
JBUON 2015; 20(5): 1382

In this article, we present the views on uterine cancer of 
the ancient Greek  physicians. We emphasize on uterine’s 
cancer aetiology according to the dominant in antiquity 
humoural theory, on its surgical treatment suggested by 
Soranus of Ephesus, and in the vivid description provid-
ed by Aretaeus of Cappadocia. During that period, uterine 

cancer was considered as an incurable and painful malig-
nancy and its approach was mainly palliative. 
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During antiquity, ancient Greek physicians 
tried to explain cancer in a logical way.  In 5th cen-
tury BC, Hippocrates (460-377 BC) provided to sci-
ence a rational and systemic basis (Figure 1). One 
of the most interesting and influential legacies of 
the Hippocratic approach was the humoral theory 
of diseases. According to it, disease was determined 
as a disturbance affecting the whole person through 
some imbalance in the four bodily fluids, or humors, 
of blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile. Health 
was defined as balance between the body fluids (eu-
krasia) and external environment. If this balance 
was disturbed, the result was disease or dyskrasia. 
Based mainly on humoral theory, ancient Greek 
physicians developed the black bile theory of cancer, 
stating that an excess of black bile in the body could 
provoke cancer [1].

Furthermore, in Hippocratic Corpus the terms 
“karkinos” (cancer) and “karkinoma” were coined, re-
ferring to the shape of a crab. The terms “karkinoma 

apertus” for superficial and “karkinoma occlusus” 
for deep tumours were used as well, to describe a 
non-healing swelling or ulceration of a probable 
malignant origin. Hippocrates also introduced the 
term “scirrhus” to describe hard tumours [2]. 

Surprisingly, uterine cancer takes up little space 
in the writings of the ancient Greek physicians. 
However, few medical authors recognized uterine 
cancer and contributed in their own way in the de-
velopment of a specific disease entity.

Hippocrates (460-377 BC)

Hippocrates realized first that uterine cancer 
was a fatal disease [3]. He also recognized the gen-
eral and the specific symptoms of cancer’s evolu-
tion. In the general symptoms of uterine cancer he 
included the following: cessation of menstruation 
bitter taste, anorexia, pain mild to severe, hemor-
rhagic predisposition, cachexia and “the whole body 
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shows emaciation”. Among the local symptoms of 
uterine cancer he mentioned the appearance of vag-
inal bleeding, oedema, inflammation and ulceration 
[4]. Therapeutically, Hippocrates recommended a 
conservative approach, applying an intravaginal 
enema, made of pumpkin’s crumb and honeycomb 
mixed with water.  The patient was also receiving 
regularly laxatives and bloodlettings in order to ex-
tract the bad humours (mainly the black bile) and 
bring balance in the organism [3,4]. An examination 
of the entire body of the patient was the second step, 
while daily fumigations of the vagina, with a special 
heated device containing dried garlic, water and seal 
oil was performed. When the uterus was felt soft-
er in palpation, fumigations with fennel roots were 
applied for five or six days. During this period the 
patient was monitored, and the diet was specific. In 
an advance stage of disease, Hippocrates suggested 
that the physician could proceed to the progressive 
opening of the “mouth” (orifice) of the uterus with 
numbered waxes, and when the required expansion 
was reached, pessaries made from rods of pine cov-
ered with oil, were placed. Finally, a hollow lead pes-
sary was inserted in an attempt to create an artifi-
cial vaginal opening and to prevent the formation of 
adhesions. Hippocrates believed that uterine cancer 

was a disease of the elderly. He had also realized the 
importance of the vascular system for the circula-
tion of “malignant matter” (black bile).  

In the following centuries scarce texts are pre-
served on uterine cancer and Hippocratic notions 
endured as a standard-setting example of medical 
practice [3.4].

Aristotle (384-322 BC)

In the History of Animals, the Greek philosopher 
and scientist Aristotle described first the surgical 
removal of ovaries and uterus (hysterectomy) on ani-
mals [8]. However, the reason for this operation was 
not a malignancy. Aristotle had observed, among 
others, that the removal of the ovaries of the pigs 
had decreased their sexual appetite [5]. The knowl-
edge to carry out so difficult for the time operations 
allow us to suppose that ancient Greek physicians 
had probably tried to perform removal of the uterus 
in an attempt to cure this uterine carcinoma. Ade-
quate evidence to support this hypothesis can be 
found in the centuries that followed. 

Aulus Cornelius Celsus (25 BC- 50 AD) 

The distinguished Roman encyclopaedist 
Celsus in his work “De Medicina” devoted a whole 
chapter on uterine cancer [6]. Among others he men-
tioned: “Females are subject to a malignant disease 
of the womb...Sometimes this affection deprives 
the patient of all sensibility, in the same manner 
as if she falls in epilepsia. Yet with this difference 
that neither the eyes are turned nor does foam flow 
from the mouth...there is only a profound sleep” [7]. 
Celsus described the anterior groin swelling, the lo-
cal oedema due to the vein compression, and prob-
ably he was the first to recognize nodal metastases. 
Therapeutically, he proposed bloodletting, cata-
plasms, frictions and a diet free of wine. In case of 
womb’s malignancy he was prescribing “a cerate of 
rose oil, or fresh hog’s lard and the whites of eggs 
may be mixed together and applied”. In case that 
“the womb is in pain it ought to be fumigated with 
sulphur”[7].  Celsus writings forgotten for a while, 
they were rediscovered during Renaissance and 
they were highly appreciated by physicians for their 
medical content.

Soranus of Ephesus (98-138 AD)

Soranus , the great Greek physician and gynae-
cologist who practiced in Rome, left us the most 
valuable treatise on obstetrics and gynaecology [8] 
(Figure 2). Soranus’s anatomical knowledge of uter-

Figure 1. The distinguished Greek physician Hippo-
crates of Cos. 
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us was excellent and he also described the cancer of 
the uterus: “The uterus presents sometimes without 
ulceration sometimes with ulceration. In this case 
we may experience pains, sharp pains in the kid-
ney’s, in the vertebrae, in umbilicus. The evolution 
of the disease is malignant”.

Moreover Soranus performed hysterectomy, 
strengthening the hypothesis that from the era of 
Aristotle such an operation was probably possi-
ble. As it is mentioned in Soranus’s work: “Uterus 
should not be considered as an essential organ for 
life, not only because it is usually prolapsed but 
in some cases, it can even be cut, without death to 
occur... if the entire uterus is bruised (blackened), 
we must cut it off entirely, not only because some 
previously mentioned writers noticed that resec-
tion is harmless, but also because it has ceased 
to be a vital organ. In the case of ulcer (cancer-
ous) from continuous prolapse and the creation of 
adhesion to the labia..., more preferably and most 
secure is to spare the uterus something from the 
labia as the separation cannot be accurate...in the 
case of a more local bruise, uterus could be ex-
cised partially” [9]. 

Soranus was also a precursor of the operative 
gynaecologic, as he was strongly familiar with the 
surgical instruments, such as vaginal endoscopes 
(speculum-dioptras), hedrodiastoleus (rectal spec-
tum) and “kauterion” (cautery) etc [10] (Figure 3). 

Galen (ca. 130-210 AD)

Galen, the greatest medical authority of antiqui-
ty, followed and supported Hippocrates’ opinions on 
uterine cancer. He described scleroma of the uterus 
as a hard tumor which originated from phlegmon 
of the organ and which might be of long duration: 
“Scleroma uteri est tumor subdurus in aliqua parte 
uteri oxortus qui plerumque ex diuturnis inflamma-
tionibus” [11]. Concerning the diagnosis of a uter-
ine cancer after clinical examination, Galen wrote 
that “when the mouth of the womb is closed, and 
the neck is at the same time hard to the touch, this 
points to the uterus being diseased”. He also men-
tioned that the affected women were suffering from 
extreme pain which goes also to their mouth and 
legs [6].  Therapeutically, he was suggesting a pal-
liative approach sustaining that a surgical ablation 
could lead to death. [6].   It is of interest that in Ga-
len’s work we may find the name of Maea (or Maia), 
a woman gynaecologist who mentioned in her work 
several uterine pathologies [12].

Aretaeus of Cappadocia (ca. 2nd-3rd 
century AD)

In his book “On the causes and symptoms of 
acute and chronic diseases” Aretaeus of Cappado-
cia, a Greek born physician who studied medicine 
in Alexandria and practised in Rome, provided the 
first accurate description of cancer of the uterus 
[13] (Figure 4). In the chapter entitled “On uterine 
affections”, Aretaeus mentioned the predisposition 
of uterus to malignancy “the womb of the female…is 

Figure 2. Soranus of Ephesus, the great authority in 
obstetrics and gynaecology.

Figure 3. Vaginal speculum-dioptras, 1st century AD. 
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conductive to many bad diseases”, recognizing also 
the high prevalence of this type of cancer [14].   

He classified the disease into two types: the non 
ulcerated and the ulcerated one. Moreover, he divid-

ed the ulcerated uterine carcinoma into superficial 
and deep. Concerning the deep uterine carcinoma, 
he mentioned that the ulcer corrodes the uterus, a 
purulent discharge appears and the pain is severe. 
He also believed that these kinds of ulcers were fa-
tal.  According to Aretaeus the non ulcerated form 
presents with the appearance of a tumour inside the 
uterus: “In another variety of cancer there is no ul-
ceration, but a hard, unyielding lump that extends 
through the wall of the uterus”. Aretaeus believed 
that both forms were of  cancerous nature, but the 
ulcerated one had the worse prognosis [14]. 

Conclusion

Ancient Greek medical authors recognized 
cancer of the uterus as a specific entity and pro-
vided several descriptions concerning symptoma-
tology, clinical examination and treatment. Their 
views reflect the level of medical practice in a 
period that microscopy and pathology were un-
known and surgery was not advanced. Their no-
tions on uterine cancer survived and developed 
further in the following centuries thanks to the 
work of several brilliant Byzantine physicians.

Figure 4. Aretaeus of Cappadocia, the Greek-born phy-
sician who practiced in Rome.


