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he ancient Greek physicians have not failed in their studies to indicate the beneficial role

of sexual activity in human health. They acknowledged that sex helps to maintain men-

tal balance. Very interesting is their observation that sex may help mental patients to re-

cover. Nevertheless they stressed emphatically that sex is beneficial only when there is a
measure in it, so they believed that sexual abstinence or excessive sexual activity affect negatively
the mental and physical health of man. Ancient Greek physicians reached this conclusion by em-
pirical observation. They tried to justify the mental imbalance, as the potential physical problems,
which probably will be listed today in the psychosomatic manifestations, of people with long-term
sexual abstinence or hyperactivity, based on the theory of humors which was the main methodo-
logical tool of ancient Greek medicine. Their fundamental idea was that the four humors of the
body (blood, phlegm, yellow and black bile) should be in balance. Therefore they believed that the
loss and the exchange of bodily fluids during sex help body’s humors to maintain their equilibrium
which in turn will form the basis for the physical and mental health. Although in ancient medical
texts the irrationality presented by people in the aforementioned conditions was not attributed
in any of the major mental illnesses recognized in antiquity, as mania, melancholy and phrenitis,
our belief is that their behavior is more suited to the characteristics of melancholy, while accord-
ing to modern medicine it should be classified in the depressive disorders. We have come to this
conclusion, because common characteristics of people who either did not have sexual life or was
overactive, was sadness, lack of interest and hope, as well as paranoid thinking that can reach up
to suicide. Regarding the psychosomatic problems, which could occur in these people, they were
determined by the ancient Greek physicians in the following; continuous headaches and heaviness,
dilatancy, pain, dysuria and fever. But all these symptoms would disappear when the man gained
a measure sexual activity, as was categorically stated by Galen. It is striking that these ideas were
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maintained over time, starting already from the authors of the Hippocratic Corpus, from which the
distinguished work De virginum morbis, refers indeed to women who reached the point of suicide
due to the absence sexual life, hanging themselves or falling into wells and eventually passing to
the works of Rufus of Ephesus, Soranus of Ephesus and Galen.
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Introduction

It was a common notion amongst ancient Greek
physicians that people must be sexually active' while
maintaining a balance in this activity. This belief
was based on the premise of the theory of humors
on the foundations that either sexual abstinence or
excessive sexual activity contributed to the unbal-
ance of those humors in the body which results to
disturbance of mental® and corporal health.?> On the
other hand a well-adjusted sexual life contributed to
balanced humors and a good health. In fact ancient
Greek physicians had observed that people with
absent or excessive sexual life presented corporal
and mental diseases,* mostly mania® (madness) and
melancholy® (depression) and in order to explain
the pathophysiology of these diseases they used
the theory of the four humors, which was their basic
methodological tool.”

The Hippocratic corpus

From the Hippocratic Corpus® we are informed that
one of the oldest prognoses according to Hippocratic
school of medicine is that not only athletes but also
those who suffered from diseases, knew that their
health will deteriorate in case of lack of food, of
over-eating and over-drinking, of not walking or of
excessive sexual activity as it is described in the book
Prorrheticon (Hippocrates Med. et Corp. Prorrheticon
2.1.14-19).° Moreover, in the book De morbis popu-
laribus it is highlighted that it should be a measure
in sexual life as in hunger, in food, in drinking, in
sleeping, in physical exercise and in fatigue, in or-
der to maintain a healthy body (Hippocrates Med. et
Corp. De morbis popularibus 6.6.2.-3)."° However it is
stressed that sexual activity is an element of health
(Hippocrates Med. et Corp. De morbis popularibus
6.8.23.1-2).'°

A very important work on sexual life in Hippocratic
Corpus can be found in the book about the diseases
of the virgins, De virginum morbis (Hippocrates Med.
et Corp. De virginum morbis 1.1-45),'" not only be-
cause there the theory of humors is applied in the
analysis of the sexual life, but also because it is a
work that clearly deals with mental and psychoso-
matic problems that derive from sexual deprivation.

This work indicates that sexual intercourse helps
the body to maintain the equilibrium of the humors
by loosing and receiving liquids. Furthermore the ab-
surdity of a woman without a sex life is emphasized,
which leads sometimes to committing suicide, that is
why there is the advice of a sooner than later begin-
ning of sexual life. In this situation the cause of the
insanity is attributed to the theory of humors and
especially in a specific state which is formed in the
blood. Itis believed that blood is accumulated in the
area of the diaphragm (locus of logic)'? and the heart
and thus —according to its characteristics— it causes
a special paranoiac manifestation that is respec-
tively the same as that of the main mental diseases
in antiquity, mania,” melancholy,”® phrenitis."* The
paranoia of the virgins could be milder or more se-
vere. When it was milder, it was believed that the ac-
cumulated blood was transformed to phlegm?® pro-
voking acute inflammation, and when it was severe
this blood was septic. In these severe cases women
could commit suicide, either by falling into a well or
hanging themselves, while on the milder cases they
presented depressive manifestations.

As much as the physical problems are concerned
there is fever that comes and goes, as well as weak-
ness in mobility for women, which is attributed to
the accumulation of blood to the extremities. It is
considered a consequence with the least problems
as it is not life threatening. We would say that these
are part of the psychosomatic manifestations, since
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psychological distress can cause fever, that comes
and goes as it is already mentioned in the text, and
immobility which is characteristic of malaise and the
lack of energy as a sign of weakness which are seen
in the people with mental disorder.

Finally, the direct advice of an early beginning of a
sexual life and childbearing is an empirical observa-
tion of ancient physicians pointed also by the writer
of this work, which nonetheless conforms with the
contemporary approach of the topic as well as with
the contemporary conception that sexual activity
can stimulate and help a person with mental prob-
lems.

Views of other physicians in ancient Greece

Rufus of Ephesus (1st century AD) would be one to
embrace moderation in sexual life as we learn from
the Byzantine physician, Aetius of Amida (1st half 6th
century AD). The physician believes that intercourse
is a natural activity and thus anything that is natural
is not harmful. On the contrary it becomes harmful
when moderation is lost and sexual activity is con-
stant and at disagreeable time. He will therefore
stress that this constant activity must be avoided
when there is a disease in the nerves (paralysis and
other neurological diseases related with movement),
in the thorax, in the kidneys, in the waist and when
there is ischialgia or podalgia. We would point out
the reference to the thorax illness which gives the
impression of pointing to a respiratory or heart prob-
lem which can be aggravated by intercourse (Aetius
Med. latricorum liber iii 8.1-6)."®

Similar ideas we find in the work of another
Byzantine physician, Oribasios of Pergamon (325-
395/6 AD), who also preserves the ideas of Rufus of
Ephesus. In the text of the Byzantine physician we
are informed that the ancient Greek physician does
not praise cravings but suggests more restraint, es-
pecially if there is disease in the bladder, in the kid-
neys or epilepsy or mania which defers from the
work of Aetius of Amida. In addition to the various
physical diseases the observation introduced here
is that in a manic patient sexual activity may dete-
riorate the condition. However another interesting
suggestion is that when urges are under control
and are acted upon in moderation then the body
can cope with future diseases. Lastly, the general
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rule is emphasized that man must combine the de-
sires of the soul in harmony with those of the body,
when it allows it, while excessive desire only serves
the body; pointing clearly that people must not be
prays to their physical desires of sex (Oribasius Med.
Collectiones medicae 6.38.25.4-6.38.26.3).'°

In another part of the work of Oribasios of
Pergamon are preserved the suggestions of Rufus of
Ephesus for what should be done in order to regain
physical and mental balance in the case of a man be-
ing harmed by excessive sexual activity. He should
therefore take a small number of walks, to take warm
baths, have fresh food that will empower him, re-
ceive plenty of fluids, and sleep well enough and not
to be agitated from rage, sadness, excessive enter-
tainment, fever, perspiration, vomiting, drunkenness,
fatigue, too much heat and too much cold (Oribasius
Med. Collectiones medicae 25.1.1-25.1.8).'°

Oribasios of Pergamon also saved Rufus’ of Ephesus
ideas about the benefit a person gets from sexual
activity, which are based on the eucrasy of humors
of the body."” That is, it stresses that with sexual ac-
tivity the body is emptied from the overgrowth of
sperm and becomes more masculine. The positive
influence touches also the soul because it resets the
thought to accuracy and exempts from unrestrained
anger. For this reason he points out that for the mel-
ancholic people sexual intercourse is a way of heal-
ing, while at the same time it makes mad people
sane and is very useful to those who suffer from dis-
eases related to phlegm. They eat more easily as they
become anorexic. Also it is stressed that sexual in-
tercourse helps many people to avoid frequent wet
dreams (Oribasius Med. Synopsis ad Eustathium filium
1.6.1.1-1.6.4.1).'%

Studying the views of Soranus of Ephesus (2nd half
1st century — early 2nd century AD) in his original
work it is made very clear that he strictly follows the
adaptation of the humoral theory concerning the
topic of sexual life. He takes a closer look to the ques-
tion of which is healthier for a woman, to stay virgin
for a long period of time or to have sexual relations,
quoting the various views of his predecessors.

The view in favor of the sexual relations is based on
the arguments that not only sexually active women
have sexual drives but also virgins. In fact some of
these are considered to have experienced stronger
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loving desires than the sexually active women. It
is mentioned that some claimed that excretion of
sperm was not harmful neither for women nor for
men. Lack of norm harms the body when they con-
stantly excoriate sperm. It is believed that they ben-
efit when the excretion happens in regular bases so
as to avoid clumsiness and discomfort, while many
state that after the sexual activity they became more
agile and braver (Soranus Med. Gynaeciorum libri iv
1.31.11-1.31.3.1)."°

It is also made known that many women due to
long widowhood presented urinal retention and a
pain feeling when urinating but when they became
sexually active again the problems ceased (Soranus
Med. Gynaeciorum libri iv 1.31.3.11-1.31.4.1)."° We can
say that this observation clearly suggests psychoso-
matic problems due to lack of sexual life.

Soranus of Ephesus is opposed to the above men-
tioned idea, thinking that virginity for a long period
is healthy because intercourse entails risks which he
elaborated on his chapter Hygiene. He gives the ex-
ample of animals which we see to be more robust
than those that are prevented of having sexual in-
teraction. Moreover he gives another example of
women who keep their virginity by the law or be-
cause they are dedicated to their religion and Gods,
who do not die easily from disease. He also explains
that the difficulty in urine cleansing and body fat
observed in virgin women is caused by not par-
ticipating in the beneficial physical activities which
drives them at the following discomforts. That is why
he concludes that as much as in men as well as in
women staying a virgin for a long period is healthy,
which will benefit them in breeding (Soranus Med.
Gynaeciorum libri iv 1.32.1.1-1.32.3.4)."° We would say
that the physician focuses more in the issue of pre-
vention of infections related to sexual activity.

On the other hand studying the problem of fertil-
ity he finds that there must be erotic impulse and de-
sire by men and women in order to be fertile; show-
ing by this way their mood for intercourse as an ele-
ment of health, following the established concept of
Ancient Greek medicine (Soranus Med. Gynaeciorum
libriiv 1.37.1.1-1.37.3.7)."?

Galen (129 - ca. 210 AD) will follow the basic ad-
vice for moderation in sexual activity, commenting
generally that just like any other activity the same

MENTAL HEALTH AND SEXUAL ACTIVITY ACCORDING TO ANCIENT GREEK PHYSICIANS 201

applies for sexual activity, that correctness lies in a
healthy quantity, quality and circumstances (Galenus
Med. Thrasybulus sive utrum medicinae sit an gymnas-
ticae hygieine 5.885.9-13).%°

Galen discussed sexual issues in a special work
called, De venereis, which was saved by Oribasius of
Pergamon where once more exemplifies the applica-
tion of the theory of humors in sexual life (Oribasius
Med. Collectiones medicae 6.37.1.1-6.37.11.6.).'°

In the beginning the wisely sexual function is
pointed out as a healthy instruction. At that point
the physician discusses the characteristics that the
body must have during intercourse. Thus he empha-
sizes that even though none is healthy according to
the Epicurus, more correct is the sexual activity with
pauses, while during it the person should not feel
uninhibited and think that he became lighter and
with better breath. The time for intercourse is proper
when the body is in the middle of all external con-
ditions; neither overfull nor empty, neither cold nor
overheated, or dried or really wet. If there must be
some exaggeration, it should be minor. It is better
for the body to be more heated rather than very cold
and overfull, rather than empty and wet and over-
dried during sexual intercourse. Those who are weak
due to lust become very ill. Those who are strong
and have a disease related to phlegm cause a reduc-
tion to the rest humors. Harmless are the intercours-
es in wet and hot people and to those that by nature
have a lot of semen. Lust also raises the temperature
in robust. In those who are weaker the temperature
rises and then falls greatly.

Furthermore he mentions the problems caused in
body and soul during intercourse or in the absence
of it, so we would say that he explores in detail the
issues that had already been discussed by the physi-
cians of the Hippocratic Corpus and Rufus of Ephesus.
He stresses the facts that some of those who start in-
tercourse at a young age end up patients. Some if do
not have constant sexual intercourse feel heaviness
in the head and develop fever, wish the worst and
become spineless. Those of this nature, when being
abstinent in sexual intercourse, end up stuporous
and cumbersome, while some become unreasonably
moody and hopeless like melancholic people, but all
these stop at once with sexual intercourse; clearly re-
ferring to the work, De virginum morbis. Galen pon-
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dering concludes according to the above that sperm
retention is very harmful which is confirmed by his
experience, hence he states that he met some peo-
ple who for reasons of shame refrained from sexual
activities, resulting to be stuporous and cumber-
some.

Except of prompting for sexual activity, he does
not forget to point out that those who are sickly
due to age or other reasons but participate in sex
life, should know that the reduce of strength is in-
evitable; reminding us the relevant views of Rufus of
Ephesus.

Apart from this indirect source we must also stand
in another reference in the work of this Byzantine
physician who saves a relevant view of Galen. In this,
he first discusses the beneficial properties of inter-
course when treating mania or melancholia, a fact
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that shows how Rufus of Ephesus influenced Galen.
It is also contained that sexual activity is beneficial
in mania and melancholia, making a person more
logical, while in a person in love it diminishes the
excessive urge and passion, when the person has in-
tercourse with a partner (Oribasius Med. Collectiones
medicae 24.1.1-24.2.1).'°

Conclusion

Sexual activity in ancient Greece was an act to
preserve the balance between health and disease.
Body and mind could have been afflicted in the case
of absence or excess of intercourse. Since the era of
Hippocrates and later on, in the works of a series of
well-known physicians, sex was tightly connected to
the theory of the four humours.
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Ot apxaiot EAANveG latpoi Sev mapéelpav oTiG LEAETEG TOUG Va UTTOSEIEOUV TOV EVEPYETIKO pOAO
NG oe€ovalikng dpaotnpldTNTAC 0TNV LYEIA TOU avBpwmou. Avayvwploav 0Tl ol GEEOUANIKEC
oxéoelg BonBouv otn dlatripnon TN YPUXIKNAG LooppoTiag Tou avBpwmou. MaAlota evlilagépov
€XEL N MAPATAPNON TOUG OTL N 0eEOVAANIKEG emapEéC umopei va BonBricouv Yuxika acbeveic va
avappwoouv. Opwg Toviav epeatika 0Tl N oe€ovalikr (wn gival EVEPYETIKA POVO OTAV UTTAPXEL
pE€TPO o€ auThy, yI' autd kat uroypdpptlav iIdlartépwg 6tL n oe§ovalikn amoxr n n urmepBoALKkr og-
Eoualikn SpaotnploTnTa eMPBapUvouv apvNTIKA TNV PUXLKH, AAAA Kal T CWHATIKA UYEia Tou av-
Opwmovu. X10 cupmépacpa autd KatéAnéav amd TNV eUNELpIK Toug mapatripnon. Mpoonddnoav
Va aITIOAOYRGOULV TNV YPUXIKK avicoppomia, éTTwe Kat Ta moavd cwpatikd mpoAiuata, ta omoia
MAANov orjuepa Ba KATATACOAE OTIC PUXOOWHATIKEG EKONAWOELS, TWV AVOPWTTWV PE HOKPOXPO-
via 0e§ovalikn amoxn i umepdpaoTnEIoTNTa, e fdon Tn Bewpia Twv XUUWVY TTOU ATAV TO KUPILO
peBodooyiko epyaleio TNG apxaiag eAANVIKAG 1aTPLKAG. Ekpivay, SnAadn, 6Tt n amwAE&la Kal n
avtaAAayrn CWHATIKWY UypwV Katd Tn oe€ovalikn emaer Fonbd otn diatnpnon tng Icoppormiag
TWV XUUWV TOU OWHATOGC, N omoid Ye Tn o€lpd Tng Ba amoteAéoel Tn BAoN yla TN CWHATIKA Kal
PUXIKN LyEia. Av Kal oTa apyaia 1aTpikd Keipeva Sev amodidetal o mapaloylopdg mou mapouvaia-
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Cav o1 dvBpwrol oTIg MpoavapepBeioeg ouVONKEG a€ KAToLa aTo TIG KUPLEG YUXIKEG VOOOUG TTOU
avayvwpifovtav otnv apxalotnta, SnAadn pavia, pehayxoAia kat @pevitida, Ba kpivape 6TL n ov-
MTTEPLPOPA TOUC TALPLALEL TTEPICOOTEPO OTA XAPAKTNPIOTIKA TNG HEAAYXOAIAG, EVW CUPPWVA UE
™ olyxpovn latpikh avth Ba mpémel va KatatdooeTal 0Tn vooo TG KATABAYNG. ZTo cupmépa-
opa autd pmopolpe va odnynboupe, yiati Kovd yvwpiopata Twv avBpwrnwv mou eite dev gixav
oe€oualikny (wn N NTav utepdpactrplol, tav n abupia, n amoucia evélapepdvtwy Kal eEAmidag,
OTWG Kal N mapdloyn okEYN TTOU UTTOPEL va GTACEL PEXPL KAl TNV AuToXElpia. Ta YuXOOWHATIKA
npoBAnuata mou Atav Suvatod va EPPAVIOTOUV O€ AUTOUC TOUC avBpwmoug, cUUPWVA UE TOUG
apxaioug EAANVEG 1aTpOUC ATAV TA TTAPAKATW: CUVEXEIC TOVOKEPANOL, aioBnua Bapoug, Suokivn-
oia Tou cwpatog, mévog, Sucoupia, MUPETOC. OAa AUTA TA CUUTTTWHATA OPWC e€agavifovtal 6Tav
0 AvBpwTo¢ ATTOKTAOEL PE HETPO 0£EOVAAIKN §paoTnEIOTNTA, OTIWG UTTooTNPIlEl 0 TaAnvoc. Eival
EVTUTIWOIAKO OTL AuTEC o1 16€e¢ SlatnpriBnkav Staxpovikd EekivwvTag AdN amod Toug CUYYPAPEIC
NG Immokpatikig ZUANOYNG, amd Tnv omoia Ba {exwpiooupe To €pyo Mepi MapOeviwy, oto omoio
HAAloTa YiveTal ava@opd o€ YUVAIKEG TTOU €QTAvVAV OKOUN KAl O AUTOKTOVId, amayXovi{OHEVES
N méptovtag o€ mnyadia, e€attiag Tng amovaoiag oe§ovalikng {wric. AvAloyeg avagopég yivovtal
akéun ota épya Tou Pougou tou Egeaiou, Tou Zwpavol Tou Egeaiou kat Tou faAnvou.

Né&erg evpeTnpiou: Zeouvalikr (wry, KATABAYN, HeAaYXOAia, peviTiSa, apxaia eEAANVIKH lATPLKA.
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