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WOMEN, WRITING AND MEDICINE IN THE
CLASSICAL WORLD

It is now a well-established fact that women practised medicine in the ancient world.
The medica or iatriné—the specifically female version of the physician, the medicus
or iatros—as well as the obstetrix or maia—the midwife—along with a number of
linguistic variants on these terms, all appear regularly in a range of literary, epigraph-
ical and papyrological sources, as scholars have repeatedly observed.! How these
appearances should be interpreted, on the other hand, remains more contentious. In
particular, two alternative understandings of the figure of the medica or iatriné have
emerged, and continue to be variously elaborated. For some she is the professional
colleague of the male medicus or iatros, perhaps not his exact equal, but certainly
operating on roughly the same terms, and illustrative, therefore, of a more inclusive,
less sexually segregated, approach to the practice of medicine in antiquity than was
to emerge in later times.? Others hold her to be synonymous, not with the medicus but
the midwife, and so to illustrate a rather different historical principle: ‘that women’s
health is women’s business’, and to demonstrate a clear sexual division of labour in
the classical world rather than any blurring.’

This is a discussion, moreover, that extends beyond medical practice into the
literary field, into the formation of classical medical culture more broadly. For, not
only are various recipes and remedies attributed to women contained within the
extant pharmacological compilations of several male writers of the Roman empire,
with female authored works cited in a similar context, but a set of Latin medical texts
survives attached to the name of Cleopatra, and a single Greek manuscript preserves
what it describes as extracts ‘from the works of Metrodora’.# Again scholarly opinion
is divided on the authenticity and significance of this material. Holt Parker is the most
optimistic, assuming that, as a general rule, these female names represent real women
who at least practised medicine, and often wrote about it too.> Others are more
sceptical, particularly about the likelihood of female authorship. This scepticism is

* My thanks to audiences at Yale, Duke and the University of North Carolina (Chapel Hill),
and to CQ’s anonymous reader, for their comments on various, oral and written, versions of this
article. The research and writing of this article was completed while on a period of academic
leave made possible by the award of a Philip Leverhulme Prize.

! The observation goes back to J. Marquardt, Das Privatleben der Romer (Leipzig, 1886),
1.779; and see also J. Ocehler, ‘Epigraphische Beitrage zur Geschichte des Aerztestandes’, Janus 14
(1909), 4-20; and H. Gummerus, Der Arztestand im rémischen Reiche nach dem Inschriften
(Helsinki, 1932).

2 This was the implicit approach of both Oehler (n. 1) and Gummerus (n. 1); more recent and
explicit advocates include L. Robert, ‘L’index commenté des épitaphes’, in N. Firatli, Les stéles
funeraires de Byzance gréco-romaine (Paris, 1964), 175-8; H. Parker, “‘Women doctors in Greece,
Rome, and the Byzantine empire’, in L. R. Furst (ed.), Women Healers and Physicians: Climbing a
Long Hill (Lexington, KY, 1997), 131-50; R. Flemming, Medicine and the Making of Roman
Women: Gender, Nature, and Authority from Celsus to Galen (Oxford, 2000), 35-7; and (a little
more hesitantly) E. Samama, Les médecins dans le monde Grec (Geneva, 2003), 15-16.

3 Argued by e.g. J. Korpela, Das Medizinpersonal im antiken Rom: Eine sozialgeschichtliche
Untersuchung (Helsinki, 1987), 18-20, following Marquardt (n. 1).

4 See e.g. Parker (n. 2), 145-6, for a listing of most of the relevant material.

5 Parker (n. 2), 137-40.
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much encouraged by some of the names in question: Cleopatra, Aspasia (quoted
extensively by the sixth-century A.D. medical encyclopaedist Aetius of Amida on
gynaecological matters), and even Metrodora (not a historically notorious name, but
possibly derived from a common Greek word for womb—métra).®

The matter requires a further look, therefore, to see if the debate can be resolved, or
at least advanced beyond its current impasse. A more measured and nuanced assess-
ment of the different cases and types of cultural contribution at issue would be
helpful, within the context of a wider understanding of, on the one hand, the overall
dynamics and contours of ancient medical literature, and, on the other, of general
female literacy, learning, and authority in the classical world. This would then
establish a firmer empirical and analytical base from which to draw more far-reaching
conclusions about the broader societal implications of the relations between women,
medicine, and literary culture thus revealed.

This article aims to provide such an analysis, and some suggestions about the larger
historical picture into which it fits. It begins with a brief examination of the kinds of
relationship with medical literary culture—with book-learning, using, and writing—
that are indicated, or suggested, by the mainly epigraphic evidence relating to female
medical personnel. This then provides the background for a more detailed, in-depth,
discussion of the literary material that refers to, cites, or indeed claims, female
authorship. Since this literary material stretches back to around the second century
B.C, but not really much further (or at least it becomes very hard to follow thereafter),
a similar Hellenistic starting point will be adopted for the epigraphic and archaeo-
logical evidence.” Most testimonies of either kind come, however, from the Roman
empire.

LEARNING, LITERACY AND FEMALE MEDICAL PRACTITIONERS

Women appear in the epigraphic, literary, and papyrological records as medical
practitioners in four main guises (or perhaps four and a half). They occur explicitly
labelled as iatrinailmedicae (or in one case as an archiatrin€), or as maiailobstetrices,
or as a hybridization of the two—as iatromaeae—or they have their medical achieve-
ments described in a more general way.® As has already been mentioned, opinion
divides on whether all these named categories are to be seen as synonymous, or
whether the different terms are intended to distinguish between groups of practition-
ers, with the iatrinélmedica to be understood as the feminine version of the iatros/
medicus, the physician, or general medical practitioner of antiquity. There certainly
seems to be a very strong prima facie argument, however, that women who lay claim
to the title of iatrinelmedica, or have it claimed on their behalf, are attempting to
move themselves up the medical hierarchy; to stress the more encompassing quality
of their art rather than its limitations.” For, though obstetrices and maiai provided
medical services to women that extended well beyond childbirth, and associated
matters, they were still considered specialists in an age that valued generality. Their

¢ For doubts see e.g. L. Dean-Jones, Women's Bodies in Classical Greek Science (Oxford, 1994),
33.

7 Not, it should be said, that much is excluded thereby: except Phanostrate, the fourth-century
B.C. ‘midwife and physician’/uaia rxal latpds, IG 2? 6873 (Samama [n. 2], no. 002).

8 See e.g. Parker (n. 2), 140-4; Flemming (n. 2), 383-91; Samama (n. 2); for collections of
relevant evidence, the obstetrices and maiai remain less well served than the others in terms of
comprehensive study.

% See Flemming (n. 2), 35-7.
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expertise and activities, however well respected, were subject to certain restrictions, in
contrast to those of their masters—the medici and iatroi—who had oversight of all
medical domains.'?

It was these boundaries that iatrinai and medicae challenged; and, though the
extent to which they were successful in distinguishing themselves from midwives in
terms of their actual practice (in particular in providing medical services to both men
and women) is less clear, this challenge needs to be appreciated none the less. Indeed a
claim to universality also characterizes many of the commemorative formulations
used to describe medical women not explicitly referred to as medicae or iatrinai. So,
for example, a North African woman, Gemina, is commemorated as ‘saviour of all,
through her medical art’, on her third-century A.D. tomb in Avitta Bibba; while a
roughly contemporary woman (perhaps named Domnina) from Asia Minor is
described as having ‘protected her fatherland from disease’.!" There are other am-
bitions and aspirations expressed in the representations of some of the non-midwife
contingent of female practitioners which also bear examination in this context,
serving not only to bring the discussion directly round to issues of literary culture,
and to underline the gap between obstetrix and medica, but also to emphasize that this
last category itself should not be taken to be homogeneous.

Differentiation both between, and within, groups of medical practitioners charac-
terizes male professional patterns in antiquity, and the women show signs of following
suit. Thus, while there are famous examples of male authorship that fall outside the
circle of the iatroi and medici—the noted work on medical materials by Crateuas the
Rootcutter, for example—it is physicians who head the list of medical writers, and
who show the greatest engagement with literate activities more broadly.'? That is not
to say, however, that all, or most, iatroi or medici made any literary contribution to
medical learning at all. The profession of the physician ranged, at least in the Roman
world, from those who rank with cobblers and shop-keepers to those who earned
enough from attending on the emperor to virtually rebuild their native city; from
those with no literary ability or inclination, to those whose works can be counted in
the hundreds."

The much smaller body of evidence for female medical practitioners demonstrates
a similar patterning; though not reaching the same heights."* The majority of the
inscriptions recording female medical personnel and practice are, like their male
equivalents, funerary in character, and they often place more emphasis on the family
relationships and virtues that led to their erection than on the professional life of the
deceased. So, for example, a second-century A.D. inscription from a columbarium in
Rome reads:

10 See e.g. H. King, ‘Agnodike and the profession of medicine’, PCPAS n.s. 32 (1986), 53-77,
for discussion of the midwife’s purview; Soranus’ Gynaecology is clear about the hierarchical
relationship between physician and midwife; and see also e.g. legal descriptions of obstetrices as
practising ‘a kind of medicine’/utique medicinam (Dig. 50.13.1.2).

" CIL 8.806: salus omnium medicin(a)e; Samama (n. 2), no. 324: mdrpnv pvouévny vovowy.

12 On Crateuas see E. Kind, ‘Krateuas (2)’, RE 11.2 (Stuttgart, 1922), 1644-6; laymen such as
Celsus also wrote medical works in antiquity.

13 On doctors and cobblers, see Ov. Fast. 3.809-21; for some of the most richly rewarded, see
Plin. HN 29.7-9; this variability is a constant theme of Vivian Nutton’s work on ancient medical
practitioners, both the essays in his collected volume From Democedes to Harvey (London, 1988),
and his more recent book Ancient Medicine (London, 2004).

14 'Women make up only about 5 per cent of the published inscriptions of ancient physicians.



260 REBECCA FLEMMING

To the sacred spirits of my Primilla, physician, daughter of L. Vibius Melito, she lived forty-four
years, thirty of them with L. Cocceius Aphthorus, without complaint. Aphthorus made this for
his best and chaste wife and himself.15

Similarly, a funerary inscription from Roman imperial Bithynia states that:

Gaius Iulius Vettianus, while alive, erected this for himself and Empeiria, physician, his wife,
who lived for forty-nine years.16

Still terser are other tituli from Roman columbaria commemorating, for example,
‘Venuleia Sosis, freedwomen of a woman, physician’, or ‘Sallustia Athenais, midwife,
freedwoman of Artemidorus’.!?

While all of the epigraphic midwives are referred to in these terms, some epitaphs
of other female practitioners, like some of those for men, also stress their learning,
experience, and professional success. The funerary stele of ‘Mousa, physician,
daughter of Agathocles’, from Hellenistic Byzantium, for example, shows her holding
a book-roll (as do a handful of representations of male physicians); and, in early
imperial Rome, the freedwoman Naevia Clara is labelled ‘physician and scholar’
(medica philologa) on the stele that commemorates both her and her husband
L. Naevius, also a freedman, and ‘physician and surgeon’ (medicus chirurgus).'® In this
medical partnership she seems the more theoretically minded, while he has a more
practical focus. While a third-century A.D. statue base from Adada in Pisidia records a
family group, set up by Aurelius Pontonianos(?) Asclepiades, of himself, his wife
Aurelia Alexandra Zosime, ‘on account of her medical knowledge’, and their
daughter."

A further pair of inscriptions, one funerary, one honorific, celebrate women’s
accomplishment in the art—the techné—of medicine in forms which clearly indicate,
if not actually insist on, their education and social status. An impressive metrical
epitaph from early imperial Pergamum praises the numerous virtues of Pantheia,
bride of Glycon, in flowery language.?’ She combined the qualities of ideal wife and
mother with those of the ideal medical partner: contributing equally to the couple’s
shared ‘fame’ (kleos) in healing, for, ‘though a woman’ she matched her husband in
the technz.®' While an earlier statue base, in the forum of Tlos (in Lycia), informs the
viewer that:

15 CIL 6.7581, Deae sanctae meae Primillae medicae L. Vibi Melitonis f{iliae) vixit annis
xxxxiiii ex eis cum L. Cocceio Apthoro xxx sine querela fecit Apthorus coniug(i) optimae castae et
sibi.

16 CIG 2.3736: I'dwos ’lovAwos Berriavos (v éavtd ral "Epmeplo elatpeivy éavrod
yuvvauwt {nodon érm ub’ karaokebacev (Samama [n. 2], no. 304).

7 CIL 6.9617: Venuleia (mulieris) l(iberta) Sosis medica, and 8192: Sallustia Artemodori
I(iberta) Athenais opstetrix, respectively. A freedman is commemorated with Sallustia.

18 E. Pfuhl and H. M6bius, Die ostgriechischen Grabreliefs (Mainz am Rhein, 1977), 1.151 (no.
467): Motoa Ayaboxléovs latpelvy (Samama [n. 2], no. 310); and for Naevia see Flemming
(n. 2), 386 (no. 9); for visual depictions of physicians more broadly see A. Hillert, Antike
Arztedarstellungen (Frankfurt am Main, 1990).

9 IGRR 3.376: Adp. [AlNeé]avdplav Z[woliuny dmo éma[miluns lat[pdr[qls. Adp.
[[ovrwlv[alvols Alox[Ag]mad]ns, 6 dv[np] adlr]is, xal Adp. [Movr{davnlv, T ylvkvrdryy
Ovyatépa, 6 adtos AokAnmddns (Samama [n. 2], no. 339); see also e.g. CIL 10.3980 (from
Capua) for another epigraphic reference to female medical learning.

20 JGRR 4.507; Samama (n. 2), no. 188; this inscription was accompanied by another (also
metrical) dedicated to Glycon’s father, Philadelphus, also a physician (Samama no. 187).

2 kal kAéos pwoas Euvov ipTopins, 0vde yuri mep doloa éuis dmodeimeo Téxvns.
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Antiochis, daughter of Diadotos, of Tlos, marked by the council and people of Tlos for her
achievement in the medical art, erected this statue of herself.22

Midwives are, however, connected with literacy in a different source. The Gynaecol-
ogy of the noted Methodic physician Soranus, written in early second-century A.D.
Rome, defines and organizes its subject matter in relation to the figure of the maia.?
It covers both the midwife herself—how to recognize those persons who are fit to
become midwives and to determine which are the best practitioners—and the medical
matters—female health and disease, normal and abnormal childbirth, the care of
infants—with which she is faced, thus clearly asserting the higher authority of the
iatros over these domains. Basic literacy is, according to Soranus, a quality required
by the potential maia, since her training should encompass both book-learning and
more practical instruction.”* Book-learning, a good grasp of theory, is also a key
factor in judging the best midwife.”> The question then arises, given Soranus’ purposes
in producing this work, and the manifestly idealizing prescriptions he offers, whether
many, indeed any, actual, practising midwives in Rome fulfilled his testing criteria. As
already mentioned, no claims for book-learning, or indeed literacy, are made by, or
for, the obstetrices and maiai themselves in their surviving funerary epigraphy, despite
the clear incentives Soranus’ views provide. This should not, however, be taken as
proving that no ancient midwife was literate, a point which would seem to be sup-
ported by the late antique latiniser of Soranus’ Gynaecology, Muscio.?® In the preface
to his text he explains that, despite the importance of midwives’ activities, and the
benefits they would gain from being acquainted with Soranus’ writings, they lack the
necessary language skills, and so require his translation and abridgement. The
resulting text is thus not only Latin, but also shorter and simpler than the original:

I used women’s words so that even ill educated obstetrices would easily be able to understand the
meaning, albeit when read to them by another women.2’

The implication would seem to be that, though educational levels varied, and many
midwives could not read, sufficient numbers could do so for Muscio’s literary project
to make sense.

Muscio is writing perhaps as late as the sixth century A.D., and certainly outside
Rome, in North Africa or possibly northern Italy, but it seems likely that his picture of
minority literacy amongst female medical practitioners holds good for earlier times
and other places too. Also, though his disparaging remarks about women’s language
should not be taken simply at face value, they do serve to emphasize an important
general point, frequently made in studies of ancient literacy, that the line between the
literate and illiterate is not a clear one, as there are numerous degrees of both.? It is

2 TAM 2.595: Avrwoyis dwaddro[v] TAwis paprvpnbeioa mo mis TAwéwr BovAis ral
T00 Sfjuov éml Th) mepl Ty laTpuky Téxvmy évmepla éoTnoer Tov dvdpudvTa avTis
(Samama [n. 2], 280).

23 On Soranus see A. Ellis Hanson and M. H. Green, ‘Soranus: methodicorum princeps’,
ANRW 2.37.2 (Berlin, 1994), 968-1075, and also Flemming (n. 2), 228-46.

24 Sor. Gyn. 1.3.

2 Sor. Gyn. 1.4.

26 On Muscio see Hanson and Green (n. 23), 1046-7.

27 Muscio, Genecia pr.: muliebribus verbis usus sum, ut etiam inperitae obstetrices licet ab altera
sibi lectam rationem facile intellegere possint (Rose, 3).

28 A. Ellis Hanson, ‘Ancient illiteracy’, in M. Beard et al. (edd.), Literacy in the Ancient World
(Ann Arbor, MI, 1991), 159-98, elaborates on this point, also made in W. V. Harris, Ancient
Literacy (Cambridge, MA, 1989).
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possible to be able to read, but not to write, to be able to sign your name but little else,
to be a ‘slow writer’ (bradeds grapheus) as some papyri rather endearing put it, or
more functionally literate, without having mastered any canons of style, and so on.
The situation is further complicated by the extensive use of scribes in the classical
world, by both the literate and illiterate, not to mention composition by dictation,
and, of course, widespread multilingualism. Putting aside the medical material for a
moment, other ancient evidence locates women right across this spectrum, from total
illiteracy to authorship of poetry, carefully crafted epistles, and personal memoirs,
and including various positions in between.?” These women tend to follow, rather
haltingly, their men-folk in terms of education and literary skills. In social circles
where the men were expected to have completed the full rhetorical schooling, and
acquired the various literary and oratorical skills thus taught, the women too would
have acquired at least some letters, some cultural formation, and sometimes they
would attain much more than that. In circumstances where the men of the family
transacted their business in writing, the business of large-scale estate management, or
small-scale bureaucracy, the woman might well follow suit, though perhaps with less
assurance, and a less practised hand. Where the men can barely sign their names, the
women will probably be entirely unlettered.*

That female medical practitioners should follow, in a similarly uneven way, their
male colleagues in respect to literacy is, therefore, hardly surprising. Especially since,
as the epigraphy demonstrates, they were often the wives, daughters or freedwomen,
of these men. Moreover, medicine was a field in which written texts played an
important role—as vehicles of knowledge and authority, as items of practical utility
and social prestige—and the levels of literacy within the associated professions are
likely to have reflected this. As has often been remarked for societies in which reading
and writing skills are restricted, the social groups in which they are commonly
concentrated are the elite and the professionally literate: scribes on the one hand, and
teachers, doctors, lawyers, architects, and various skilled craftspeople on the other.?!
The Hellenistic and Roman worlds were no exception.

In conclusion, therefore, the general references to, and representations of, female
medical practitioners in the Hellenistic and Roman imperial periods do indicate some
engagement with literary culture. Soranus notwithstanding, it is amongst the medicae
and iatrinai that claims to book-learning, to literary formation, are concentrated;
underlining again issues of medical hierarchy. There is then enough here to support
the possibility of female authorship in the medical field, so it is now time to turn to
the evidence more specifically related to this question.

2 On ancient female literacy see e.g. S. Cole, ‘Could Greek women read and write?’, in H.
Foley (ed.), Reflections of Women in Antiquity (Philadelphia, PA, 1981), 219-45; E. Hemelrijk,
Matrona Docta: Educated Women in the Roman Elite (London, 1999), as well as Harris (n. 28).
On female scribes more particularly see also K. Haines-Eitzen, * “Girls trained in beautiful
writing”: female scribes in Roman antiquity and early Christianity’, JECS 6 (1998), 629-46.

30 POxy. 12.1463 is the one counter example to this principle, illustrating the case of a literate
wife with an illiterate husband.

31 This is discussed by Harris (n. 28), in his introduction (3-24). He cites, for example,
scholarly estimates that, in seventeenth-century England, when overall literacy was running at
about 20 per cent, even skilled craftsmen like goldsmiths and bakers were over 70 per cent
signature-literate (22).
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MEDICAL WRITING AND WOMEN

The evidence for female participation in classical medical writing can be divided into
two separate types: surviving texts (or partial texts) that claim female authorship and
references to, or citations of, women’s works, and words, in extant male authored
texts. This latter is a larger and more complex category than the former, and will be
examined first. Importantly, this examination follows the previous discussion in its
awareness of the spectrum of ancient literacy. Female authorship of entire medical
treatises lies at one end of a whole range of possible female contributions to classical
medical culture which will be worked along systematically.

These variables also interact with an additional set of complexities that charac-
terize the field of ancient medical literature. For this domain is subject, not only to the
general vagaries of creation, ‘publication’, transmission, and survival that attend
on any body of classical writings, but also exhibits some more specific historical
dynamics of its own. It is worth remembering, for example, that the earliest, and in
some senses most authoritative, Greek medical texts—those that were collected into
the Hippocratic Corpus—were all anonymous compositions; and their subsequent
ascription to the legendary Hippocrates then served to establish a large category of
pseudonymous works.?? Following these precedents, and in response to a range of
other professional and compositional pressures, anonymity and pseudonymity con-
tinued to feature prominently in the literary landscape of ancient medicine. A
situation that was further complicated by frequent borrowing, or sharing, of material;
by the common practices of textual reuse, reorganization, and re-presentation; so that
some scholars speak of ‘collective’ or ‘successive’, more than individual, authorship in
classical medicine, or find the whole concept of authorship inadequate in the circum-
stances.>

Recipes, remedies and women’s writing

Many of these complexities are illustrated, and, indeed, underlined, by the main
witness to female (and indeed male) participation in the literary culture of classical
medicine: that is the great imperial physician Galen of Pergamum. Galen, it should
be stressed, dominates the remains of this culture in all respects and it is no surprise
that he features so prominently in this area also. The two key texts here are his
monumental works on compound remedies—the ten books On Compound Pharmaka
according to Place (that is compound medicaments organized according to the part
of the body they treat) and seven books On Compound Pharmaka according to Kind
(where the organization follows the generic classification of the medicaments
themselves)—which were written relatively late on in his successful career, probably
in the reign of Septimius Severus, when an aging Galen was well settled and
established in Rome, continuing to attend on the imperial court and to add to his

32 There were lively ongoing debates in antiquity about which Hippocratic writings were by the
great Hippocrates himself; which might be attributed to his sons and pupils—such as
Polybus—or could at least be considered to be in line with Hippocratic teaching; and which were
just plain frauds: see e.g. J. Jouanna, Hippocrates, trans. M. B. DeBevoise (Baltimore, 1997), esp.
56-65, for a summary of this situation. The debate has become even livelier in modern times.

3 See e.g. V. Langholf, ‘Structure and genesis of some Hippocratic treatises’, in H. Horst-
manshoff and M. Stol (edd.), Magic and Rationality in Ancient Near Eastern and Graeco-Roman
Medicine (Leiden, 2004), 21975, for discussion of these issues, mostly in a Hippocratic context.
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already prodigious literary output.?* Despite their organizational distinction, they
share the same compositional technique: displaying a complex layering, or nesting,
of sources, authorities and information, which must be understood as a whole in
order to assess the significance of any single unit, or group of units, within it. Much
rests, in this entire investigation, on a kind of literary archaeology, with due attention
paid to both textual stratigraphy and assemblages.

These tracts both consist mainly of extracts from the writings of the more eminent
amongst Galen’s recent predecessors in the pharmacological field—such as Heras the
Cappadocian, Asclepiades Pharmacion, Andromachus the Younger, and Crito (all of
whom worked in the early imperial period, from Augustus to Trajan)—arranged
according to his own particular organizational schemes, and interspersed with various
passages of critique, commentary and explanation.’® The more discursive sections
appear most consistently and extensively at the beginning of a book or topic, but are
also scattered throughout the texts. The extracts themselves, moreover, are basically
collections of recipes, commonly anonymous, but also often given names, titles, or
other attributions and descriptions; indeed, they may actually consist of a series of
sub-extracts, each bringing together various individual remedies. This layering, or
nesting, principle, complicated and ragged as it is in places, can be easily illustrated
with an example in which a female name appears, and that also demonstrates some of
the underlying issues of authority and literacy.

The final book of Compound Pharmaka according to Kind covers a range of extern-
ally applied softening, relaxing and pain-relieving medicaments, such as malagmata
and akopa (emollient and refreshing pharmaka respectively). Chapter 12 consists of
thirty-eight recipes for akopa and their closest relatives, taken, as the chapter heading
explicitly states, from the fourth book of Asclepiades’ work On External Pharmaka,
written sometime in the late first century A.D.’® The individual prescriptions them-
selves are then very variously introduced: an akopon ‘called lexopyreton’, for example,
is followed by ‘another, from the (books) of Aphrodisis’, and ‘another, foul-smelling
akopor’, with the most frequent opening being simply ‘another’.’” More fulsome
descriptions include, ‘another, a proven pharmakon of Bassus, which he himself first
used to release paralysis’; and, ‘another, of Pompeius Sabinus, entitled “very valu-
able”, prepared by Aburnius Valerius, it helps those suffering from sciatica, joint
problems, gout, trembling, and all nervous conditions’; and a sunkrisma ‘com-
pounded by Patroclus the freedman of Caesar’, which provides general relief, being
applied on a daily basis, as an ointment rubbed onto the feet, or around bruises.’

3 The basic work on the chronology of Galen’s literary output is that of J. Ilberg, ‘Ueber die
Schriftstellerei des Klaudios Galenos I-1V’, RhM 44 (1889), 207-39; 47 (1892), 489-514; 51
(1896), 165-96; 52 (1897), 561-623; see also V. Nutton, ‘Galen ad multos annos’, Dynamis 15
(1995), 25-39 for discussion of Galen’s later years.

35 This is clearly established and discussed in C. Fabricius, Galens Excerpte aus dlteren
Pharmakologen (Berlin, 1972); see also J.-M. Jacques, ‘La méthode de Galien pharmacologue
dans les traits sur les médicaments composés’, in A. Debru (ed.), Galen on Pharmacology (Leiden,
1997), 103-28.

36 Gal. Comp. med. gen. 7.12 (13.1009-1032 K); on Asclepiades see e.g. Fabricius (n. 35),
192-8.

37 Gal. Comp. med. gen. 7.12 (13.1013 K): dA\o kadeitrar Anéomiperov ... dAo ék Tdv
Adpodicéws ... Ao dromov Svuaddes ... (biblion is understood to follow the ek t6n formula).

¥ Gal. Comp. med. gen. 7.12 (13.1017 K): dA\o Bdooov ¢dpparov émrerevypévor TovTw
adT® xpnoduevos mpérepov mapalvlels Sieacdby ... (13.1027K): dAro [loumniov XaBivov
éﬂLde¢€TGL 7TO)\UT€)\€/§. G’O'KGUG/,O'B’Y) ABOUPVL’({) Ol;d/\GVTL, 7TOL€[ L’O'XL(LSLKO[S, (ipepl.TLKO[S‘,
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Other interesting attributions include an akopon ‘of Haleius, altered slightly by
Valerius Paulinus’, and, finally, a myrakopon (a myrrh based refreshing unguent)
‘compounded by Aquilia Secundilla’.®® This is a recipe as complex, and costly, as
those which surround it:

Of spurge, balsam, oil of myrrh, two ounces of each; of foaming natron, three ounces; of wax,
one ounce; of oil of the cinnamon-tree leaf, one pound; of foliata, saffron, spikenard oil, a
fragrant perfume, and amaracus, half-a-pound; prepare in the customary manner.40

The chapter concludes with some Galenic carpings about Asclepiades’ lack of
systematization in various respects.

Galen’s citational practice is, therefore, clear and unequivocal about the written
qualities of his lead source. Asclepiades’ work On External Pharmaka is a medical
treatise much like his own, except not as good, of course. After that things become
more complicated, filtered as they are through this first text. None the less, as the
recipes are presented in their Galenic guise, named attributions seem to take two
forms. One is literary, as in the reference to a remedy from the books of Aphrodisis;
the other suggesting a more practical relationship between medicament and the name
attached to it. These are variously (and variedly) ‘composed/sunetethe’, ‘prepared/
eskeuasthe’, “used/echrésato’, ‘proven/epiteteugmenon’ or ‘altered/parapepoiémenon’
by the individuals concerned; and the implication is that those described simply as
belonging to x (where the name appears in the genitive without further qualification)
also fall within this latter category.

Certainly Aquilia, in the passage discussed, is credited with composition in the
practical rather than literary sense. Her earlier appearance in the same book, within a
chapter consisting of emollients from the works of Asclepiades, takes a similar form:
there appears ‘another (malagma), of the Neapolitan (type), prepared by Aquilia
Secundilla’.#' Most of the other female names associated with remedies in Galenic
pharmacology are simply that—names to which a range of remedies belong, without
further comment.*> One name is worthy of attention in this context, however, and that
is ‘Antiochis’, whose malagma for conditions of the spleen and joints, dropsy, and
sciatica, occurs twice in Compound Pharmaka according to Place, as prepared by
Fabylla of Libya, who also composed another medicament along the same lines.#
This Antiochis is generally considered to be the same Antiochis to whom a pharmaco-
logical treatise by the notable Empiric physician of the early first century B.C.,
Heracleides of Tarentum, was dedicated (a treatise excerpted by Galen on half a

¥ Gal. Comp. med. gen. 7.12 (13.1026): dAdo 76 100 ANéws mapamemomuévor Vo
Od)aepiov ITovdivov (13.1031 K): ouveréln Arxvlia Zexovwdidy.

4 eddopPlov, dmofaloduov, oudprys oraktis dva yo 8. viTpov ddpod yo v . knpod yo
o . wipov padaBalbpivov M. o . dovAiaTov fuilitpov, kporivov Wuidirpov, vdpdov wipov
7;,“'.’)\“'[)01/, 7}5vxpéov Y'I‘U,L//\LTPOV, a’c‘u,apamlvov 7;,“'.’)\!,7'[)01/, O'Kélj(lge K(X,Td Tpé’TTOV.

4 Gal. Comp. med. gen. 7.6 (13.976 K): Ao 70 700 Neamolitov, éorevdolny AxvAia
ZGKOUVSL//\)\‘L'].

4 See Gal. Comp. med. loc. 7.2, 4 and 8.3 (13.58, 85 and 143 K): Origenia’s remedies for
coughs, bringing up blood, and for the stomach; Comp. med. loc. 9.2 (13.244 K): Eugerasia’s
remedy for the spleen; Comp. med. loc. 9.6 (13.310 and 311 K): Samithra’s anal application and
Xanthite’s very useful haemorrhoid remedy; Comp. med. gen. 5.13 (13.840): Maia’s excellent dry
application for callused and cracked skin (I take Maia as a—rare but attested elsewhere—name
not a profession here). Though this possession implies a more productive relationship with these
remedies than if the women were referred to as simply ‘using’ them: as are e.g. various women of
the Julio-Claudian family in Scrib. Larg. Comp. (e.g. 59, 60, 70, 271).

4 Gal. Comp. med. loc. 9.2 and 10.2 (13.250-1 and 13.341 K).
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dozen occasions), and she is also identified as Antiochis of Tlos.** There is, it should
be said, nothing that explicitly links these three bearers of the same name.* Still,
given the excellent fit between gaining public recognition and esteem for ‘achievement
in the medical art” and being the dedicatee of a therapeutic work by one of the leading
medical authors of the day, the assertion that here is a woman whose textual existence
and cultural achievements are confirmed by archaeological evidence (and vice versa)
is a very attractive one.

While the level of Antiochis’ participation in medical culture is certainly height-
ened in some respects by Heracleides, there is still no direct evidence in Galen that she
was anything other than the practical author of her malagma. Just as with all the
women mentioned so far. This, of course, raises the question of Asclepiades’ own
work of composition again. Indeed, it is not just Asclepiades’ approach to pharmaco-
logical writing that is at issue, but also that of his contemporary, Andromachus the
Younger. For, between them, the pair account for all the female names attached to
recipes in Galen, with the majority the responsibility of the former.*® Andromachus,
moreover, introduces the individual remedies somewhat differently from Asclepiades,
at least in some cases. Thus, for example, amongst Andromachus’ collection of
relatively simple treatments for aural ailments contained in the appropriate segment
of Compound Pharmaka according to Place is a remedy for purulent ears, ‘from (para)
Spendousa’:

Two parts bile of a young, castrated pig, one part Attic honey. Place together in a glass vessel on
hot ashes and heat until reduced by half; then use.4’

This para with the genitive construction is common in Andromachean extracts—
Spendousa’s recipe is immediately followed by one (also for the ears) ‘from
Harpocras’ in the same manner, for example—but it is hard to find in the Asclep-
iadean passages.*® On the other hand, Andromachus recognizes the more literary
origins of a medicament exactly as Asclepiades does, with an excellent and proven
(ear remedy) ‘from the (books) of Apollonius’ completing his aural assortment.*
While it is notable that none of the female attributions in Galen advertise their
literary parentage in this way, the story does not end there. For it seems highly
probable that Asclepiades and Andromachus’ use of written sources extended beyond
those flagged as such: on both the basis of the simple exigencies of producing such
substantial and structured pharmacological treatises (as also demonstrated by
Galen), and the sense of their recorded history that the various remedies bring with

4 The Galenic citations of this treatise begin at: 12.691, 847, 957 and 983 K; 13.726-7 and
812 K. It is referred to simply as the work mpos Avrioyida; see A. Guardasole (ed.), Eraclide di
Tarento: Frammenti (Naples, 1997), 83-106 and 108-18.

4 Though there is also nothing that stands in the way of such a link: for, while H. W. Pleket
dated the Lycian inscription to the first century A.D., which would preclude the honorand from
any kind of relationship with Heracleides (Epigraphica II [Leiden, 1969], 12), the more tradi-
tional first-century B.C. date has been reasserted by Guardasole (n. 44), 83, and is followed by
Samama (n. 2), 389.

4 This monopoly is, in part, simply a product of their overall dominance in the works, but
might also relate to the fact that they are amongst the chronologically closest to Galen.

4 Gal. Comp. med. loc. 3.1 (12.631 K): mapa Zmevdovaons. xoipov éxtouiov xolis uépn B’.
wéhros Arricod uépos o’ . oot év dedlvw dyyelw éml Oepuoomodids Oépuawver dxpt Tod
Nuloews kal odTw Xpa.

4 Gal. Comp. med. loc. 3.1 (12.631 K): eyrucn mapa Apmorpdrovs; and on Andromachus see
e.g. Fabricius (n. 35), 185-9.

¥ Gal. Comp. med. loc. 3.1 (12.633 K): éx 7édv Amolwviov.
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them. Separation of composition, preparation, and use, not to mention the business
of amendment, and the use of the word epigraphein in relation to titulature, all
suggest literary transmission. This need not be in the form of a polished or published
treatise—that is one which circulated as a stable text attached to a specific author who
had created it as such—but could be through a physician’s more personal accumu-
lation and organisation of recipes, or something less formal still. Galen, certainly,
refers to a remedy (for baldness) he acquired from the parchment notebook of a
recently deceased iatros; and the Michigan Medical Codex preserves an example of a
doctor’s working recipe collection, complete with extensive additions, emendations,
and annotations.’® So, presumably the sourcing of a remedy, ‘from the books of
Apollonius’, or similar, is, very precisely, a reference to a published text; as distinct
from the more messy, unstable, majority of medical writing, where remedies may have
authors, but textual attributions make little sense.

This, of course, leaves the question of whether Spendousa, Aquilia, Antiochis, or
any of the other women mentioned, actually wrote down their recipes for themselves,
or rather allowed, or encouraged, others to do it for them, unresolved. How, exactly,
their remedies first took textual form, and entered into the complex web of pharma-
cological writing that Asclepiades, Andromachus, and Galen, all variously drew on, is
now no longer discernible. Though they were presumably more closely involved in this
process than the handful of women who are reported, indirectly, as the discoverers of
various drugs: and, of course, exactly the same uncertainty attends on the majority of
their male colleagues.’! Indeed, it may well be that such precise questions are simply
misplaced.

So, women participated in the less prestigious, more workaday, portion of
medicine’s literary culture on much the same terms as men; albeit in much smaller
numbers. What exactly those terms were remains unclear, but there is nothing that
particularly distinguishes the female minority from the male majority in this lack of
clarity. One largely shared feature here is the absence of any professional designations.
Or, to put it more precisely, while no female name is accompanied by anything other
than an ethnic, a few male names are. Mostly these names distance their bearers from
the medical mainstream—not only in the case of Patroclus the imperial freedman,
encountered earlier, but also in those of Flavius the Boxer, for example, or Bassus the
Stoic, Euschemus the Eunuch, and even Zoilus the Opthalmikos.’> These, and others,
are marked out from men such as Asclepiades, Andromachus, and Apollonius, who
need no such qualification. Perhaps then the women too should be understood as
members of this unmarked majority of practising physicians—as iatrinai alongside
the iatroi. Perhaps, but unfortunately nothing is quite so simple, for the names of a
few known not to belong to this category also appear entirely unremarked—such as
Aeclius Gallus—and there is Cornelius the Physician too, though he seems to have

0 Gal. Comp. med. loc. 1.1 (12.422-6 K) for the whole story about the notebook and its coded
contents; the Michigan Medical Codex (P. Mich. XVII), is edited by L. Youtie as American Studies
in Papyrology 35 (Atlanta, GA, 1996). The majority of medical papyri, more broadly, are (often
fragmentary) recipes or recipe collections, some of which are part of identifiable treatises, most
not, with the likelihood being that many of these latter may represent this less formal literary
layer. See the inventory of I. Andorlini, ‘Papiri e scienza medica antica’, ANRW 2.36.1 (Berlin,
1993), 458-562.

1 See e.g. Paul. Aeg. 3.5.4 and Plin. HN 25.17-18 for such stories.

32 Flavius (13.294 K); Bassus (13.1033 K); Euschemus (13.287 K); Zoilus (12.632 K), cf.
Diogas the medical trainer (13.104 K), Pharnaces the rootcutter (13.204 K), and Thraseas the
surgeon (13.741 K).
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been alone.’® These women’s status as physicians thus remains plausible, but not
assured; and the presumption of non-uniformity still applies.

latrinai or not, fluent writers or not, it is still worth emphasizing this fundamental
female contribution to medical literature before moving on to the next level of
possibility: that of female authored treatises. This is a possibility that is, after all,
strengthened by women’s participation in the more utilitarian and mundane layers of
classical medical writing. Two points need to be stressed before pursuing it, however.
One is that, in a sense, the most important stuff has already been covered: most of the
literary activity associated with ancient medicine went on at this more practical and
parochial level, and the recipe was the basic unit of therapeutic knowledge. The
second is that all these women’s names have been associated with remedies of general
application: there has been nothing of a gynaecological, or more broadly womanly,
nature. Even the treatise dedicated by Heracleides to Antiochis falls into this general
category; indeed, if it did have a focus it would seem to be on the head.>* This fact
cannot be blamed on Galen, moreover, as specifically female complaints are treated
extensively in Compound Pharmaka according to Place, and appear more fleetingly
elsewhere in his pharmacological works too, as do a number of other issues which
might be considered of most interest to women.

Women writing medical treatises?

One of these areas is kosmetika—the business of preserving and making the most of
what nature has provided, not artificially adding beauty (that is, kommatika)—which
receives considerable, if ostensibly reluctant, coverage in the early books of Galen’s
Compound Pharmaka according to Place. The opening book deals with the hair, and
various associated problems of the scalp, and Galen includes within it extracts from
the Kosmetikon of Cleopatra. It is pretty clear that Galen had no direct access to this
work, but disembedded selected sequences from the multi-volume cosmetic work of
Crito, a physician at Trajan’s court.’® None the less, Galen asserts that he is quoting
Cleopatra’s actual (written) words on remedies for alopékia (mange), for stimulating
and increasing hair growth, and for achdras (scurf or dandruff).’” He gives no
indication that either he, or anyone else, thought that a royal author was involved
here—whether Cleopatra VII or any