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Greek Foundations 

Of the handful of Greeks who wrote about women's health, the most influential on medieval medicine were 
likely Galen and Hippocrates.  The Hippocratic writing were composed between the fifth and fourth centuries 
BCE, and about 20% of these writing were on the topic of gynecology.  Galen of Pergamon (ca. 130 - 215 BCE) 
had a profound influence on medieval medicine, which can be seen in the principles of the humors (blood, 
phlegm, yellow/red bile, and black bile) and the elements (hot, cold, wet, dry). 

Galen and Hippocrates had fundamental gynecological principles in common that would significantly influence 
medieval gynecology: primarily, the role of menstruation.  Menstruation was a requisite purging of the blood 
(humor) that kept uterus-owners in good health.  Women were cold and men were hot.  Men being hotter, they 
metabolized their nutrients and expelled their waste more efficiently than women.  Women, therefore, must 
experience their monthly purging in order to maintain balance in the humors, unless, of course, they were 
pregnant or lactating in which the "excess" would be put to good use producing a fetus or milk.  If menstruation 
- purging of blood through the vagina- was not available, the body may create another venue for this purge 
(say, a nose bleed) in order to bring the body back into balance.  If menstruation was not taking place, the blood 
was accumulating in the body and the resulting imbalance becoming more and more impactful to the 
body.  This underlying medical theory, and the importance placed on healthy menstruation, may inform why so 
many medieval medical manuscripts seem obsessed with provoking the menses. 

Another holdover from Galenic and Hippocratic gynecology that influenced women's medicine in the middle 
ages is the concept of uterine suffocation.  Within this medical theory, the uterus may roam about the body, 
which of course was caused by retention of the menses, among other causes including a lack of 
heteronormative sexual activity, fatigue, dryness of the womb, etc.  In plain speak, the uterus would often move 
upward towards the liver (because the liver is wet and the uterus is dry), hitting against this organ and together 

shifting, taking up the breathing space within the upper 
abdomen.  Suffocation in this way could be deadly.  The uterus could 
continue to move about the body, and each location where it may reside 
would create unique symptoms, facilitating diagnosis (Hippocrates, 
Diseases of Women I).  It was determined that virgins and elder women 
were most at risk for this particular affliction.  The underlying cause was 
that the uterus had become dry, and the prescribed method of wetting 
the uterus (heternormative intercourse; namely, semen) was believed to 
be unavailable to them.  

If access to semen and sexual activity were limited or unattainable, the 
next best treatment was fumigation with herbal medicines.  This 
treatment was based on the theory that the uterus had a sense of 
smell.  An example of how uterine suffocation might be treated is fetid 
odors placed in in the nose while sweet odors were fumigated into the 
vagina so that the uterus would run away from the fetid odors near the 
head and be drawn down to the sweet odors of the lower abdomen.  
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The School of Salerno and Arabic Influences 

The community of mentors and apprentices in the Italian city, commonly referred to as the School of Salerno, 
took a more integral approach to women's medicine that built off of the texts surviving from Galen and 
Hippocrates, and adding the Arab influences of Islamic medicine.  This occurred during the "twelfth century 
renaissance" occurring in Italy.  For my purposes, the most notable of the Salerno medical texts on women's 
health is the compendium commonly called The Trotula, comprised of Condition of Women, Treatments for 
Women, and Women's Cosmetics.   

Not at all surprising, gynecology was predominantly being written about by men, who were diagnosing and 
prescribing for female patients despite likely never interacting with patients' vaginas.  This created the 
opportunity for women practitioners and professional midwives, who would have been less restricted.  While 
discussing the social climate of Salerno during the twelfth century, it is also noteworthy that local women 
(possibly for the first time) impacted the content of the compendium.  Lived experiences of uterus- and vagina-
owners in Salerno likely had an impact on the content of The Trotula. 

(Depictions of Fumigation pots from a fifteenth century Dutch translation; Copenhagen, Det Kongelige Bibliotek, 

MS GKS ff. 29r and 32r). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

More information on this topic may be found on Lady Esa’s website:  

Lady Esa . Wordpress . com   
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First things first… is your patient hot or cold? 

“So that we might make a succinct exposition on the treatment of women, it ought to be determined which 
women are hot and which are cold, for which purpose we perform this test… We anoint a linen cloth with 
pennyroyal oil or with musk oil, or with laurel oil or any other hot oil, and we place the cloth thus anointed into 
the vagina in the amount of the little finger when the goes to sleep at night, tying it with a strong thread to her 
thighs so that if, when she wakes up, it has been drawn inside, this is proof for us that she labors from 
frigidity.  But if it is expelled, this is proof that she labors from heat...” 

On Excessive Menstruation:  

[136] Take old soles of shoes and pennyroyal and laurel leaves and set them to cook.  Once cooked, make a 
fumigation.  Let hot ashes be mixed with hot, red wine and let them be mixed in the manner of a dough, and 
soften it, and then let some be taken in the form of a small cone and, wrapped in a new linen cloth, let it be 
inserted lukewarm. 

A Good Constrictive 

[190] A constrictive for the vagina so that they may appear as if they were virgins. Take the whites of eggs and 
mix them with water in which pennyroyal and hot herbs of this kind have been cooked, and with a new linen 
cloth dipped in it, place it in the vagina two or three times a day. And if she urinates in the night, put it in again. 
And note that prior to this the vagina ought to be washed well with the same warm water with which those 
things were mixed. … [195] What is better is if the following is done one night before she is married: let her place 
leeches in the vagina (but take care that they do not go in too far) so that blood comes out and is converted into 
a little clot.  And thus the man will be deceived by the effusion of blood. 

On Extracting the Dead Fetus 

[145] Those who labor excessively in giving birth to a dead fetus we assist thus.  Let us place the patient on a 
linen sheet and let us have it held by four strong men at the four corners, the head of the patient a little bit 
elevated.  We will make the sheet be pulled strongly in this way and that as the opposite corners, and 
immediately she will give birth. 

On Retention of the Afterbirth (To Expel the Afterbirth):  

[146] There are some women to whom the afterbirth remains inside after birth, to whom we give aid for its 
expulsion thus.  We extract the juice of a leek and mix it with pennyroyal oil or musk oil or juice of borage, and 
let us give it to drink, and immediately [the afterbirth] will be brought out perhaps because she will vomit and 
from the effort of vomiting it will come out. Nevertheless, the juice itself has such a power that it is sufficient for 
expulsion. 
 

Source: Treatments for Women, The Trotula. 


