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EDINA GRADVOHL

“DOG-LIKE” WOMEN:
THE ORIGIN OF THE RHYTHM METHOD

Summary: Hippocrates, Aristotle, and Soranus all mention that women are most likely to fall pregnant
during menstruation or the days following it. They correctly realised the connection between the men-
strual cycle and conception, but they committed a serious mistake concerning the time of conception and
they did not rectify this error for seven centuries. The mistake probably comes from the observation of
bitches being in heat as these ancient scholars linked the two phenomena — being on heat and menses — in
the wrong way.
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Very little is known about Soranus of Ephesus, this outstanding figure of an-
cient gynaecology, and that little is full of contradictions. The Suda mentions not one,
but two Sorani, both happened to be gynaecologists, and both were from Ephesus.'
All this goes back to an ancient method of biography where, if the biographer found
contradictions in the sources, he doubled the personality portrayed instead of solving
the problem. Thus, as Ann Ellis Hanson states, it is probable that the two Sorani are
actually a single person. Soranus probably completed his studies in Alexandria and
later lived in Rome under Trajan and Hadrian, that is between 98 and 138 A.D. He
alludes to the latter fact in his works, when he compares the child-care customs of
Greek and Roman women.” Caelius Aurelianus also agrees that Soranus lived in
Rome.” His renown is well illustrated by the fact that a little more than a hundred
years later he is quoted by Galen a number of times. Though Soranus was of Greek
descent, his name is of Latin origin (its meaning is: an inhabitant of Sora), the reason
being that Quintus Marcius Barea Soranus, proconsul of Asia between 61, and 63,
was a benefactor of Ephesus, and Soranus’ parents, Menander and Phoebe named
their son after this benefactor. This suggests that Soranus came from the Ephesian aris-
tocracy and was not an emancipated slave. The Suda mentions at least twenty works

" Suda ¥ 851 and 852. Cf. HANSON, Ann Ellis—-GREEN, Monica H.: Soranus of Ephesus: Metho-
dicorum princeps. In: Aufstieg und Niedergang der Romischen Welt. 37. 2. Berlin—New York, 1994, 981.

% Soranus: Gynaikeia. 2. 6.

3 HANSON, Ann Ellis—-GREEN, Monica H. 983.
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written by Soranus, but only three are preserved in whole or in part, among them the
Gynecology (Gynaikeia).

Ancient physicians, Soranus and his predecessors, used various mixtures to
avoid conception or pregnancy, to propagate menses or to initiate an abortion. Most
of these mixtures were made up of medicinal plants and herbs, fruits, cereals, and
materials containing ferrous sulphate, but internal organs of animals where also used
on rare occasions. The medicaments made of such ingredients were applied orally or
vaginally. The ingredients of oral medicaments were often mixed with wine or honey
and water before consumption. Vaginal medicaments were applied in a pessary or
were rolled in wool (or, in the case of liquids, wool was soaked in them), a tampon-
like shape was formed and applied. We, however, shall not discuss these methods
here. We shall also not consider such ancient methods of contraception as coitus in-
terruptus, protraction of the breast-feeding period, anal coitus and marrying at a later
age. Abortion of the pregnancy was also known of course, just as abandoning the
born child, but the latter cannot be considered a medical method of contraception.

It is intriguing though, that Soranus and his predecessors described a method of
contraception, nowadays called the rhythm method. This seems surprising, because
the method of Knaus and Onigo was elaborated at a strikingly late date, in the 1930s.
Ancient physicians also noticed that there were periods in the functioning of the
female body when there was less chance of conception. The only problem in the an-
cient theory was, that in contrast with modern scientific knowledge, they placed
ovulation at a different point in the cycle. We shall present this difference through
texts of various authors:

A)“... émnv dmoxaBopbémoty ai yovaikeg, udioto &v yootpl Aaufdvovoty
ipepmbeioa, xal 1 yovil ceiol podvvotal, fiv 6t xpl Wyéwot, Kol 1 oD avopog
pNidiog pioyetat, Kol fjv Enikpatrion, Tdde NOEAPLOTAL.

2 1618 Yap PAALGTA TO GTOUO TAOV UNTPE®V KEYMVE, KOl TETAVOV £6TL, KAl UETA
106 KaOdpolag Kol ai AEPEG THV YOVIV OTAGLY. €V 38 1@ TPLV YpSve T6 T€ GTOUA TV
unTpév LEPVKE, Kol paAlov ai AEPeg TAETan dipatog Eoboal oy Opoimg ondot TV
YOVAV.”

“When the menstruation stops women are most fit to fall pregnant if they de-
sire it and their ovum is in good condition. If they mate in the best time it is mixed
easily with the man’s semen and if that of the man is stronger (the child) will resem-
ble him.

2 The orifice of the uterus is most open and most tense at this time after men-
struation and the veins suck the semen in. In the time preceding this the orifice of the
uterus is closed and the veins are more filled with blood and they cannot suck the
semen in a similar fashion.”

Hippocrates: De mulieribus C 62, 19, 24.*

* Hippokratische Gyndkologie. Die gynikologischen Texte des Autors C nach den pseudohippo-
kratischen Schriften De muliebribus I, II und De sterilibus. Hrsg. und tibersetzt von H. GRENSEMANN.
Wiesbaden 1982, 114.
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B) “@0oel p&v odv 1 GOANYIC YivETal PETR THY TOVTOV AmaALOYRV TUig Yu-
vargiv- kol Soaig pn yivetol tadta, g £ TO TOAD dTeKVOL S10TEAODGLY ... UGTEPOV O
oV ovALapPdvovcty, doatg evBLG peTd THY KABapoLy ai VETEPAL GUUUGOVGLY.”

“Now by nature conception takes place in women after this discharge is
completed; and those that do not have the discharge, remain childless as a rule ... but
conception does not occur later in those whose uterus closes up immediately after the
purgation.”

Aristotle: Historia animalium V1I, 582b

C) ““Ocar 8¢ pn yryvopévov t@v Kotopnviov cvAiappdvovoty, §j Hetagd yiy-
VOREV@V UoTEPOV 08 W, aiTlov OTt Taig pPEv Tocavt yivetat ikpag 6on petd Ty kdfa-
potv broleimetonl taig yovipolg, mAgimv 6 ov yiyvetal mepittwolg dote kai BOpale
amelBeiv, Talc 8¢ peTd TV KaBupo1v GUUUGEL TM GTONN TAV VOTEPDOV.”

“There are instances of women who conceive without the occurrence of men-
strual discharge; others conceive during its occurrence but not after it. The reasons
are these. The former produce only just so much liquid as remains in fertile individu-
als after the evacuation is over, and there is no surplus residue to be discharged exter-
nally; in the latter the mouth of the uterus closes up after the evacuation is over.”

Aristotle: De generatione animalium 1, XIX, 727b

D) ““Apiotog ovvovsiog kaipOg TpoOg GOAANYLY O TAVOUEVNG TE [Kal] Tapak-
pofovong g kabdpoems, OpUfg kol 0pEEES TPOG GLUTAOKTV TPy ovoNG, Kol ToD
OOUATOG UAT” EvOe0lGg EvTog PNt dyav mApovg kol Bapéog £k péng kol aneyiog, Kol
0 peth TV amobepaneiay 100 odpatog EuPpwpatiov Anpedévioc OATyoL Kl KaTd Tiv
£bapécTon 10D KaTusTANNTOS URtdpyovioch Mévog obv kaipdg EmThdElog 6 Kot Thy
AmoANnEy g kafdpoeme: KEKOVELOTUL UEV YOP 1| WATPA KOl GOUUETPOC TAPETETAL
Oepuaoia kai vypaoia.”

“The best time for fruitful intercourse is when menstruation is ending and abat-
ing, when urge and appetite for coitus are present, when the body is neither in want
nor too congested and heavy from drunkenness and indigestion, and after the body
has been rubbed down and a little food been eaten and when a pleasant state exists in
every respect. ... Consequently, the only suitable time is at the waning of menses, for
the uterus has been lightened and warmth and moisture are imparted in right meas-
ure.”

Soranus: Gynaeciorum libri 1. 12. 36

Hippocrates of Kos wrote in the 5th century B.C., Aristotle of Stageira in the
4th century B.C. and Soranus of Ephesus in the 2nd century A.D. Ancient physicians
were clearly of very similar views even though they lived and worked in very differ-
ent times and territories. According to Hippocrates (A), conception happens immedi-

* English translation from: ARISTOTLE: History of Animals. Books VII-X. Ed. and translated by D.
M. Balme. Cambridge (Mass.) 1991. (Loeb Classical Library)

% English translation from: ARISTOTLE: Generation of Animals. Translated by A. L. Peck. Cam-
bridge (Mass.) 1942. (Loeb Classical Library)

7 English translation from: Soranus’ Gynecology. Translated by O. TEMKIN. Baltimore 1956. 34-35.
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ately after menstruation, supposing the woman desires intercourse. Aristotle supposed
that conception is most probable after (B) or during (C) menstruation. Soranus (D) in
concord with Aristotle’s (C) view believes that the time best for conception is when
menstruation is ending or abating, but he includes the condition known from Hippo-
crates (A): the woman must desire intercourse. Thus according to these concepts the
period of time immediately following the end of menstruation, or menses itself is
best for becoming pregnant.

These ideas of ancient medical writers differ fundamentally from the views of
modern medicine. On the basis of modern scientific observation it can be stated, that
“because of the permanent length of the luteal phase, ovulation usually happens 14
days prior to the first day of the next menses. Coitus should be avoided 2-3 days
before and after this day. This method can only be used in the case of a regular cycle,
and then also with a very high rate of error reaching 35%™ Thus, based on modern
medical knowledge, we may state that ancient physicians placed the time of concep-
tion in the worst possible period of the cycle. True, their goal was not contraception,
but to help conception that could all but happen at the time they wanted conception
to be. Anyhow, this pseudo-discovery could have been used in contraception as well:
every day that was not during or immediately before or after menstruation could have
been called safe as far as the risk of becoming pregnant is concerned. The result was
however, that whoever wanted to avoid conception had intercourse almost certainly
at the time of ovulation. So, one would think, the uselessness of the method was
quickly realised, if not otherwise, then because of the complaints brought forward by
discontent mothers. In spite of this not even the 700 years between Hippocrates and
Soranus were sufficient for the renowned writers to rectify their error. What is even
more intriguing is that “the correlation between the time of ovulation and menstrua-
tion was realised relatively late by the Japanese gynaecologist Ogino.” The question
arises: where does the wrong idea of Hippocrates (and physicians after him) have its
origins and why could this risky error, probably revealed by women quite often, be
repeated in medical works for centuries? The answer lies probably in a factor that
surely remained unchanged or changed very little over the centuries: the often quite
simple views of men (and physicians were indeed men) concerning women.

Ancient authors starting right from Homer compare women (and even god-
desses) remarkably often to various animals. Epithets like “cow-eyed Hera”, “owl-
eyed Pallas Athena” are frequent. These epithets might have preserved something
from an era when Greeks imagined their gods (and not only goddesses) in a not
absolutely human form. The animal mentioned most often in comparisons, however,
is the dog and it is improbable that this would be proof of some kind of theriomor-
phic prejudice in the case of mortal women. Helen for example applies the following
to herself:

“Adep EUeTo, KUVOG KOKOUNYAVOL, OKPLOEGONC,
03¢ Lo 6eerd Huatt 1@, 0te Le TpATOV TEKE PP,

8 PAPP, Zoltan: Sziilészet — négydgydszat (Obstetrics — Gynaecology). Budapest 1998. 183.
’ PAPP, Zoltan 132.
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olyeobat mpopépovoa kakT avépoto BoeAran

daep, €nel og pdloto TOvog Ppévag apeLBEPnKe

€lveko peio xuvog kal “AleEdvopov €veko dng”

“O Brother of me that am a dog, a contriver of mischief and abhorred of all, I
would that on the day when first my mother gave me birth an evil storm-wind had
borne me away ... my brother, since above all others has trouble encompassed thy
heart because of me, the dog and the folly of Alexander”'’

Homer: Iliad 6, 344-346; 355-356.

Iris warns Hera thus, when she revolts against her husband:
“aAla VY, aivoTdrn, KOov adegc, €l £Te6V Ye
ToAURoELS ALO¢ Gvta TeAdplov Eyyog aeipat.”
“But most dread art thou, thou bold and dog-like thing, if in good sooth thou
wilt dare to raise thy mighty spear against Zeus.”'"
Homer: Iliad 8, 423-424.

Zeus also addresses similar words to his wife, Hera:
“o0d0 &v VO’ apiknat dlmpivn, ov oed Eywye
okvlopévng aAéym, £mel oL 6€o KHVIEPOV dALO.”
“Though thou shouldst fare even thither in thy wanderings, yet reck I not of thy
wrath, seeing there is naught more dog-like than thou.”
Homer: Iliad 8, 482—-483.

More examples could be brought forward, but it is apparent already, that the
poet compared women to dogs primarily because of their quarrelsome nature and
their disputes (“thy wrath). The author of a 3rd-century B.C. Egyptian magic papy-
rus was driven by completely different motives:

“TIpoc pitpac avadpopnv: »EEopkilm ce, pitpav Koo tod Kotactadévioc Eml
Tic apdccov mpiv yevécHar obpavov 1y yijv 1] Bdiaccav §j edC 1j ckitoc, TOV KTicavta
dryyéhoue, @V TPBTOC ALY OV KAl {OLYUM XNPOEL OVELLY® 0S0V TPOCELOYYNC, Kl
€M xepovPiv kabnuevov, Pactdlovta tov Bpdvov Tov 1dlov- dmokatactadijval €v i
£0pq unde Khbfjvar ic 10 de&lov mAevpdddv pépoc unde eic 10 dpietepOv TAELPOV
puépoc unde amodnEnc ic v Kopdiav oc kbmv, AALL ETAONTL Kol pévolc €v ydpolc
idloic, undev usuacn@uinvn, £cte ECopkilm ce TOV apyT mOLCUVTO TOV OVPAVOV KOl
TOV YNV kdl wavta T0 €v aOTh. dGAANAOLLL, GUAV.« YPpAee €v AETOlL Kaccitepivn Kal
gvouve &v ypoua g1 Z.”

“Against the rising of the womb: »I swear you, womb by him that stands firmly
above the abyss, before the sky or the earth, or light or shadow would come to be,
him, the creator of angels, the first of whom is Amichamchu and Chuchad Chéroei
Ueiachd Odu Proseiongés and who sits on that cherub, which bears his throne to
return to your place and turn not either towards the right ribs or towards the left ones
and proceed not towards the heart as a dog, but stop and stay in your place. Attack
nothing until I swear you by the one who created heaven and earth and everything

' English translation slightly modified from: HOMER: The lliad. Translated by A.T. Murray.
Cambridge (Mass.)-London 1924. (Loeb Classical Library)
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there is upon it in the beginning. Halleluia, amen.« Write this on a lead tablet and tie
it (to your waist) with a seven-coloured (string).”
Preisendanz, K.: Papyri Graecae Magicae. Stuttgart 1974%. VII 260-271.

This spell quotes another widely known superstition, namely, that the womb
sometimes starts to wander around in the body causing a number of gynaecological
diseases and it intends to serve as a cure for such an illness. It is more important for
us to note that the woman and her uterus is similar to a dog because according to an-
cient views the uterus desires love as wildly as a bitch. So, the basis of this compari-
son is intense sexual appetite. As we have seen, Hippocrates, Aristotle, and Soranus
agreed that conception is not possible without desire, but the desire of bitches (and
according to Greek physicians that of women) is usually so strong that its lack is not
very probable. According to Helen King, one of the best experts in ancient gynaeco-
logical writers, the comparison to a dog “recalls the Greco-Roman ideas of the insa-
tiable sexual appetites of dogs — and women.”'! Helen King called the attention to
the fact how important this sexual aspect is in comparing women to dogs.'*> Another
important correlation is that the word for ‘dog’ in Greek is kudn, while the verb ‘to
be pregnant’ is kuein."”

If we continue to think along the lines of Helen King’s observation we, might
suppose that the linking of the dog with women and sex might bring us nearer the
solution of the problem discussed here. In the ancient world, as it is well known,
people tried to explain a lot of things based on experience and observation. The ani-
mal best known to and most often mentioned by ancient authors, was the dog. Aris-
totle emphasises (Historia animalium 574a-b) that the bitch’s genital organs grow
when she is in heat and that one cycle lasts 14 days. He does not recommend mating
in the first seven days, during menstruation, but he thinks that the 14th and last day
of the cycle is ideal for that purpose. If Aristotle compared the human woman’s men-
strual cycle (which is not 14 days long) with that of the dog he might have reached
the conclusion that was so often advocated by ancient physicians: the time of abating
or ceasing of menstruation is best for conception. Even though in the case of human
females the 14th day would have meant the middle of the cycle, that is ovulation,
there is no sign of such a conclusion in ancient literature (or indeed anywhere before
the 19th century). Thus, the basis of comparison was not the dog’s 7-day menstruation
but its 14-day cycle. Dogs are in heat twice (sometimes only once) a year, whereas
the cycle of human females is completely different. “The bitch will only mate and
may become pregnant when she is in heat, as the ovum only becomes detached in
these periods. The male is ready for mating all year round ... The changes in the
genital organs of the bitch are apparent when she is in heat: the external genital or-
gans swell and a bloody discharge comes from them. Mucus production is increased
on the surface of the womb and the vagina, the orifice of the uterus more or less
opens ... A number of external and internal factors influence the time a bitch is in

" KING, Helen: Hippocrates’ Woman. Reading the Female Body in Ancient Greece. London—
New York 1998. 234.

12 KING, Helen 25.

13 KING, Helen 24.
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heat: the personality of dogs is quite varied, too; it is generally 20-25 days long ...
A normal bitch will not allow the male to approach her until the 7th-9th day of her
being in heat, she bites him. From the ninth to the thirteenth day she exhibits her
readiness to mate by her characteristic behaviour. In this period ova become mature
and are detached. Bloody discharge abates and becomes lighter in colour, more
watery. Bitches are usually most fit for mating in this period, between days 11 and
13.”'* For the eyes of ancient observers the pregnancy of dogs was in some ways
connected to their cycle of being in heat and they might have compared the men-
struation of women to this. The frequent (and quite negative) dog motif in ancient
literature might have thus served as a basis of a biological impossibility, which
apparently could not be refuted even in seven centuries.

H-1013 Budapest
Attila 0t 18. IV/1.

'* SZINAK, Janos—VERESS, Istvan—SARKANY, Pal: Nagy kutya lexikon (Great Canine Encyclopae-
dia). Budapest 2000. 186. I thank Helen King for her valuable comments.
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