stay
in Egypt, a land producin% several natural drugs, many, mixed,
benign; many others, lethal *.

Women in Medical profession

Apuleius’ Metamorphoses also s i

' ; AMC O, peak about the particular me-
dical skill of a Wlfe in mitigating her husband’s joint disease by
use of fomentations and cataplasms®.

The acquisition of medical knowledge.

‘On the; other hand, the possible identification of historical-
epigraphic sources testifying, at least in the Mediterranean area
where the Hippocratic medicine (as well the Hippocratic school)
developed during the IV-V centuries BC, the existence of some
form of medical (or paramedical) feminine education leads us
towards more complex cultural problems.

A usefu.l approach to the critical discussion of the scarce evi-
dence available for the Greek and the Roman worlds is still of-
fered by a famous - and very often cited - Igynus’ Fabula. It tells
the extr'aordmary story of Agnodike, the young woman .who se
He(ophllo cuidam tradidit in disciplinam in the same Athens in
;AA/[I’}lllCh r;lo servus aut femina was licensed to practice medicine.
Wi Iflarll nsl :b‘313§9,8kllled enough in her art, she began to assist wo-

Although Igynus’ text, because of its late date and the clear in-
naccuracy ?f some of its data (it is significant, in this perspecti-
ve, Igynus statement that in Athens no obstetrician was
working, two or three centuries after the historical reliabilit )
speaks ab_out a fact belonging to the realm of the fiction'® - ar?d
therefgre it is not valuable as a reliable source. Nevertheless, his
narration has been proposed as the attempt to furnish a his‘éori—
cal root- an aition - to the law that, in a not well defined chro-

nological phase of the V century BC, could have officially al
lowed women to practice medicine!’. n

Igyn.us does not hesitate to define Agnodike as an obstetrix;
but whlch is the professional typology we are in front of, if thé
protagonist - who is not only a practical medical assistant‘{2 - stu-
died medicine and, whoever was her teacher Herophilus, defini-
tgavely f}eft an empirical knowledge, only based on the tr;tnsmis—
;1122 (\:)N Orﬁzc;lcal data from one part to another of a narrow femi-

The latin word obstetrix traditionally refers to women who
take care of other women during childbirth and pregnancy; their
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tasks are clearly defined in Platonic Teethetus'® as the capability
in diagnosing pregnancy, in inducing miscarriage or delivery,
and mitigating its pain with incantations.

It is an entirely feminine world, strictly connected with the
reproduction, in which (despite of the existence of a techne and
a dianoia) magic medicine still lives besides the rational one;
taking apart the platonic metaphor of the real or fantastic exi-
stence of Phaenarete, the maia mother of Socrates’?; it seems
that there is neither a systematic curriculum nor a school able
to teach medicine to the ancient physician. It is only a practical
dimension, acquired through daily experience and practice at
patients’ bedside by the female members of a familiar entoura-
ge, sometimes by women slaves'. It is a common opinion that
the Greek term maia does not correspond to a real professional
definition, at least in Greece during the Vth Century BC; proba-
bly it was only a non-technical task, entrusted to mothers and
old women in the family, guardians of the mysterious monopoly
of birth, completely unknown to males'®; the Hippocratic pro-
fessional physicians, able to read written texts and operate fol-
lowing a precise theory of health and illness!” gradually suppor-
ted those women in gynaecological diagnosis and therapy. In
this context, however, male experience and medical knowledge
is dramatically limited by the veto commonly put on by femini-
ne modesty and shame, which makes really difficult for a male
physician to approach women’s bodies:

__in women who do not know which is the origin of their pains, disea-
ses became incurable , before the physician has been informed about the
origin of the disease... actually, they feel ashamed of speaking, even
when they know; and they think it is shameful because of their inexpe-
rience and ignorance... *®

Kei mén nosein ti ton aporreton kakon
gunaikes aide sugkauistanai noson... 19

Not long after this, Atossa, Cyrus’ daughter and Darius’” wife, found a
swelling (fuma) growing on her breast, which broke and spread further.
As long as it was but a small matter, she said nothing of it but hid it for
shame; but presently growing worse, she sent for Democedes and showed
it to him.. *°
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Sq, women assistants as mediators between the Hippocratic
phy51c'1an and the feminine disease acquired great importance
fol‘lowmg both normal and complicate deliveries and accompli:
shing all those tasks - like the vaginal inspection - which were
not accessible to male physicians. Hippocratic texts let us see
t}‘lellj presence in an unclear way, and only speak about physi-
cian’s assistants indirectly qualified by feminine articles, adjec-
tives and participles. They know how to cut the umbilical cord:

r he chorion remains in the womb; it happens when the umbilical cord
is broken because of a violent jerk or when the woman who has to cut

thfa umbilical cord cuts it, because of ignorance, before the chorion is out
of the womb ..

They can also give information about foetus’ development:

(1t is possible to obtain some information from) the women healers (Litt.

tas akes[] ldas, Whlch assisiin Oriert
ns womemn WhO Cal 1 d
mea ¥ ()W”) ARY g W

These assistants surely have not well defined professional
gharactgr§; they often commit errors - as the above mentioned
11'1capab111ty of gently pulling the umbilical cord - and need ad-
vice and supervision, but, as Demand underlines, they seem li-
ving, through the iatros’ experience, a slow process of professio-
n;d growth and requalification®. The chance they have to work
svlde by 51d§3 with learned physicians and to read texts which -
like the Hippocratic gynaecological ones - could have been
bound to informal public lectures (even if the latter surely did
not take any part in a kind of curriculum studiorum, they pro-
bably were regarded as a sort of lesson®) led the original maia
ﬁgure. towards the new title of ietreusa, woman who - in some
undefined way- works in the medical field. |

T'he ietreusa (but Littré still translates the word with the term obstetri-
cian, sage-femme) will kindly open the mouth of the womb - she will do

1t Wllh p’ecaullo?l - a}‘l(j Wlll Pull at [he same tirme, the u”ll?lllcal C()?d
> ] h
a ZC{ the Zaky .

‘We are facing a typical obstetrical task, strictly connected
with the last phases of a dystocic delivery whose difficulties we-
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re probably well known also to women who d'ld n(E}tl h::eeiﬁgu;—f
red theoretical notzions; thouz§h the(zi 5;2?%23?1% zuis r(;l adpe aks of
dically trained woman™" no .
%é?;us to Z medical Sf}hool Op?él tot ‘woréllzg ?%lseeog?eg}clf ;;)lrcllte;é:
we must consider with great attention o “;hen
tually, very intriguing - hypothesis Dean Jonfes .p}‘()](p‘ e
rites that the term genos used mstead_o uieis (spe
ill;l;:a:ing the sons) would t'est.ify, in the 'H1p}.i>(ocrat11cdOea’gllé Ot}tlg
real possibility oi a tranﬁm%7551on of medical knowledg
f the teacher™. ‘ -
theB(%Ja‘Lcuc%ihdt 6;rb(s)tetric schools exist or, e}t.least, is the ex1stegc§ }?;f
teachers giving public lessons in medpme to thosedwonrlr?ented?
wanted to become learned assistants in some way GOCU] " bet'-
Was a theoretical training necessary fpr.wo;nen to acqglrgb et
ter professional image, the Zaln;ce.tor'u? is \;/Iﬁiléiei}t}g ;{iztila :ee n}lls o
me funeral inscriptions and lekifot in the m > to
ched a new - also visual - cent_ral.posmon. Moreover,
?r? ‘;i;?: way Phanostrate’s example mgmﬁcgnt? gf‘c;)ursi,o ;}113
stele ascribing to her both the tl‘tles of maia an 1zatr¢tossz
confirm the acquisition of a seem}ngly better socia 15{ 2 (111 e
This new condition and the existence of varlousld 1}r11 s Obeen
lationship linking women and medical cult'ure. CO]ud da‘;/e peen
testified by the famous passage of Respublica mcil ub'i ' gfr lato
in a more general demonstration of ‘the proper habits T each
nature:; sex is referred to as a non-primary COIl.df[]lOIl, tas vell as
hair length or whatever other part of a physica slt.:a us
cannot - and must not - the qualities of human soul:

L,

n's
We meant, for example, that a man and a woman who have a physicia
mind have the same nature.

We shall rather, I take it, say that one woman has‘ the nature O);L a phz~
sician and another not, and one is by nature musical, and another u

. 29
musical?

So, Plato points out the existence of a fundamental dlffe;:;;
ce between a physician and a carpenter, but not be"[wee.zn a:) man
and a woman who have a medical attitude: the main ‘?1{?1 the
Platonic introduction is that both men and women, if they
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be educated in medicine as well as in music , can also be consi-
dered suitable - and, therefore, must be trained - to the political
tasks and to State government. '

However, we must underline the fact that every kind of medi-
cal apprenticeship in ancient world - which means, both male
and female medical training - seems to be not organized, but
practical and technical - rather than theoretical - one, at least un-
til the official establishment of medical schools in the late Midd-
le Ages; we can argue that, in the majoirity of the cases, medical
education in antiquity took the form of private training from
father to son; Hippocratic physicians had both oral and practi-
cal education while travelling with their teachers from one city
to another; even when Galen himself, probably the most learned
physician in ancient world - if we think of the eleven years he
spent in his medical education in Pergamum, Corinth and
Alexandria - speaks of his cultural background, he refers to his
teachers, and not to medical schools *°.

In short, Greek women seem to be absolutely excluded from
the real system of diffusion of knowledge® or, at least, there are
no clear testimonies of their professional education; it is neces-
sary to wait until Soranus’ Gynekia to see an organized attempt
of obstetrical training, when he clearly states, in the preface of
his textbook that studying and self-learning capability have to be

enumerated among the fundamental qualities to become a good
obstetrician.

The suitable subject has an education...which allows her to learn her art
also resorting to a theoretical formation . The perfect obstetrician is she
who acquired theoretical knowledges and a sound experience **.

If there is some vague indication of a feminine medical edu-
cation, it happens far away from the space and time boundaries
of classical Greece, as in the Egyptian city Sais>.

Did women write about medicine?

Both Galen and Pliny** mention Xanthes, Lais, Salpes, Soty-
ra, Elephantis as women experienced in mixing cabbage, myrtle,
tamarisk and other plants known as efficacious remedies, or in
a strange art of treating rabies, tertian and quartan fevers by use
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of mysterious menstrual blood-based preparations. They belgng
to an indefinite category, in which the art of remedy-preparation
is undoubtedly associated to that of the e.nghantl‘"ess, and all.ows,
in an always uncertain border on the insidious field of magic ri:—
covery, not only to supervise delivc?ry, but eqso to treat genitals
condylomata, inflammations, burnings and 1tch§3s. .

Their knowledge of herbs and natural rgmedles certamly.de—
rived from an autodidactic learning, as he}resses of an ancient
tradition, directly coming from the Homeric world.

Quite different is, however, the case of Cleppatra and Metro-
dora: these pseudo-authoresses almost certainly represent lite-
rary incarnations of the healing arts and follow very different
biographic routes. Cleopatra, o3f5ten cited by Galen as authoress
of a textbook on beauty culture™, and stranggly relaf:ed to Soran
by Tzetze - in spite of a clear chronological inconsistency - sur-
vives for some centuries as the queen of Egypt, dedicating ‘gooks
of cosmetics and gynaecological therapy to her daughter’’. On
the other hand, Metrodora is mentioned only in the Codex Laur.
Plut. 75.3, but she is linked to Cleopatra by the more recent tex-
tual criticism, which has found several resemblance:s_between
the text speaking about Metrodora gmd a bulk of writings con-
cerning gynaecological topics pubhshed by Wolphlqs in fXXI
century. This raises the question of a desn‘able reiglutlon of the
connection between these two pseudo-treatisers™. What joins
the two traditions is certainly the fact that they both belong to a
common popular, uncultured knowledge, probably transferred
by the female members of society, and strongly ba;ed on the use
of a handbook containing pharmacologicgl remedlgs apd largely
experimented notions, which Galen also includes in his learned
pharmacopoeia®.

Conclusions: evolution of a professional status . .

The official admittance to medical practice still remains for
many centuries forbidden to women. They are not bepevolently
accepted by academical institutions, and facultleiodlrected by
ecclesiastical authorities exclude them comple.tely . Neverfche-
less, the vanishing image of a woman \yho, still in the late Mldd~
le Ages, plays no part in a possible history of the professional
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practices, has been at least in part disavowed by more recent ap-
proaches mainly based on archive sources*. These studies effi-
caciously outlined a professional status, which on one hand re-
mained for a long time restricted to obstetrical practices inter-
dicted to the medicus, but, on the other hand, opened to diffe-
rent branches of practical medicine, also unrelated to feminine
pathology.

The recent studies by Monica Green have shown the existen-
ce of women who, concealed in the society under their father’s
or husband’s name, acquired medical knowledges from them
and, after his death, inherited clients as well as sites for practi-
sing™. They devoted themselves to daily practice including also
ritual, magic and prayer, desultorily pursued together with other
activities, and transferred by means of the more traditional lear-
ning procedures or by an exclusively feminine transmission of
knowledge, often in the absence of an easy access to official
sources of culture and of protective guilds®.

Besides obstetrical practice, the activity of these women has

still to be clarified, as well as many related problems, such as
those concerning quantity and quality of bills, or their profes-
sional definition. Some of them, although excluded from forma-
tive institutions, were certainly admitted, even though in diffe-
rent ways and according to the different contexts, to medical
and surgical practice: in Venice an official position was attribu-
ted to women per gratia, allowing surgical practice also in ma-
les*; in Naples, Cosenza, Florence and Rome, until the end of
XV century, surgical licenses were indifferently awarded to men
and women; some women were expressly authorized to practise
operations for hernias and abscesses, to treat wounds and eyes’
disease; in Frankfurt Barbara, daughter of a physician, cures
injured soldiers from Wissenkirchen in 1394; moreover, in
Wurzburg the Archbishop John, in 1419, authorizes Sara, on a
voluntary payment, to practise the medical profession...without
our interferences...and without any condition™.

In spite of this, licensed women physicians were incredible
rarities. A severe control of their activity being well testified in
1322 by Chartularium Universitatis Parisiensis, that justifies the
interdiction of medical practice to women
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cum nullam causam infirmitatis infirmorum per litteram vel artem me-
- 46
dicine cognoscat ™.

The acquisition of an unquestionable competence, even t}flo}tll—
gh restricted to a practice envisaged as spbordmate to that of the
cultured medicine, in no way was beneﬁaal. to t.he female access
to academic formation and knowledge. MldW.IVGS will stay fmi
many centuries in the marshland of an undefined profesks)lor.la
position, often undergoing the penal consequences of a usive
professional practice, in absence of a specific ch'ence or certifica-
tion*". On the other hand, a hard fgte was destlned for women
willing to study medicine at university, lf‘ it is true that .thelr ac-
cess to academical studies, as well as their registration in a pro-
fessional role, were permitted in England onl'y from the se(.:or}d
half of the XIX century, and that, in t.he Umte;d States, still in
1900, only a 5% of the students attending medical schools were

women .
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EUSTRESS E SUCCESSO TERAPEUTICO
Un'ipotesi di validazione empirica della strategia terapeutica
‘ dello sciamano siberiano

FRANCO VOLTAGGIO
Universita degli Studi di Macerata, I

SUMMARY
EUSTRESS AND THERAPEUTIC SUCCESS.

Kamlanie is a particular spell used by the Siberian medicine-man to heal
a patient, by invoking animal and human spirits. This article proposes
to explain the healing capability of the medicine-man not only through
the hypnotic suggestion: the healing messages, in the same moment
when they arrive to the patient, would become special sound signals, di-
rectly reaching the immune system.

Premessa

E’ noto come lo sciamano siberiano evidenzi i poteri che la
comunita sciamanica gli attribuisce durante la kamlanie, ossia
nella seduta, che si svolge nel suo igloo e nel corso della quale
egli invoca gli spiriti e compie incantesimi. La kamlanie puo es-
sere richiesta per diverse finalita, dalla propiziazione della cac-
cia alle procedure di riparazione nei confronti di una divinita
che si ritiene sia stata offesa, ma, per solito, & soprattutto invo-
cata e si svolge per ottenere la guarigione di un malato. In tal ca-
so assume il carattere di una vera e propria seduta terapeutica,
i cui eventi ed il cui esito vanno giudicati dall’osservatore ester-
no al modo stesso in cui giudicherebbe la metodologia, come 'e-
sito fausto o infausto, di un trattamento della nostra medicina
istituzionale. Tra gli esempi di kamlanie terapeutica il piti noto,
almeno per il pubblico italiano, & quello riportato da Marazzi in

Key words: Siberian medicine-man - Stress - Immunology.
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