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How was menstruation treated in the ancient world?  
In this inquiry students will analyze documents discussing the understanding of menstruation in 

different cultures. Students will debate and investigate what these documents tell us about how 
menstruation was treated in different cultures.  

Menstruation is a natural bodily function involving a regular discharge of blood from the uterus. 
From prehistoric times, menstruation has been shrouded in myth. Some cultures praise menstrual blood as 
a sign of health, awed by its magic and powerful healing qualities. Many cultures, however, view the blood 
as impure and dangerous.  

Below students will read six documents on menstrual bleeding from Greece, Rome and Egypt. The 
documents include both primary and secondary passages. Students will respond to guiding questions as 
they read. Then students will complete the table below to write a brief summary of how each document 
answers the compelling question. 
 

Document  According to this source, how was menstruation treated? 

Document A: 
Hippocrates 

 
 

Document B: 
Soranus 

 

Document C: 
Pliny 

 

Document D: 
Sorita 

 

Document E: 
Historian Graves 
Brown 

 

Document F: 
Papyrus Ebers 
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Document G: 
Papyrus Ebers 

 

 
 
Document A: Hippocrates, Diseases of Women 1  
Diseases of Women is a collection of writings by the classical Greek author, Hippocrates, on gynecology. 
Hippocrates is often regarded as the father of modern medicine. The document below describes the 
Hippocratic understanding of why women experienced a menstrual bleed and how a woman might avoid 
menstrual issues.  

Since in a woman who has not given birth, the body is not accustomed to being filled up 
(sc. with blood), but is robust, solider and denser than if she had experienced the lochia, and her 
uterus has not been dilated, her menstrual flow will be accompanied by more pain, and more 
troubles will be present: i.e., her menses will be obstructed when she has not given birth. This is 
so for the reason I first indicated when I contended that a woman is more porous and softer than 
a man; this being so, a woman’s body draws what is being exhaled from her cavity more quickly 
and in a greater amount than does a man’s...  

Also, because a woman’s flesh is softer, when her body fills up with blood, unless the 
blood is then discharged from her body, the filling and warming, of their tissues that ensue will 
provoke pain: for a woman has hotter blood, and for this reason she herself is hotter than a man; 
if, however, most the blood that was added is subsequently discharged, no pain will arise from 
it. A man, having solider flesh than a woman, will never overfill with so much blood that, unless 
some it is discharged each month, he feels pain, and besides he takes in only as much (sc. blood) 
as is necessary for the nourishment his body, and his body—lacking softness as it does—is never 
overstretched or heated by fullness as a woman’s is. A great amount this is also due in a man to 
his exerting himself physically more than a woman, which consumes a part of the exhalation (sc. 
rising from his food).  

Now when, in a woman who has not given birth, the menses fail to appear and cannot 
find their way out, a disease arises, and this happens if the mouth the uterus is closed or folded 
over, or some part the vagina has become constricted; for if any these things happens, the 
menses will be unable to find their way out until the uterus returns to a natural healthy state. 
This disease generally occurs in whose uterus has a narrow mouth or neck lying further forward 
into the vagina. For if either these be the case, and the woman does not have intercourse with her 
husband, and her cavity is more empty than it should be as the result of some disease, the uterus 
turns aside. For it has no moistness of its own, since the woman is not having intercourse, and 
there is an open space for it since the cavity is too empty, so that it turns aside because it is drier 
and lighter than it should be. And sometimes as it turns aside its mouth becomes displaced too 
far to one side because its neck is lying too far into the vagina. For if the uterus is moist as the 
result of intercourse and the cavity is not empty, it is not likely to turn aside. This is why the 
uterus closes as the result of a woman not having intercourse.  
 
Hippocrates, Diseases of Women, Book 1.  Translation by Potter. P (2018) London: Loeb Classical Library.  
 
Document B: Soranus of Ephesus, Gynecology 
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Soranus of Ephesus was a Greek gynecologist who commented on women’s diseases and childbearing. His 
work also features a 2nd century BCE understanding of menstrual cycles and what is now known as 
amenorrhea (an absence of menstruation).  

Now of those who do not menstruate, some have no ailment and it is physiological for 
them not to menstruate: either because of their age (as in those too young or on the contrary too 
old) or because they are pregnant, or mannish, or barren singers and athletes in whom nothing is 
left over for menstruation, everything being consumed by the exercises or changed into tissue. 
Others, however, do not menstruate because of a disease of the uterus, or of the rest of the body, 
or of both: “of the uterus” if the condition of so-called imperforation is present, or callosity, or 
scirrhus, or inflammation, or a scar has formed on a sore, or a closure of the orifice (from long 
widowhood among other causes).  
 
Soranus of Ephesus, Gynecology. Translation by Temkin. O (1956) Baltimore: The John Hopkins Press 
 
Questions for Analysis 

1. Based on Document A and B, what can be said about the relationship between sex and 
menstruation in the Greek world?  

 
 
 

2. What misogynistic (fearful or hateful) ideas about women can you find in Documents 
A and B? What can we infer from these about Greek perceptions of women and 
menstruation?  

 
 
 
Document C: Pliny the Elder, Natural History 
Pliny the Elder was a Roman author and philosopher most notably known for his work ‘Natural History’. 
In the following text, Pliny discusses the dangers of menstrual blood.  

“But it is not easy that anything should be discovered that is more monstrous than 
woman’s menstrual fluid. New wine turns sour by coming near it, crops that are touched 
become barren, grafts whither, seeds of the garden dry up, fruit of trees by which she sits falls 
off, the brightness of mirrors are dimmed by reflecting her, the edge of iron is dulled, the 
brightness of ivory, beehives die, bronze and even iron are seized by rust, and the air is seized by 
an awful smell. Dogs become rabid by tasting it and their bite is infected by an incurable poison. 
In fact, bitumen, too, which has an otherwise pliable and sticky nature and which floats at 
certain times of the year on the lake of Judaea, which is called Asphaltites, is not able to be 
divided up, as it sticks to everything it makes contact with, except a thread which is infected 
with this slime. Also ants, the tiniest animal, and sensitive to its presence, reject the tasty fruit 
which it was carrying never to return to it again.”  
 
Coughlin, S. (2022). Aristotle on menstruating women and mirrors — Ancient Medicine. [online] 

Ancient Medicine. Available at: <https://www.ancientmedicine.org/home/2020/7/26/aristotle-on-
menstruating-women-and-mirrors> [Accessed 14 October 2022]. 

 
Document D: Sorita on the Efficacy of Menstrual Fluid 
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Although little is known about Sotira, we believe she was a Roman midwife. Her work now only exists in 
small fragments. The following document discusses the magical properties of menstrual fluid.  

“To anoint the soles of the patient's feet with menstrual fluid is the most efficacious cure 
for tertian and quartan malaria; it is much more effective if it is done by the woman herself 
without the patient's knowledge. The same remedy also awakens an epileptic.”  

 
Tan. D. A, Haththotuwa. R, Fraser. I. S (2017) ‘Cultural aspects and mythologies surrounding 

menstruation and abnormal uterine bleeding’ In Best Practice and Research Clinical Obstetrics 
and Gynecology. Amsterdam: Elseiver  

 
Questions for Analysis 
 

1. Compare Document C and D paying close attention to the author of each source.  
 
 

2. Why might the authors of Documents C and D share completely different 
information? 
 
 

3. Which document is more reliable? Why? 
 
 

4. What can Document C and D tell us about the different attitudes to menstruation in 
the Roman world? 

 
 
Document E: Dancing for Hathor 
The following text is an extract from Dancing for Hathor: Women in Ancient Egypt by historian Carolyn 
Graves-Brown.  

There is difficulty in understanding ancient Egyptian attitudes to menstruation, but it 
seems it was not considered entirely negative. Some of the confusion concerning Egyptian 
attitudes to menstruation results from the translation of the word hsmn (hes-men). While hsmn is 
usually taken to mean menstruation, it has been argued that  the word may also mean 
purification. It may have covered a variety of meanings,  including blood loss from menarche, 
menstruation, abortion or childbirth.   

However, we can say that menstruation was identified with the Nile flood, an archetypal 
symbol of renewal and fertility for the Egyptians, although it was also considered to be a 
dangerous time. Thus, it had some positive symbolism.  Menstrual blood seems sometimes to 
have been used in medicine for women; in Papyrus Ebers, menstrual blood smeared over the 
breasts is given as a remedy against breasts ‘going down’ (which could translate as sagging 
breasts ). Sanitary towels or loin cloths were worn and are mentioned in laundry lists, and that 
they are included with other clothing suggests that they were not considered impure. Some 
believe the Isis knot, a form of amulet often made of red stone, represents female sanitary 
protection, though such an interpretation is only one of many. The use of such an article as an 
amulet again suggests a positive image.  
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However, other evidence suggests that menstruation was considered impure.  In the 
Satire of the Trades, the washerman complains that he must clean the clothes of women soiled 
with menstrual blood, though one might argue that this does not mean menstrual blood was 
considered impure, but rather indicates a ‘natural’ disgust. There is possible textual evidence for 
a purification ritual following menstruation from Middle Kingdom Lahun. This occurs in a letter 
from the Mistress of the House, Ir, explaining her absence ‘because this humble servant had gone 
into the temple on day 20 for monthly purification’.  

The need for purification might suggest her monthly period was considered impure. 
However, one might interpret the passage more positively as meaning that menstruation itself 
was a purification necessitating a celebratory trip to the temple. It has further been suggested 
that women’s monthly cycles excluded them from priesthood.  
 
Graves-Brown. C (2010) Dancing for Hathor: Women in Ancient Egypt. London: Bloomsbury.  
 
Document E: Papyrus Ebers (1) 
The Papyrus ebers are a group of Egyptian medical texts containing herbal formulas and mythical 
remedies to cure an array of ailments.  

‘If you examine a woman having pain in her stomach while hsmn does not come for her, 
and you find (. . .), then you shall say concerning it: this is a case of obstruction of the blood in 
her uterus. If you examine a woman who has spent many years while hsmn does not come for 
her, she habitually spews up something like water, her stomach being like that which is under 
fire, but it stops when she has spewed up, then you shall say concerning it: this is an 
accumulation of blood in her uterus because she is bewitched. If you examine a woman having 
pain in one side of her vulva, you should say concerning it: this means that her hsmn has lost its 
regularity. When it (i.e., the hsmn) has started, you shall make for her: smashed garlic, cider and 
sawdust of fir tree. Her pubic region is to be bandaged with it’  

 
Frandsen. P. J (2007) ‘The Menstrual “Taboo” in Ancient Egypt’ In Journal of Near Eastern Studies, Vol. 
66, No. 2, pp.81-206. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

  
Document G: Papyrus Ebers (2) 
This short text is also an extract from the Papyrus Ebers and discusses some medicinal use of menstrual 
blood.  

“sagging breasts should be covered with menstrual blood, and the woman's belly and her 
thighs should be covered as well”  

 
Tan. D. A, Haththotuwa. R, Fraser. I. S (2017) ‘Cultural aspects and mythologies surrounding 

menstruation and abnormal uterine bleeding’ In Best Practice and Research Clinical Obstetrics 
and Gynecology. Amsterdam: Elseiver. 
 

Questions for Analysis 
1. What can you conclude from Document E on menstruation in ancient Egypt?  

 
 
 

2. Does Document F and G support the conclusions in Document E?   


