
A Good Constrictive So That They May 
Appear as Though They Were Virgins 
 

By Esa inghean Donnchaidh  

Displayed at Atlantia ’s Kingdom Arts and Sciences Festival 2019  

 

Abstract 

“A Good Constrictive so that they may appear as though they were virgins” explores the several 

recipes found in the Trotula (12th century School of Salerno medical text) for constricting the vagina, as 

well as drawing small amounts of blood, so that women’s virginity on their wedding night may be 

“confirmed.”  Of particular interest to me was the administration of these medicinal, herbal tonics 

through not only fomentation (soaking/washing) but also through vaginal steaming.  Master Eadric the 

Potter was kind enough to work with me on a commission for a vaginal steam pot (pictured on the right 

hand side of the display), in which he took my research and my vision for the application of the 

manuscripts and drawings from period, and created a prototype of a late period Dutch vaginal steam 

pot.   

 

The Recreated Recipe 

Take oak apples, roses, sumac, great plantain, comfrey, Armenian bole, alum, and fuller’s earth, of each 

one ounce.  Let them be cooked in rainwater and with this water let the genitals be fomented (soaked).   

 

More recipes to constrict the vagina from The Trotula 

• 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. 

• Take a newly grown bark of a holm oak. Having ground it, dissolve it with rainwater, and with a 

linen or cotton cloth place it in the vagina in the above mentioned manner.  And remove all 

these things before the hour of the commencement of intercourse.   

• Likewise, take powder of natron or blackberry and put it in; it constricts marvelously.   

• Likewise, there are some dirty and corrupt prostitutes who desire to seem to be more than 

virgins and they make a constrictive for this purpose, but they are ill counseled, for they render 

themselves bloody and they wound the penis of the man.  They take powdered natron and place 

it in the vagina.   



• 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. 

Vaginal Steaming 

“Fumigating,” modernly known as vaginal steaming, was a common method for administering medicine. 

This treatment, dating back to Galen of Pergamon (Greek physician, ca. 130-215 AD), persisted through 

many ages and spread to many continents.  

 

The Trotula : 12th Century, Salerno 

The community of mentors and apprentices in the Italian city of Salerno, 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, throwing away the methodologies of Soranus, and adding the 

Arab influences of Islamic medicine.  This occurred during the “twelfth century renaissance” in Italy. 

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.  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. 

Treatments for Women, the second of the three texts that comprise The Trotula, the most attributed to 

Trola herself, is one of the leading medieval source that I have found thus far on medieval 

gynecology.   This text also includes treatments in the areas of obstetric, andrological, pediatric, and 

cosmetic medicine.  This text poses some challenges for the researcher.  There is an underlying 



anatomical and physiological basis, but that is assumed on the part of the author, and we are woefully 

left taken for granted and struggling in our modern interpretations. 

Ingredients and Their Medicinal Properties 

Oak 
Apples  
 

Biorhiza pallida (European oak apple, which is distinguished from the North American 
varieties Amphibolips conflueta and Atrusca bella) 
 
Oak apples are a source of tannins, and were notably used to produce ink dating back to 
ancient Rome. Tannins are astringent: plant polyphenols that bind and precipitate or 
shrink proteins.  In other words, astringents (tannins) tighten skin.   
 

Roses 
 

Hydrosol infusions of rose oils (commonly called Rose Water) act as an emollient for skin.  
Rose oil is also utilized for its anti-inflammatory properties, and is a common ingredient in 
toners, face washes, moisturizers, cold creams, and other cosmetics.   
 
From context, the author infers that roses would be added to this product for the wide 
range of benefits to the skin of the vagina and vulva as one prepares for sexual activity.   
 

Sumac 
 

Sumac (genus: Rhus) include approximately 35 species worldwide, but here the author 
would likely be referring to those that grow in the subtropical and temperate regions of 
Africa and East Asia.   
 
Sumac is astringent and cooling.  It is unclear exactly which species would be used here.  
Medicinal properties of sumac are most noted for internal dosing to treat hypertension.  
The author infers that, in this context, the sumac may have been used topically much like 
lip plumpers are used modernly- to cause a localized histamine reaction that would cause 
the tissue of the vulva and vagina to inflame, and likewise, constrict.   

Great 
Plantain 
 

Plantago major is one of the most abundant and widely distributed medicinal crops in the 
world.  Externally, great plantain is commonly used to make a poultice for application on 
wounds, insect bites, and other lesions to facilitate healing.  Plantain is anti microbial, an 
allantoin (stimulating cell growth), and a mucilage (reduces pain).  Most notable for our 
purposes here, plantain is an astringent.   

  
Comfrey 
 

Similar to Sumac above, Comfrey refers to the genus Symphytum in the borage family, 
which includes about 35 species of the plant.  The most commonly used today for its 
medicinal properties is a hybrid of S. officinale and S. uplandicum, known colloquially as 
blackwort, bruisewort, wallwort, and gum plant.  The author is not aware which species 
would have been most widely used for this recipe.   
 
Comfrey includes allantoin, mucilage, saponins, tannins, pyrrolizidine alkaloids, and 
inulin.  The author infers that it is for the astringent properties of the tannins that 
comfrey is used in this recipe.   
 

Armenian 
Bole 
 

Bolus armenus/ bole armoniac is an earth clay, commonly red in color due to the 
presence of iron oxides, commonly used for its astringent properties and to treat 
gastrointestinal conditions.  This clay was also used to externally in joint plasters for 
strengthening the tissues, and as a tooth powder. 



 
 
 

 
 
 

Alum 
 

Potassium alum refers to a chemical compound with some room for interpretation 
regarding the type/make up.  Pliny the Elder described alum in Natural History as that 
which is found naturally in the earth, salsugoterrae.   
 
Alum is noted in period as an astringent with a wide variety of alchemical and practical 
uses.  Researchers may find the following medieval terms used to refer to alum (or green 
vitriol/iron sulfate interchangeably, as they do not seem to be distinguished in period): 
misy, sory, chalcanthum, atramentum sutorium.  
 

Fuller’s 
Earth 
 

Fuller’s earth, similar to Armenian bole, is an earth clay. This clay has many medicinal 
uses, ranging from treating ingesting a poison to dermatology.  Fuller’s earth is most 
commonly used externally as a clearing agent to remove impurities from pores, and by 
doing such, can be useful in treating acne.  Here, the author infers that fuller’s earth is 
being used much like the rose hydrosol: to overall improve the condition of the skin of 
the vagina and vulva to make it more overall pleasing, clean, and attractive.   
 

Rain 
Water 

As contrasted with well water, or water from an earth-based source, rain water has gone 
through a natural distillation process and would not contain the minerals found in well 
water or lake/stream water.  A comparable substitution for the medieval researcher 
might be distilled water, readily available at most grocery stores.   
 

 


