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On two Byzantine medical recipes in verse
and the cultural climate of their composition.
Fragments from Michael Psellus’ Medical
Iambic Poem and Nikephoros Blemmydes’
canticle ‘On Urines’

Athanasios Diamandopoulos!

Figure 1. The cover page of the book “Musi-
cal Uroscopy” depicting the front page of
Stephnus Prtispatharius’ treatise on urines.
Miniature illustration, 15th cent., Ms. 3632,
fol. 51r, University Library, Bologna.

Abstract

In the previous issue of Deltos,! we published Part A of the article entitled Greek Medical Recipes in Verse: Their Posi-
tion in the World. That instalment examined the origins of versified medical recipes and presented examples from the
Classical, Hellenistic and Roman periods. It concluded with the De medicamentis liber, a poem attributed to Marcellus
Empiricus and dated to the 4th or 5th century AD.

In this Part B of the same article, we continue our exploration with a focus on similar recipes from the Middle and Late
Byzantine periods. This section also includes examples from Medieval and Early Renaissance Latin and Islamic medical
literature, thereby illustrating the intercultural context within which these Greek verses were situated. A general discus-
sion and concluding remarks are provided at the end.
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"Louros Foundation for the History of Medicine

AENTOG » TOHOG 35 « TeUxo( 53 « lovviog 2025 57



Introduction

After the 5th century AD, Greek poetical phar-
maceutical recipes become difficult to trace. There
appears to have been a hiatus until the 11th century,
a period during which the Byzantine upper classes
experienced a revival of interest in Ancient Greek
literature. Composing verse had become a widespread
practice, encompassing various aspects of daily life
and numerous scientific disciplines. Medicine was no
exception to this trend.

The most well-known medical poem of this period
was authored by Michael Psellus (Constantinople,
1018-1078), a monk, politician, physician and courtier.
The work, entitled Michael Psellus’ An Excellent Medical
Work in the Iambic Manner,? reflects not a mere liter-
ary diversion but part of a broader corpus; Psellus is
known to have composed at least twenty-six poems on
diverse topics.>*< He strongly maintained that rhythm
and melody were essential for didactic purposes?, a
view he elaborated in another of his works, Ei¢ 17jv
gioaywyry T@v Yaduwv (Introduction to the Psalms),
written in decapentasyllabic verse.

«OAwg & 17 BifAog T@V yaduwv éoti Tapeiov,
a0V &mkvTwY Qdpuakov, Kowr Yyuxwy vysia,
ovpueoprpa TV &yawv, &vBpwmois owtHpic.
naoav yap vooov yuxiknv éaiper ki Sikel,

TV &PETHV OVVIOTHOL, TTAVEL THV QUXPTIAY,
Spoailel, kavowva, uépiuvav éopiler, Ol ouevov
napnyopel, Qupovuevov mpaidvel,

pOo@opov &kog Sidwory EKkoTw TWV
&vOpamwv-kal To0T0 8¢ peTd TIVOG EvBéov
pelwdiog, ued’ ndoviic Te dwPpovog, pet’
evppoovvyg Being,

va 1@ Aeiw kai Tepmva Oedyduevor To0 pédoug,

TO TWV prudTwy dpelog Edkwuev AeAn0oTws—o
TOIG 0090I¢ TWV iaTp@v €006 moLelv MOAAGKIS FiviKa
Y&p T& TOUXTA KIPYDOL TOIG &PPWTTOLS, HEALTI
nepLypiovol T& TV KVAikwv &Kpa,

Onwe éx TG YAUKOTHTOG KAETTTOUEVOL THY YEDOLY,
OExwVTaL TIPOOHVETTEPOV THY TIOOIV TAV PAPUKKWY.
oUTwG 00V YaAdovTes fueic SoxoDuey péAog &derv-
T0 & AAn0c maudevouey T&G VTV KapSiag Kal
puviuny avelddeimtov Eyopey T@V Aoyiwy.

a Didacticism refers to a particular philosophy in art and literature which
holds that various forms of artistic and literary expression should serve
not only to entertain but also to instruct and convey knowledge. Didactic
verses were often considered especially valuable when accompanied by
music, which enhanced their mnemonic and pedagogical effectiveness.*
A remote ancestor of such didactic poetry is Hesiod’s Works and Days,
composed circa 700 BC. Written in dactylic hexameter, the poem consists
of 828 lines and exemplifies the union of instruction and poetic form.
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émel yap mavreg &vBpwror Toig pédeot knloivra,
kpatel 8¢ év ToVTOIG HS0VT] PEVOTOIS THYV PVOLY 0D 01,
70 p&Bvpov 8 &moAAvoL THY UVHUNY TOV pHUKTWY,
&vexev ToUTOV TOIG YaAuoic 10 uédog eionvéxOn,
TO TOV PAPUKKWY XVOTHPOV TAV YPAPIKDV

kol Ogiwv, uéhitog Siknv &ALotodv kai
KATAQAPUXKEDOY,

Kol 7@ YAVKEL TO XpHotpuov eDTEYVWS TapapTooVv—
Kol y&p 10 yapréotatov 18éws Emetodvvoy TAVTwG
Kal povipudtepov Kapdioug épilaver.

811 8 oixeiwg Exopev pvoeL TPOG pedwdiay, TOIG
BovAopévoig pddiov pabeiv éx TV mpayudTwy-
kol yap kAavOunpiloueva moAd& T@v BpepuAlivv
UNTépeS katexoiunoay V0 THG UeEAwdinG. »°

English Translation:

King David, the God’s ancestor, the Psalmist,

The Glory of the Lawgivers and Prophets and
Generals

In general, the book of psalms is a treasury:

a remedy for every passion, a shared health of souls,
a storehouse of every good thing, a salvation for
humankind.

For it uproots and banishes every illness of the soul,
establishes virtue, and brings sin to a halt. It brings
coolness, dispels heat and anxiety, consoles the sor-
rowful, soothes the angry; it offers each person the
remedy suited to their condition - and all this by
means of a divine melody, with restrained delight
and godly joy.

So that, beguiled by the smoothness and charm of
the music, we unwittingly absorb the benefit of the
words. This, after all, is a practice known to wise
physicians:

when they administer medicine to their patients,
they coat the rims of the cups with honey,

so that, deceived by sweetness, they may more eas-
ily accept the bitterness of the drug.

In the same way, when we chant, it may seem we
are simply singing melodies - yet in truth, we are
training our hearts

and imprinting an indelible memory of the words.
For all human beings are enchanted by song, and
pleasure holds sway over our fluid nature;

while lethargy, by contrast, erases the memory of
speech. This is why melody was joined to the psalms:
to temper, like honey, the severity of sacred and
divine writings,

to transform them and render them medicinal,
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and, through sweetness, to craftily convey what is
beneficial.

Indeed, what enters gently and with pleasure
takes root more deeply and more lastingly

in the heart.

And that we are by nature attuned to melody

is plain from experience:

many a mother has lulled a crying infant to sleep
with a song

Although Psellus is not regarded as a standard
hymnographer, he did compose a hymn in honour
of Symeon the Translator, beginning with the verse
“Having achieved a life full of God...”.* Within this
cultural context, Psellus’ Medical Poem was neither
paradoxical nor a rare whim. Rather, it was consistent
with his aesthetic sensibilities, rhetorical and medical
training, and the intellectual climate of the Middle
Byzantine court.”

The second manuscript under consideration was
composed in the 13th century by Nikephoros Blem-
mydes, during the period of the Empire of Nicaca—a
successor state to the Byzantine Empire, which had
fallen to the Fourth Crusade in 1204. The work is en-
titled Zriynpc eic & kpioeis T@wv Vediwy T@V SekaTpLdV
(Stichera on Distinguishing Between the Thirteen Kinds
of Urine Vials) [According to Colour]. It comprises
a series of diagnostic, prognostic and therapeutic
guidelines based on the colour and sediment of the
patient’s urine.®

Materials and Methods

In the current article we elaborate on:

A. Treatments recommended by Psellus as part
of a dietary regime, as found in his poems:
1. “mepl Aovtpot™”
2. “ITepi Atitngr»1?
3. TIovnpe iactpixcov dpiotov 8¢ tkpufwv’™!

Additionally, we examine Nikephoros Blemmydes’
Zriynpa eic Té kpioeig TV Veriwy TV Sexatpidv. Only
those extracts from the canticle that pertain to treat-
ment are presented.

As material, for the latter we have used the trans-
lated verses published in Bouras-Vallanatos’ article in
Deltos, which also contains the original Greek texts.
Extracts were further drawn from three of my own
books,'?* in which I had previously presented the
relevant sections of Psellus’ Medical Poem concerning
only the examination of urine, in comparison with
Avicenna’s medical poem. The entirety of Blemmydes’
canticle, including an extensive introduction and dis-
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cussion, were also included. Sources for all additional
content are provided in the References section.

B. Islamic medical poems concerning
therapeutics

C. Comparable Latin texts

Sections B and C will be addressed briefly and se-
lectively, with the aim of contextualising the Byzantine
material within its broader intercultural environment.

Results

The Greek originals and the English translations
follow:

A.
1. “IIepi Aovzpod” Tod Aoywwtdtov YeAlod

Original (Polytonic Greek)

IoAL&v 10 Aovtpov aitiov SwpnudTwy-
YUUDV KATAOTIE, PAEYpaTOG AVEL Ty,
XOAT|G TEPITTOV EKKEVEL TAV EYKATWY,

TG Oedéeminpovs kvnopovas kataotéAAer.
v PremTikny aioOnov 6Evver mAéov,
OTwv kabaiper TOVG TEPPAYUEVOVS TTOPOVG,
UVAUNY QUAGTTEL, TV 0 ANOnv éxpépel,
Tpavoi 8¢ TOV voiv mpog vorjoels e004Toug.
Olov 10 ovpa mpog k&Bapov Aaumpivel,
YUxAs 10 kdAdog mpolevel mAéov Adumery,
TOIG e00eWG U&AioTa TOVTW YPWUEVOLG

01’ dobBéveiav oapkiov moAvvooouv.

Aoveobe Toivuy eboefag, kabws Béuig,

yr] omatadik@ds (kal yop éyyvs 11 kpioig).

English translation

By the most learned Michael Psellus “On Bathing”
Bathing is a fountain of many benefits:

it draws off noxious humours, thins the stubborn
phlegm,

expels the surplus bile from the inward parts,

and soothes those bittersweet itches of the skin.

It sharpens sight still further,

unclogs the blocked channels of the ears,

guards the memory and banishes forgetfulness;

it clarifies the mind, fitting it for keen conception.

It brightens the whole body through its cleansing power
and makes the beauty of the soul shine all the more
especially in those who, weak and oft-ailing in flesh,
turn to it with reverent care.

Bathe, then, with moderation and due respect,

not wastefully or in excess(for the Hour of Judgment
is ever near).
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2. “Ilepi Awwitng» Tod Aoyuwtatov Wellod
Kwvotavtivounolewg

Original (Polytonic Greek)

ApioTov &pioTnoov EKTOG TOD KOpov,

Kol Seimvov éSeimvyTov é0TEVWUEVOV.
TEVTWY Aaydvwy, dompiwy pikpov Aéfe-
ROV OTIWPWY TTANOUOVAY &TTOTPETOV-
KpauPopayiioat, Bpayveayiioor Oéui.
uioer Tov 6kvov WG oaTavay, ws sy
Sethiic Tov Umrvov o0 kadov moBeiv SAwg-
TPAPPLTIOUDV TEPOooPBOAY &oTpETOV. 1

English Translation

Regimine, By the most learned Psellus

of Constantinople

Make your lunch excellent, yet free of excess;
keep supper spare and closely measured.

Of every kind of vegetables and pulses take

but a modest share;

from all fruits steer clear of over-indulgence.

To dine on cabbage, to dine in small amounts,

is right.

Abhor idleness as you would Satan, as you would
a serpent.

The late-day nap is no good - do not desire it at all.
Drive away every sudden, heedless impulse

3. Iovnua iatpikdv apiotov 5t iauPwv”.
Extracts form his Medical Poem concerning
the culinary and medicinal properties of
several vegetables, and fruits

Original (Polytonic Greek)

Altyn mépuke Aaydvwy 1 ToLOTHG.

Yypav yoypav e v Oprdakivyy voel,
yevvaoav §ovv Umvov, ebtpopov @ioel-
&xet 8¢ TabTag Kol VOIS TWV IVTOBwy
TXG TOLOTHTAG, KAL™ Spws TeBpavouévag.
‘H padéyn yoxer puév, AL Edartovws,
vypav 8¢ motel 10 AgioV THY yaoTéPQ,
UMK TIKY TE TFG TEPITTHG YAOTEPOG.
Yoyer 10 TeDTAOV, EKKEVEL THYV YAOTEPQ,
SaKver oTOp) OV, ATIOp eDPUVEL TEAEOV.

Kpéupn SicegpOog deouog éoti yaotépog,
116 ad uévepbos &Aoiv éupeurypévny
OMAKTIKY] TTEQUKE TAOV EyKEIUEVWY.

‘H 3’ drpagalis, npootiOnor ki 10 SAiTov,
Vyp& pév dppw kai Avovta yaotépa,

&AL &Tpo@ov T0 o@dua SeikvivTa Tws.

AtpaxTudis, okoAvpos, nravlwuéva
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TPOQiUX Kol COUUETPX YAXOTPOG TF] KPKOEL-
1 Kivdpo 8¢ SVOOTAUAYOG TVYXAVEL.
Ovpntiki cédva, oudpviov, ciov.
Képdauov 78" dxiov, dAL& ki vam,
amavta Oepuc Tvyyaver kai Spiuéa,
Svoménta, SvoOTApaY, TIAELOTOXVUAK T€E.

H 8’ axaddey, kai kvidn kalovuévy,

AemTH TIG 0TIV, éKKEVEL THY YaoTépa.

T0 & ad ye yryyibiov éupiUTws oTVPOV APLOTOY,
evoTopayov €ig ATOTPOPOUG,

eVOITOY, EVOPEKTOV, 00 OGPKAG TPEPOY.
Ex@pakTikn k&nmapis, néioty mAéov,

Soxel pyeioa PAEYUATWV &VAIPETIG.

Opa 8¢ kauviy pvoews moikidio:

BAiror, paddyou, TedTAx Kol Oprdaxivou
Oypa uév eior o0 QuTOD THV 0VOIY,
Enpog 8¢ TovToig dondpayos Tvyydver.

H &’ &v pagavis, yoyyvAy te ki vému,

TO K&pSapov, mupéOpov, 1 kpdufn mAéov,
TO uév QuTOV Pépovory éEnpaupévoy, éxovol
8’ &onmpayov Dypov THY QUOLY.

H yoyyvdn 8¢, Povvidc kekAnuévn,
Tpo@iuog, &i dioepBog-

&l 0¢ moALaxis yevowo TadTHC,
SvooTopayoels mAéov.

Opextixt] mépukev 1] foASoD @vaig,

TNV YaoTéPX PIMTOVOX Kl TOVODOX TTWG,
TPOQilog, €ic Epwtag eDPULETTEP,
YEVVHTIKF] TE TVEVUATWY KXi OTIEPUKTWY.
Ilpéoa e kai oxopoda, T& KpOupvE TE TRV TN,
SpiuvTTel Kol TEUVEL Kol AemTUVEL

Amotov D8vov kai kataydyov mAéov-

0i 8" ad uvknTeG PAeYyUATWOELS THYV PVOLV-
0i 8 &uavitar T00TO TWOG EAXTTOVWS.

Ty éompiwv 8 ad TV Qakiy &moTpémov-
uerayyorog mépuke, Seopos yaoTépog.
Kovgor kbapor kai puowdes v pvory.

O &’ épéfivBogs punTikog Te TUYYdvEL

kol omépua yevva kai Aifovg SiaBpvmrel.
T Oéppia Svomemta.

T Oéppie 1 Mo Oepur) mépuxke,

TIPOTPETIEL THYV YAOTEPA.

O 8’ &v p&oovAdog kal TpoPilog TVYXAVe,
KEVWTIKOG TE TAOV TIEPITTOV EKTOTTWSG.

‘H gpdoovAog kai Mgt v yaoTépa,

yokiv Te yevvad kai kabBvypaiver mAéov.
Iénwv kKakooToua)oG, HTTOVWS TPéPWY.
O o1kv0g Svomentos, Vypos THY YUoLY.
20Kov, oTa@ulal kal Tpépovory fipeyua,
ATTOV TE SVOOTAUAY, TTAEIOTOYVUK TE.
T7is 8¢ oTaQUATiG eUYVUWTEPOV CDKOY,
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veppoUG kaBaipel Kol kKeVEL THY yaoTépa.
Ai 8’ ioxdde¢ ovUmavTA TIPOG TODVAVTIOV,
WHOVE YVUOUE TIKTOVOL, TTANPODOL PUOEWS:
TOV 0 OTAPUADV 1] 0TAPiG oot BeATiwy.

T ovkdpuIva YuxpomoLx HeTPiwg,

TikToUVOL & VypdTHTX TOAARV €V B&O¢eL.

‘H §’ &v ye SitTh] TG KEPAOOV TTOLOTHG
O1mAoDG OpOoiws TOVG YUUOVG TTAPEITRYEL-

7] y&p yAvkeia 17§ 0P TOoL0THS
BAamrer oTépayov, éxkevel 8¢ yaoTépa,

7] 6¢ OTVPOVOX TQ TTVPEY THY YaoTépa pOeipel,
oTéuayov ovy vmeio 008’ SAwg.

O kwvikog o1poPirog eliyvpos UoeL
Miidov yAvkdov kal Tpogipov TvyyGvel
kol Oeppov éoti pardov éEwnnuévov.
Kvdwviov 8¢ pwotikov uév tvyydvel,
épexTikov 8¢ é0Ti TG YaoTpOG AOV.
Pouié yoyet, péomda 10 mAeiov oTVPEL.
Poic YUyet, uéomida tovol otouayov
E0TEYVWUEVOG, EPEKTIKOG OF £0TL yAOTPOG
EKTOTTWG.

English Translation

This is the quality of vegetables.

Lettuce is moist and cold; it brings sweet sleep and
is naturally nourishing.

Endive shares these qualities, though weaker.
Mallow also cools, though more mildly; it moistens
the stomach and acts as a laxative.

Beetroot cools and empties the stomach, but can
irritate it and affects the liver more strongly.
Cabbage, if boiled twice, causes constipation;

if boiled once with salt, it acts as a purgative.

Atraphaxis and amaranth blitum are moist and
laxative,

but seem not to nourish the body sufficiently.
Atractylis and scolymus are mildly thorny plants,
suitable as food and well-matched to the stomach’s
balanced temperament.

The artichoke, however, is hard to digest.

Celery, smyrnium, and water-parsnip are diuretics.
Cardamon, basil, and lampsane are hot and
pungent, indigestible, heavy on the stomach, and
produce abundant humours.

Akalyphe, also known as nettle, is light and purgative.
Wild carrot is by nature very astringent, suited to
dieting, easy on the stomach, appetising, but does
not add flesh.

Caper is astringent and very pleasant; when mixed
in, it helps expel phlegm.

AENTOG » TOHOG 35 « TeUxog 53 « lovviog 2025

Notice nature’s intriguing variety:

Amaranth blitum, mallow, beetroot, and lettuce are
all moist in substance,

yet their shoots are dry.

Radish, turnip, lampsane, cardamom, feverfew, and
cabbage may appear dry in form, yet they possess
moist shoots.

Corn rocket, also called bunias, is nourishing but
constipating; if eaten frequently, it upsets digestion.
Bulbs are naturally appetising; they stimulate and
invigorate the stomach,

they are mildly nourishing, stir erotic desire, and
promote libido and semen.

Leeks, garlic, and onions are all pungent; they ir-
ritate, cut, dissolve, and thin.

The common truffle is tasteless and cooling;

fungi in general are phlegmatic in nature, though
amanitae are somewhat less so.

Of legumes, avoid the lentil; it causes melancholy
and binds the bowels.

Broad beans are light but gassy.

The chickpea is purgative, stimulates semen, and
breaks up kidney stones.

Lupins are hard to digest. The grass lupin by its
nature is hot and stimulates the gut.

Common beans are nourishing and purge excess
matter from the body.

They also loosen the stomach, induce cooling, and
hydrate the body.

Melon is bad for the stomach and less nourishing.
Cucumber is indigestible and moist by nature.

Figs and grapes are gently nourishing, less burden-
some on the stomach and rich in juices.

The fig is juicier than the grape, purges the kidneys,
and clears the bowels.

Dried figs do quite the opposite: they produce dense
humours and burden the body.

Of the grapes, the raisin is better for you.

Sycamore figs cool moderately and produce abun-
dant internal in depth moisture.

Cherry, having a dual nature, introduces both types
of juices:

its sweetness harms the stomach but cleanses the
bowels,

while its astringent nature harms the stomach but
does not affect the belly at all.

The pine cone is juicy by nature.

The apple is sweet, nourishing, and becomes
warmer when baked.

The quince is fortifying and helps restrain the func-
tions of the stomach.
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Pomegranate cools; medlars are mostly astringent.
Pomegranate cools again; medlars tone the
stomach when dry and, in their peculiar way,
hinder the digestive process.

B. Nikeforos Blemmydes’ or Maximus
Planoudes’ canticle

Ode 1. Tone 2. His overwhelming might once laid
low in the deep all Pharaoh’s host

[-..] The white is the outcome of frigidity and kid-
ney pain. The sufferer should be cured by the use of
clysters; the ones made of fennel root and savoury
are the most effective. Instead of applying spike-
nard, you can anoint [the patient] with this nice
chamomile oil.

If there is no nosebleed, make a julep produced
from naked barley. Strain the juice of boiled jujubes
and sandalwood, add sugar and boil again, and go
and give it to the sick

Ode 3. On the rock of the faith.

[...] Make a poultice with egg white and fleawort
together with barley flour; apply this on the pa-
tients liver; dissolve cucumber seeds in sugar and
give it to the sufferer to drink.

Let [the patient] drink barley water when thirsty to-
gether with sour apples and vine tendrils; let [the pa-
tient] receive a cold clyster made of barley flour and a
mixture of violet with sugar; if you have drosaton [i.e.
rose syrup], give it to [the patient]; it is very good.

Ode 4. From a Virgin you came.

[...] Prepare a poultice similar to the one above,
give it to the man and let him drink something
sweeter; then, he can be cured by means of a clyster
with absolutely no salt in it.

The fifth one is the most flame-coloured like blood,
as we said; for, when the two elements are mixed
together, i.e. blood and yellow bile, they cloud the
entire brain.

Ode 5. The enlightenment of those in darkness.

[...] So take only half a glass of vinegar and the
juice of a large cucumber, together with comfrey,
amaranth, and the juice of colocynth and add
enough rose water to fill a glass.

Mix three egg whites with all these, then get five
handkerchiefs, pulverize and squeeze them lightly,
and in this way apply well-soaked plasters to the liver.

Administer this three times a day, in the morning,
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afternoon and evening; give the patient, who has
fasted since morning, [pulp of | tamarind fruit, saf-
flower, and sugar to drink.

First, sprinkle him with rose water and then give
him lettuce to eat as well; give the patient endive

to eat and together with this [i.e. endive] give him
sugar to eat, and — God willing -he will be cured.

Ode 6. Surrounded by a depth of offences.

Ode 7. The godless order of a lawless tyrant

[...] So mix the seed of lettuce, chamomile and basil
seed together with barley flour and stir in beetroot
juice and apply to the liver.

Apply this as a form of plaster on the forehead of
the patient as well, since this will treat the patient
and grant him his health

Boiling together raisins and jujubes, make a julep
and give it to the sufferer; and make another julep
with celery roots, lupine and chicory, to which you
should add the roots of the maidenhair.

To this add one litre of sugar and give it every other
day; the first day you should give the first one and
then the second and so on; and then apply the juice of
wild cucumber and flour of bitter vetch as a plaster.

Ode 8. The God who came down into the furnace.

[...] So apply ointments and warm plasters to the
stomach; having added to them mastic gum and
ladanum anoint the organs, i.e. the liver and the
stomach, with oil made of rue and chamomile.
Take ginger root, galangal, clove, cumin, caraway,
long pepper, spikenard, anise, pellitory, sweet flag,
seeds of celery and dill seeds, and nutmeg.

Add lovage to these and nut grass and pulverise

in a bowl and sieve well; add three litres of sugar
together with two cups of rose water.

And put these in an empty pot and boil them with

a glass of honey, and once they have thickened and
blended by you, apply this as a plaster to the patient’s
stomach and the liver the morning and evening.
Urge him to take frequent baths and do not mix the
wine with water, and if the patient drinks that, he
will be freed from the disease that attacked him.

Ode 9. The Son of the Father without beginning.

[...] Roast the head of a sheep with its wool still on
with nothing but salt and administer the broth as
an enema; let him drink cardamom seed, galangal,
and nut grass; and then venesect the leg of the suf-
ferer immediately.
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The eleventh is cloudy having sediment on the
bottom [of the vial] which came from the bladder,
which contains urine; and the patient has pressing
dysuria due to stone or sand and he suffers.

Let him quickly drink castoreum and oregano, and
let him eat pounded olive pits, octopus, vine ten-
drils, spikenard, galangal, seed of the chaste tree,
cinnamon, and maidenhair.

C. Islamic Tradition

The ‘Maysaris Encyclopaedia’is the title of a medical
compendium composed in Persian verse by Hakim
Maysari, a 10th-century Iranian physician. This rhymed
classical text, written during the Islamic period, focuses
on pharmacy and the treatment of diseases.!® Another
noteworthy example is Mohammed Ibn Takran al-
Farabi (870-950 AD), who also employed poetry as
a didactic tool for medical instruction. Supporting
this association is the depiction of his signature on
an Arabian postage stamp, stylised in the form of an
Arabic musical instrument.!”

Psellus’ Medical Poem bears a marked resem-
blance to Avicenna’s Poem on Medicine (al- rjiizah ft
al-tibb), which was composed in the 11th century and
translated into Latin in the 12th century by Gerard
of Cremona. Avicenna’s work, written in the rgjaz
metre - a poetic form in Arabic analogous to the
iambic metre employed by Psellus - was intentionally
crafted in simple language for didactic purposes. In
the prose preface to his Poem on Medicine, Avicenna
provides a cultural rationale for composing medical
treatises in verse within the Islamic scholarly tradi-
tion. The poem was later rendered into English prose
by H. C. Krueger.!®

An example of its therapeutic prescriptions is pre-
sented below:

On purgatives and first about those which
evacuate yellow bile

Scammony (II1-63) strongly discharges yellow bile;
the dose is a third of a drachm; it has a great action on the
humors; health is improved by mixing quince (III-64)
in it to avoid its harmfulness to the stomach and liver;
aloes is administered in the dose of a dinar (11I-65) and,
then, if necessary, doubling it with drugs such as bdellium
(I11-66) and gum tragacanth (I1I-67); yellow myrobalan
(I11-68) is taken in the dose of an ounce and, likewise,
violet (III-69) and also cassia pith (III-70), tamarind
(111-71) , but not to excess.

As is well known, Ibn Sina (Avicenna) composed
nine didactic poems on medicine, the majority of which
remain unedited and have yet to receive thorough
scholarly attention.!”

AENTOG » TOHOG 35 « TeUxog 53 « lovviog 2025

Didactic poetry emerged in al-Andalus as early as
the first half of the 9th century, within an intellectual
milieu heavily influenced by the literary and cultural
paradigms of Baghdad. Medical poems and their ac-
companying commentaries were produced on both
sides of the Straits of Gibraltar, accounting for the no-
table proliferation of versified texts and glosses found
in Nasrid Granada and the Merinid Maghrib, as well as
for the wide dissemination of Ibn Sin&’s medical poem.?
In the 12th century, Ibn Tufail authored an extensive
medical treatise in verse, composed of 7,700 lines of
clear and accessible rajaz metre. This work is preserved
in the Al-Qarawiyyin Library in the city of Fez. Within
it, he systematically addressed the diagnosis of diseases,
outlined their causes, and subsequently discussed the
corresponding therapeutic measures.?!

D. Latin tradition

Very similar texts were composed in the Latin West.
Among the most renowned is the Regimen Sanitatis
Salernitanum, presumably written in the 12th or 13th
century, which gained widespread popularity as a di-
dactic poem offering medical and dietary guidance.
Another notable example is Carmina de Judiciis, a poetic
treatise on uroscopy by Aegidius Corboliensis (Gilles de
Corbeil), also dating from the 12th or 13th century and
composed in Latin hexameters. Equally influential was
a Latin verse herbal attributed to an eleventh-century
writer living in France, commonly identified as Odo de
Meung, though known pseudonymously as Macer Flori-
dus. Portions of an English verse herbal and elements of
a fourth prose text are also derived from versions of the
Macer herbal. These examples attest to the continued
circulation of Latin medical verse throughout the later
Middle Ages, alongside the emergence of new transla-
tions—both in verse and prose—into the vernacular.Of
the aforementioned texts, John Lydgate’s The Dietary
(15th century), which draws in part on the widely copied
Regimen Sanitatis Salernitanum, survives in the greatest
number of manuscript copies. The following headache
remedy is excerpted from a substantial, late fifteenth-
century remedy book, which features an intermingling
of verse and prose prescriptions:

Old English

A medycyn here I have in mynde.

For hedde werke to telle as I fynde.

To take ayeselle and puliolle ryalle.

And camamylle and seethe hit withe alle.
that iouce anoynte thy nassethrellis welle.
And make a plaster of that othere deele.
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And doo hit in a goode grete clowte.
And wynd the hedde therewithe abowte.
So sone as hit is layde thereon.

Alle the hedde werke awaye schalle gon.

Modern English

I have a remedy in mind here, one I have found for
headache:

take vinegar, pennyroyal, and chamomile, and boil
them all together.

With the strained liquid, anoint your nostrils
thoroughly;

from the remaining mash make a poultice.

Place the poultice in a clean, sturdy cloth

and bind it firmly around the head.

As soon as it is set in place,

all the head-pain will swiftly depart.?

In the Royal Library of Stockholm is preserved
manuscript X.90 (also known as Kungliga
Biblioteket, handsktift X.90 or 10.90), an early
fifteenth-century manuscript renowned for its
Middle English medical texts. It contains a valuable
collection of 140 versified recipes. An example for
the treatment of dropsy is provided below:

For pe cold[e] dropesye. [380]

Alia medicina

Anoper medycyne I fynde wrete alsopat to pe cold
dropesye is good to doo:

Alisawndir, betonye and fenkele do take, [419 bet-
anye Hs.]

With aneyce [a] 3ewene porcyoun late make [ 420] [P,
45] [420 anence Hs.]

And in a lynen cloth these gresys be take, [385]

It must be sothyn in good olde ale;

And late hym drynkyn dayes seweneEuerilke a day
a porc[iJoun 3ewene.?]

In a parchment and paper manuscript copy of
the Livre des simples médecines, i.e. the French
adaptation of the Circa instans attributed to Platear-
ius, there were recipes for Charles the Bold and
Jean de Bourbon, abbot of Cluny, and the verse
entitled Virtutes Agnus Dei, written and illustrated
in Northern France.?*

In 11.f. 298r-v: A verse recipe against an epidemic
(the plague?) for Herzog Karl dem Kithnen [i.e.
Charles the Bold] (1433-1477; r. from 1467), followed
by prose commentary, in French. f. 305r: Virtutes
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Agnus Dei, verse (11 lines)*. Agnus Dei means “The
Lamb of God,” The text reads: (Guillaume Dufay
(c1400 - 1474), “Balsamus et munda cera”, 1431)

The original Latin

Proprietas agni dei/ Barsamus [for Balsamus] et cera
munda cum crismatis vnda / Conficiunt agnum quem
do tibi munere magnum / F[on]te velud natum, per
mistica sanctificatum / Fulgura de sursum depellit et
omne malignum / Pregnant servatur sine ve partus
liberatur / Portatus munde sanat a fluctibus vnde /
Peccatum frangit ut Christi sanguis et vngit / Dona
confer dignis virtutes destruit ignis / Morte repen-
tina servat Sathane que ruyna / Si quis adorat eum
retinebit ab hoste triumphum / Agnus dei miserere
mei qui crimina tollis / Amen.

English translation

Balsam and clear wax,/Water with consecrated oil,/
These make the [model of a] lamb*' which I give to you/
Great as a gift/Born as if from the source,/Sanctified
through holy rites;/It deflects thunderbolts from above?
and every ill;/ The mother giving birth is protected,/
She emerges from the birth without pains/ The baby
she bears is protected by waves of clear water;/[The
lamb] shatters and strangles sin like the blood of
Christ, /It brings gifts to those worthy of them, and
destroys the power of fire /It protects from sudden
death and Satan’s destruction./Alleluia.*

The verse describes the virtues of balsam, a spice
imported from the East (mostly Egypt) and used as
a balm both for healing and for the administration
of religious sacraments.

Translation © by David Wyatt, reprinted with per
mission from the LiederNet Archive, in: www.
lieder. net> lieder » get_textBalsam and clear wax

One example in the Irish tongue (15th-16th cent) is
found in a stanza from a poetic remedy for headache:

[

The Agnus Dei was represented by a wax disk impressed with the
image of a sheep. During a sanctification ritual the Pope the ap-
proaches the Agnus Dei, which are placed in baskets. [...]the most
senior Cardinal ministering the ampoule of Balsam, which the Sacrist
hands to the Cardinal, the Supreme Pontiff pours the Balsam from the
ampoule into the Water, in the form of a cross.? There is similarity
with the Lemnian Earth, a cure all medicament from the 1st cent
BC till the 20th cent AD. “It comes from a cave-like hollow on the
island Lemnos. It is dug out there and mixed with goat's blood, the
people form it to pills and seal those with a seal with a goat on it,
called 'goat’s seal'.?® Galen was more specific about the preparation
of the seal by the priestess “[...] She now dries the fatty mud until it
reaches the consistency of soft wax; of this she takes small portions
and imprints upon them the seal of Artemis[...]” This similarity has
not been reported before.
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Liait uinnsend a ngemrid garg

odrad inniga imard

do mét na losa - coir cain -

icaith gach aon ré naomaid. (RIA 445 (24 B 3)
p.44, 27-28)

The English translation

Ashes of an ash tree in harsh winter

very tall bugloss,

an equal measure of the herbs — proper and fine -
It cures everyone within nine days. (translated by
Barret)?”

Discussion
In Byzantium

The IIovnua iatpikév by Michael Psellus is a didac-
tic poem on medicine. In a brief passage, introduced
between verses 531 and 537, the author states that his
aim is not to encompass the entirety of medical knowl-
edge, but rather to awaken an interest in the subject
among his learned peers through the charm of verse.
Psellus’ selection of medicinal plants in his versified
recipes largely follows those found in Dioscorides’
Materia Medica, and, notably, in the same sequence
- a feature not previously observed. Furthermore, the
names of pepper and sugar - both relatively late in-
troductions - appear four and eight times respectively.
This repetition is indicative of the growing pluralism
in the availability of materia medica during the Late
Byzantine period, in which Greek and Byzantine
traditions were increasingly interwoven with Arabic
medical knowledge, particularly in the domains of
diagnostics and pharmacology.?

Asnoted in the poem’s inscription, it was composed
in the iambic manner. However, this is only partially
accurate. lambic metre traditionally refers to a poetic
line composed of iambs - a metrical foot consisting
of an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed one.
Over time, however, the metrical precision of classical
prosody diminished in importance, leading to the col-
lapse of distinctions between long and short syllables.
As a result, what was formerly iambic trimeter gave
way to the Byzantine twelve-syllable line. These verses,
therefore, are essentially composed in the Byzantine
twelve-syllable metre, although they retained the clas-
sical designation iambos.?*

a Thisis yetanother example of the ambivalent relationship the Byzan-
tines maintained with Ancient Greece. They refused to acknowledge its
demise or to lay it to rest. Despite persistent claims regarding Christian
hostility towards the ideals of classical beauty, the Byzantines preserved
the vestiges of Antiquity, striving - through poetry, sophistry, and
scholarly treatises- to keep its legacy close to them.

AENTOG » TOHOG 35 « TeUxog 53 « lovviog 2025

This form is based partly on classical prosody and
partly on tonal accent. It typically consists of twelve
syllables, in which the 3rd, 7th, and 11th syllables
are always short; the 2nd, 4th, 6th, 8th, and 10th are
long; and the 1st, 5th, 9th, and 12th may be either
long or short. A distinguishing feature of the iambic
twelve-syllable is the paroxysmal cadence, whereby the
penultimate syllable of each line bears the principal
stress.®3!

Psellus elaborated on this metre - then popular at
court - and composed a short poem to illustrate the
iambic form with an example:

Original (Polytonic Greek)

Tov copwtdTov YeAdoD oTixor opotor epi iapuPiicod
uézpov (De metro iambic) p. 236

“[...] Eotwoay o0v muppixio pev «Aoyog»,
omovieiv «ATAAGH ek pakpwv Aoywv 8o
«Adyme» 8 lapfos ko «AéPne» ad ko «Oé@wv»
1800 To My eidnpacg ev Bpoyv uétpw®

English Translation

The wisest Psellus’ identical verses about the iambic
metre (De metro iambic) p. 236

“[...] They stand for pyrrihios “word” for spondee “At-
las” consisted from two long syllables “Lachis” on the
other hand iamb and “cauldron” and again “Theon”

Michael Psellus glorified the poetical mode of medi-
cal treatises writing: °[...] and uroscopy frequently
suffices to show the future as the Pythian tripod’3

Uroscopy was thus regarded as being on a par with
the prophecies of the Delphic Pythia, who delivered
her oracles while seated upon her tripod. In poetic
discourse, this figure of the Pythia is frequently in-
voked, as is, in similar contexts, the practice of uros-
copy. (Figures 2 and 3). It was at Delphi that Plutarch
staged a comparable scene: an engaging confrontation
between the esteemed, versified oracles of the Pythian
past and the prose oracles characteristic of his own
time, reflecting a more prosaic reality.*

Another widely used poetic metre was the de-
capentasyllable (fifteen-syllable line), also known as
political verse. This form flourished from the ninth or
tenth century through to the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, and it remains in use today, chiefly in the
context of traditional folk songs. The term political

b Red letters denote a short syllable, the underlined letters a long one.
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originally signified civil or civic, and at the time denoted
something pertaining to everyday people.! The term
appears as early as the eleventh century, though it was
likely in circulation earlier. Psellus was well acquainted
with political verse and employed it extensively. A short
admonitory poem addressed to Emperor Constantine
IX Monomachos bears the title: Zriyor IToAitixoi mpog
oV faciléa kbpov Kwvotavtivov tov Movoudyov
mepi TG ypappatikrs (Political Verses to Emperor Kyr
Constantine Monomachos on Grammar).>*

Over time, the politicoi decapentasyllable came to be
widely accepted, while the archaic iambic dodecasyl-
lable gradually declined. Thus, Blemmydes’ canticle
On Urines is composed in political verse, although it
does not consistently conform to the fifteen-syllable
structure - a characteristic feature of Byzantine verse,
which did not always strictly adhere to metrical rules.
In Byzantium, it was music - and poetry- that were
employed to enhance the texts, whereas in Western
Europe the reverse was generally the case.?* This canticle
serves as a typical example of a canon composed of nine
odes, each consisting of three to six canticles, following
linear hymns. Preceding each ode, the corresponding
ecclesiastical canticle is cited, indicating the manner
in which the specific ode should be chanted.

The first two modern performances of the poems by
both Blemmydes and Psellus were organised by the author
of this article. The Canon on Urines was first chanted
by the monks of the Holy Transfiguration Monastery
in Nafpaktos, Greece, in 1998. It was subsequently
performed in the form of an oratorio - together with

A. Diamandopoulos

excerpts from Michael Pselluss On Medicine - by the
Polyphonic Choir of Patras, with Andreas Skarpelos
as soloist, in Delphi on 15 February 2001.3 A third
performance, intended for an international audience,
was organised independently of our contribution by
Bouras-Valianatos and Skrekas in 2014.%

In Islam, too, there existed a close relationship
between medicine and music.*® This relationship was
twofold. On the one hand, music was employed for
therapeutic purposes, particularly in the treatment
of psychological illnesses; on the other, a theoretical
discourse developed concerning the relative value of
music and poetry in relation to the study of the sci-
ences. In most manuscripts, the poem of the treatise
On Urines, is accompanied by a prose treatise on
uroscopy. Notably also, Latin manuscripts containing
metrical works on uroscopy are likewise accompanied
by prose texts on urine. As becomes evident from the
above, the metrical oration functioned in the past in
a manner akin to what we would now describe as the
abstract of a scientific survey or treatise - typically
distinguished by a different typeface from the main
body of the text. Generally, in the Latin West medical
poetic recipes were in abundance in the Late Middle
Ages and the Early Renaissance. Initially written in
New Latin and then hesitantly in the local tongues

Conclusions

The medical poems of Psellus and Blemmydes
are by no means unique. Poetic recipes circulated
widely during their respective eras, both in the East

Figure 2. The lower part of Nicoalaos Myrepsos’ Dynameron frontpiece. The sit-
ting doctor examining the urine in the matula while the invalid parient anxiously
awaits his verdict. De Compositione medicamentorum.-(13th cent.?), Bibliotheque

Nationale, Paris, France
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Figure 3. Themis, prophetic goddess of Delphi,
prophesies by looking at the basin with the water
of Castalia. She sits on the Pythian tripod, while
in front of her Aegeus anxiously awaits the oracle.
Interior of a red-figure calyx, 5th c. B.C. Berlin,
State Museums
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and the West. Blemmydes’ incorporation of lyrics into
stichera was innovative, although this practice had
already found limited application in other scientific
disciplines from the twelfth century onwards. Psel-
lus did not compose pharmaceutical drug recipes
in verse; however, in his three poems, with a fine
aristocratic tone, offers guidance on diet and bathing,
which may be regarded as equivalent to therapeutic
regimens. These belong to a long-standing tradition
of advice aimed at preserving or restoring health. Such
writings are the Greek descendants of Hippocrates’
Regimen and the Latin successors of the later Regimen
Sanitatis. Their Islamic counterparts derive primarily
from Avicenna’s Poem on Medicine, although mutual
influences are evident.

But did such poems offer genuine therapeutic value?
A common methodological error lies in evaluating the
medicine of that period through the lens of modern
biomedical standards. Every cultural achievement
must be assessed in relation to others of its own kind.
From the evidence presented thus far, it becomes clear
that neither the Latin West nor the Arabic East pos-
sessed superiority in therapeutic knowledge over that
which emerged from Byzantium. On the contrary, the
Byzantine contribution appears, at least for substantial
periods, to have held precedence.

MEPINHWH

A second general observation is that major intel-
lectual figures such as Psellus and Blemmydes would
not have endorsed or reproduced views on such criti-
cal matters as human health without some degree
of practical validation. A more detailed analysis of
these texts from microbiological, nephrological, and
pharmacological perspectives is warranted. We have
undertaken such an approach.’* A detailed supple-
ment concerning the therapeutic properties of all the
plants mentioned in Deltos 2 and Deltos 3 is currently
in preparation for publication.*
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AV0 BulavTivég Latpikég ouvTayEg o€ 0TiXOUG Kat TO TOAITIOTIKO KAipa
yia Tnv ovvBeon Tovg. Anoonacpata anod to «latpiko Ioinua St'tapfwv»
Tov MiyanA WeAlol kat Tov kavovog tov Nikngopov BAeppvdn

ABavaotog Atapavtonoviog

210 mponyobpevo TebXog Tov AéATov Snpoctevoape To Mépog A tov dpBpov «EXANVIKEG LaTPIKEG cLVTAYEG O
otixo. H 0¢om Tovg 0T0V KOGHO». Ze avTo, ov{nTnOnKe N TPOEAELON TWV EUHETPWYV LATPIKWY CLVTAYWY KAL TTAPOL-
oldotnkay mapadetypota amd TNy KAaoLKr, EAANVIOTIKY kot popdikn mepiodo. Teeiwoe e To moinpa Tov 40v/50v
awwva (1.X. De medicamentis liber tov MapkeAlov Eunetpikov Zto B K uépog tov idov dpBpov, cuveyifovpe va
Siepevvoipe TapopoLeg cuvTayég amo T Méon kat Yotepn Bulavtivi) mepiodo. Avtr i) evotnta Ba mepthapfdavet
emiong mapadeiypota amd T HECALWVIKT AATIVIKN Kat LOAApIKY LaTptkl) AoyoTtexvia, Tov anekovifovv to diarmo-
Atiopko mAaiolo oto omoio PpickovTav avtol ot eAAnvikoi otixol. Mia yevikiy cvlfitnon kat cvpnepdopata Ha

d000oVv 010 TENOG.

Ne€erg Khedra: Iapaiuvoypagia, Abaxtixs moinon, Miyand VeAdds, Nikypdpog BAeupuvdng
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