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Abstract

Analogyand metaphorare powerful aids in communicating complex
ideas simply. Soranus’ Gynecology, a Greek text of the first-century
CE, was written as a handbook for choosing and training midwives,
and it employs analogy and metaphor as a means to increase the
accessibility of its subject. For example, Soranus describes the
shape of the placenta with the word kiBwprov (ki-bo-ri-on), which
is often translated as ‘bean’; however, there is a range of possible
translations, including: seed-pod, bean, or lotus pod. Consequent-
ly, a variety of images are presented to the ancient reader. It is the
aggregate image created through the many meanings delivers a
complete image of the placenta.

noOunv
Noun.
Bottom of a cup or jar
(Hesiod), Foundation (Aeschylus), Fundus
(Aristotle), Root (Homer), Stem (Aristotle).

Soranus uses By to describe two sections of the
uterus; both the interior ceiling of the uterine cavity
and the interior cervical orifice. Despite using the same
word for two distinct sections, he is able to create a unique

image for each feature.

The shallow, graceful curve of the bottom of a
kylix provides a clear image of the interior ceiling of the
uterus.In the case of the interior cervical orifice, it is
moBpnv that provides the sense of its basal quality by
providing coresponding imagery such as a plant’s

root or a building’s foundation.

wov
oun.

Cupping Glass (Sappho), Egg
(Herodotus), Spawn (Aristotle).

To complement the image presented by
mwBuny, Soranus uses @ov, a cupping glass
used to treat a variety of ailments including:
ulcers, earinfections, ophthalmia, headache,

sore throat, etc. The ovular shape of an egg
or cupping vessel describes the shape of
the nongravid uterus, broad at the top
with a gentle curve culminating at
the interior cervical os.

With the assistance of artistic rendering, | will examine the
analogies presented within Soranus with the following
objectives: to determine the sources from which Soranus selects his
imagery, and provide insight into the complex nature of those
choices. This text must be read within its historical context in
order to fully understand Soranus’ audience and communication
strategy. Many of the metaphors used by Soranus still persist
in modern medical terminology; by analyzing Soranus’ usage of
language for specificand metaphoric meaning we can gain a better
understanding of how and why medical language is created.

Y

io0pog
Noun
Neck, Narrow passage, Narrow
ridges, Narrow channel or straight.

ToBuog, a word commonly used by
non-medical authors to describe a narrow
pass of land, is used by Soranus to describe
the narrow passage leading from the

vaginatothewomb.To0pocisstillusedto

refer to this part of the uterus in modern
medical terminology, Gray's Anato-
my, for instance.

kipwprov
oun.
Cup (Athenaeus), Bean (Dioscorides),
Little box or coffer (Dioscorides),
Bean Plant (Soranus).

Soranus describes physical characteristics of the
placenta by comparing it to the kipwpiov, a bean or
lotus plant which is translated by Oswei Temkin as “the
Egyptian Bean” (kvapog Alyomtiog). Although it could
also mean “little box or coffer”, context makes it clear
that Soranus means us to understand “bean (plant).”

@ oXNHaTL EpeepnS Kifwpiov gUAW
...resembling the leaf form of a bean plant...

The placenta is quickly visualized as a leaf
shaped membranous organ swathed in
small blood vessels similar to the

veins of a leaf.

koAmog
Noun.
Bay of a sea or gulf (Homer),
Bosom (Homer), Fold of a loose
garment (Herodotus)

Words with multiple messages are particular-
ly useful to Soranus. He chooses each term care-
fully so that various definitions can be compiled
to create a term with a greater visual impact.

Soranus is able to create an image for his read-
er, in this case the female genital system,
by combining the related meanings of a
word, such as koAmogThis allows
Soranus to express complex

ideas simply.

Blﬁvpoq
Noun.
Double (Homer), Twin

(Sophaocles), Testicles (Herophilus).

Just as Soranus uses the imagery of common
objects and concepts, he compares the reproductive

wov
oun.
Cupping Glass (Sappho), Egg
(Herodotus), Spawn (Aristotle)

Soranus uses a small number of words in direct
analogies between common objects and anatomical
parts. Perhaps one of the most easily relatable is his com-
parison of the membranous layers of the placenta to that

of an egg.

KaBanep émi t@v @ov peta 10 kéAlvgog évdobev Oy

UTEYKELTAL TOD OOTPAKOL Sla@lg TOD TEPIKEILEVOL KATA
TOV abTov TPOTOV Kai Eml T@V KvoQopovo@v £k TOD
onépparTog yivopevog £vdobev néykettal Tfj DoTépal

Just as in eggs, a membrane lies on the interior of the
shell separating the shell from the inner part, in
the same manner in pregnant women also, a
membrane coming out of the “seed”
forms an inner layer to the

uterus.

systems of women to men. As Lesely Dean-Jones stated

in her work The Cultural Construct of the Female Body in
Classical Greek Science, Soranus elaborates on compari-
sons made by Herophilus nearly 6 centuries prior. The most
obvious parallel is that of the ovaries to the testicles. Unlike
previous analogies, which rely almost solely on a word’s
ability to conjure an image, the analogy of the ovaries
and testicles is two fold: comparable form and compa-
rable function. Soranus believed that the ovaries
participated in sex by releasing an ejaculate
into the womb, just as the male testi-
cle is the production space for
semen.
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