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TEXTE

In May 2005,  on Saturday Night  Live’s satir ical “Weekend Update”
segment, comedians Tina Fey and Amy Poehler sat side by side as
they announced the top news stories of the evening. 1 About halfway
through the segment, amid jokes about US politics, popular movies,
and celebrity mishaps, Poehler made refer ence to a recently
published academic mono graph, consequently bringing a schol arly
subject to national attention:

1

“A new book, called The Case of the Female Orgasm argues that the
female orgasm has no evol u tionary func tion. Regard less, the book is
a real depar ture for the Hardy Boys. They’re looking for it.” 2

Poehler’s joke was accom panied by an image of a fake book cover,
with the two Hardy Boys brothers, in their typical roles as amateur
detect ives, examining  evidence. 3 Though this was a brief, two- 
sentence gag in around a ten- minute segment, suddenly the
author  of The Case of the Female Orgasm: Bias in the Science
of Evolution, Elisa beth A. Lloyd, was receiving phone calls from NBC
for an inter view. Why? For the same reason that the joke played well
when Poehler delivered it on SNL: women’s pleasure is a topic with
great modern relev ance, shrouded in centuries of obfus ca tion—and
people want to know more.

2
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But perhaps more import antly, the female orgasm is some thing of a
taboo subject. As Lloyd herself argues in the book, data on women’s
orgasmic exper i ences in modern studies are severely skewed due to
differ ences in community and cross- cultural sexual norms and the
influ ence of these on self- reporting. 4 The biases in these find ings, as
Lloyd further points out, result in an over whelming andro centrism—
the (often uncon scious) priv ileging of the male point of  view. 5 This
andro centrism is, in fact, what is parodied in  the SNL Hardy Boys
joke. It is funny that these two, male figures are hunting around for
evid ence of a woman’s climax because the female orgasm has a long
history as some thing elusive—for men. In the well- known scene from
the 1989 film When Harry Met Sally, for example, in which Meg Ryan
fakes an orgasm in a diner, Ryan’s “Sally” clearly knows when she  is
not having an orgasm, but also knows what men think these climactic
exper i ences look like for women. Her perform ance is much to the
dismay of Billy Crystal’s “Harry,” who real izes in that moment that he
might not know as much about pleasing women as he thought. 6

3

This male ignor ance is on evid ence in modern sexology as well,
informed partic u larly by the assump tion that women’s bodies work in
the same way as men’s—one of Lloyd’s primary conclu sions in the
book. Lloyd makes access ible stat istics compiled from medical
studies avail able at time of public a tion, revealing that only around
25% of women can achieve orgasm through vaginal inter course alone
—and, as mentioned above, that many studies are skewed because
they rely on women’s (and men’s) self- reporting. 7 Repres ent a tions in
movies and tele vi sion of women reaching orgasm through inter‐ 
course only serve to perpetuate the myth that, if a woman does not
climax during sex, someone is doing some thing wrong—a clear
andro centric notion. Our cultural under standing of a woman’s
orgasm, then,  is more informed  by When Harry Met  Sally than by
scientific fact.

4

As these andro centric biases have crept into modern medical schol‐ 
ar ship, they have retro act ively shaped people’s under standing of clas‐ 
sical texts. 8 The result has been a long line of trans la tions, comment‐ 
aries, and studies that mistakenly identify female orgasms in ancient
texts in a manner that accords with our modern interests. I argue
here, on the contrary, that a woman’s “climax” in the sexual act
appears not to have been a focus for the Greeks and Romans,
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according to the extant textual evid ence. “Comple tion” of the sexual
act was a male phenomenon; a woman’s pleasure, when it was
acknow ledged, was an ongoing as opposed to momentary sensa tion
that ended with male ejaculation. I first discuss the evid ence, or lack
thereof, for a woman’s orgasm in ancient medical texts before turning
to explore evid ence of what I call the female pleasure “process” in
works of Greco- Roman liter ature, consid ering these texts along side
the ancient medical corpora as poten tially illu min ating social
comment aries. Finally, I bring the discus sion to the modern day and,
thinking with Lloyd’s work, high light how modern studies of both
clas sical liter ature and medical schol ar ship have miscon strued the
ancient discourse on women’s sexual pleasure, and how these often- 
distinct fields would benefit from a greater exchange of ideas.

I. The Medical
In her book, Lloyd promotes a nonadaptive explan a tion for the case
of the female orgasm, that is, an explan a tion which sees orgasm in
female humans as an evol u tionary byproduct of the male orgasm. The
latter is a repro ductive neces sity; the former is not. This
phenomenon is similar to that of the nipple, which serves as a crucial
component of repro ductive success in females and appears in human
males only as a byproduct of this latter func tion. The nonadaptive
argu ment was advanced by Donald Symons in 1979 but remained until
the time of Lloyd’s book the minority schol arly opinion. Most studies,
as Lloyd notes, take as their found a tion the assump tion that orgasm
in females assists with repro ductive  systems. 9 Symons’ account,
however, aligns with find ings of low occur rence of orgasm with inter‐ 
course in women across the majority of medical studies. 10 If orgasm
had adapted in women to increase repro ductive success (so Lloyd,
advan cing Symons) it would not appear only an average of 25% of
the time.

6

Why, then, do most Amer ican invest ig a tions, at least, make an
assump tion of adapt a tion? This is largely due to cultural norms, and
the extent to which orgasm is viewed as some thing desir able and
encour aged in women. On this point, I quote from Lloyd directly:

7
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“…when we consider the fact that in some cultures, women’s ability
to have orgasms is highly developed, while in others, it is appar ently
not, we can see that the basic female human being could either be
trained to exper i ence orgasm with appro priate stim u la tion or not; it
seems to depend quite a bit on her cultural context. […] …even if
there is a cultural context in which female orgasm is valued and
women are led to parti cipate in it, it occurs unre li ably with
inter course. It must be remembered that some where between 88%
and 96% of women in studies of these cultures are capable of having
orgasms; they just do so at varying rates with
hetero sexual copulation.” 11

Lloyd’s point, then, suggests that when we look at the Greco- Roman
worlds and any evid ence for an under standing of the exper i ence of
orgasm in ancient women, we must consider the cultural norms
regarding female sexu ality in these ancient communities, and what
kind of pleasure women were encour aged to exper i ence. This is no
easy task, for two reasons: first, because women’s sexu ality appears
to have been publicly guarded, whether or not it was
privately explored 12; and second, because the extant written works in
general, and medical texts in partic ular, bring their own kind of male- 
centered expect a tions to the subject matters they describe, albeit
with assump tions defined by different cultures and time  periods. 13

Still, we can observe a notable emphasis on inter course when
passages typic ally under stood as refer ring to “orgasm” or terms
trans lated as “ejac u la tion” appear. Such a corres pond ence, in light of
the work of Symons and then Lloyd, should send up red flags. Here, I
will walk through some of the best- known passages from the ancient
medical corpora to trace this pattern and offer some reflec tions on
how we might read these passages while consid ering sexual norms in
Greco- Roman antiquity.

8

The Hippocratic On Generation, for example, states that women can
exper i ence sex in two fash ions. In one scen ario, women are not eager
for sex with a man, in which case inter course is still pleasant, but the
pleasure is coex tensive with the sexual act and ends with the man’s
ejac u la tion (4.1):

9

τῇσι δὲ γυναιξί <φημι> ἐν τῇ μίξει τριβομένου τοῦ αἰδοίου καὶ τῶν
μητρέων κινευμένων, ὥσπερ κνησμὸν ἐμπίπτειν ἐς αὐτὰς καὶ τῷ ἄλλῳ
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σώματι ἡδονὴν καὶ θέρμην παρέχειν. μεθίει δὲ καὶ ἡ γυνὴ ἀπὸ τοῦ
σώματος ὁτὲ μὲν ἐς τὰς μήτρας, αἱ δὲ μῆτραι ἰκμαλέαι γίνονται, ὁτὲ δὲ
καὶ ἔξω, ἢν χάσκωσιν αἱ μῆτραι μᾶλλον τοῦ καιροῦ. καὶ ἥδεται, ἐπὴν
ἄρξηται μίσγεσθαι, διὰ παντὸς τοῦ χρόνου, μέχρι αὐτῇ μεθῇ ὁ ἀνήρ·
κἢν μὲν ὀργᾷ ἡ γυνὴ μίσγεσθαι, πρόσθεν τοῦ ἀνδρὸς ἀφίει, καὶ τὸ
λοιπὸν οὐκ ἔτι ὁμοίως ἥδεται ἡ γυνή· ἢν δὲ μὴ ὀργᾷ, συντελέει τῷ
ἀνδρὶ ἡδομένη.

Now in women, I assert that as their vagina is rubbed and their
womb moved during inter course, a kind of tick ling sensa tion befalls
these parts and gives rise to pleasure and warmth in the rest of their
body. And women, too, ejac u late from their body, some times into
their uterus—the uterus then becomes moist—and some times
extern ally, if the uterus gapes open more than it should. And a
woman feels pleasure, once inter course begins, for the whole time
until the man ejac u lates in her; if the woman is eager for inter course,
she ejac u lates before the man, and from then on she no longer feels
as much pleasure, but if she is not eager, her pleasure ends with
the man’s.

While the  statement ἢν δὲ μὴ ὀργᾷ, “but if she is not  eager,” may
suggest a range of exper i ences for women (e.g., being penet rated
before reaching full arousal; being unop posed to penile penet ra tion
despite a lack of arousal), the phrase  may speak especially to the
amount of noncon sen sual sex the female subjects considered were
likely subjected to. It also, there fore, calls into ques tion how legit‐ 
imate the evid ence in Hippo cratic texts for women’s sexual exper i‐ 
ences can really be—a topic both Lesley Dean- Jones and Helen King
have taken up. 14 In the other scen ario, the woman is eager to exper i‐ 
ence vaginal penet ra tion and in fact she, like the man, “ejac u lates.”
Notably, however, she “ejac u lates” before he does. The author uses
the verb μεθίει both for male and female “ejac u la tion,” which makes
apparent that the language for a visible male phenomenon is being
applied to an internal process assumed to be performed by a woman’s
body. After all, her “ejac u la tion,” even when external  (ἔξω), is only
external to the uterus. 15

10

What is more, as the text continues, we find that confirm a tion of
such female emis sions comes only via obser va tion of the types of
offspring women can bear. Indeed, the author discusses at length that
women can beget both male and female chil dren because they can

11
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produce both male and female “sperm” (Gen. 6.1-8.2). Ulti mately, the
mois ture gener ated by the woman’s body nearer the begin ning of the
sex act is more likely to be vaginal lubric a tion than female ejac u la tion,
on which there is not even medical consensus today. 16 If this is the
case, then the above passage again sheds light on the frequent occur‐ 
rence of forced sexual  intercourse 17 exper i enced by women in
antiquity, in that lubric a tion was not seen as a neces sary require ment
for sex. The perceived pleasure refer enced above points to the
poten tial for enjoy ment of the sex act with men on the part of ancient
women; the mention of “ejac u la tion,” however, ought not to be
equated with any climactic exper i ence within the sexual act.

Evident from this passage is also the fact that a desire for pleasure
was not imagined as the main motiv a tion for women to have sexual
inter course, as Dean- Jones has further emphas ized with refer ence to
the Hippo cratic corpus. 18 If it were, it would under mine the norm‐ 
ative social prac tice of young women being married off by their male
guard ians to (typic ally) older men, for whom they may have felt more
fear than attraction. 19 In the centuries- later Gynecology of Soranus,
however, there is an acknow ledge ment of the neces sity of women’s
pleasure in sex, as evid enced in the following selec tion (1.37):

12

προσεθήκαμεν δὲ ὅτι καὶ ὁρμῆς καὶ ὀρέξεως πρὸς συνουσίαν
ὑπαρχούσης· ὡς γὰρ χωρὶς ὀρέξεως οὐκ ἐνδεχόμενον ὑπὸ τῶν
ἀρρένων τὸ σπέρμα καταβληθῆναι, τὸν αὐτὸν τρόπον χωρὶς ὀρέξεως
ὑπὸ τῶν θηλειῶν οὐκ ἐνδεχόμενον αὐτὸ συλληφθῆναι. καὶ ὡς ἡ τροφὴ
χωρὶς ὀρέξεως καταποθεῖσα καὶ μετά τινος ἀποστροφῆς οὐ καλῶς
κατατάσσεται καὶ τῆς ἐπιβαλλούσης <ἀπο> τυγχάνει πέψεως, οὕτως
οὐδὲ τὸ σπέρμα δύναται ἀναληφθῆναί τε καὶ κρατηθὲν κυοφορηθῆναι
δίχα τοῦ παρεῖναι πρὸς συνουσίαν ὁρμὴν καὶ ὄρεξιν. καὶ γὰρ εἴ τινες
βιασθεῖσαι συνέλαβον, ἔστι καὶ ἐπὶ τούτων εἰπεῖν, ὅτι τὸ μὲν τῆς
ὀρέξεως πάντως πάθος καὶ ταύταις παρῆν, ἐπεσκοτεῖτο δὲ ὑπὸ ψυχικῆς
κρίσεως·

We added that the urge and desire for inter course be present; for
just as without desire it is impossible for the seed to be released by
the male, in the same way without desire it cannot be taken up by
the female. Just as food swal lowed without desire and with a certain
aver sion is not well absorbed and when taken in fails at gaining
diges tion, thus the seed is not able to be taken up and prevail so that
preg nancy can occur without the urge for inter course and desire
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being present. And if some women who were subjected to forced
sexual inter course conceived, one can say regarding them that the
feeling of desire at all events was present in them also, but that it was
masked by the mind’s judgment.

For Soranus, then, a woman’s pleasure serves mainly a repro‐
ductive function. 20 It is only when the woman exper i ences a kind of
longing for sex that she is able to “take up” the man’s seed. This
suppos i tion persists within medical papers today, where it is referred
to as uterine “upsuck.” It is, in fact, the argu ment which most modern
studies promoting an adaptive rationale for orgasm in human females
use as  foundational. 21 Orgasm is an evol u tionary adapt a tion if it
contrib utes to repro ductive success, and if orgasm results in better
absorp tion or “upsuck” of sperm, then its evol u tionary selec tion
appears to be confirmed. Yet Lloyd reveals the theory of upsuck to be
a deeply contro ver sial hypo thesis, with the essen tial studies offering
“at best equi vocal evid ence” and containing “fatal stat ist‐ 
ical problems.” 22 To return to Soranus, then, even though the above
selec tion does not use a term that may refer to orgasm in partic ular,
it hinges discus sions of a woman’s pleasure in inter course upon
repro ductive efficacy in what we can now see are prob lem atic ways.
It is already unlikely that an orgasm is occur ring in Soranus’ descrip‐ 
tion—espe cially consid ering his asser tion of desire in cases of
rape (καὶ γὰρ εἴ τινες βιασθεῖσαι συνέλαβον)—and indeed his parallel
diction for male desire and female desire points more to
isomorphism, that is, the equating of male and female sexual mech‐ 
an isms. Such isomorphic constel la tions are often coupled with
andro centric views since they take male phenomena as their starting
point, as it appears Soranus does here.

13

Just as import antly for my purposes, the “desire” a woman exper i‐ 
ences in Soranus’ account is not (neces sarily) coin cident with one
single moment of climax; she appears to exper i ence pleasure for a
dura tion of time, at least until the perceived upsuck is thought to
occur (i.e., around the moment of male ejac u la tion). A moment of
climax for women, however, may be suggested in another passage
from Soranus (Gyn. 1.31):

14

ὅσπερ γὰρ τὸν ἱδρῶτα προσκαλεῖν μὲν ἡ τῶν ὅλων σωμάτων κίνησις
εἴωθεν, ἐπέχειν δὲ καῖ παρακρατεῖν ἡ ἀκινησία, καἰ ὡς τὸ σίελον ἡ
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προσφορὰ τῆς φωνητικῆς ἐνεργείας πρὸς ἔκκρισιν ἄγει μᾶλλον, ταὶς
δὲ διόδοις τοῦ πνεύματος πέφυκεν συνεπακολουθεῖν, οὕτως καὶ ἡ περὶ
τὰ γυναικεῖα μόρια συγκίνησις ἐν τοῖς ἀφροδισίοις συναναχαλᾷ τὸν
ὄγκον ὅλον. διὰ τοῦτο δὲ καὶ τὴν ὑστέραν ἀνίησιν, ὥστε καὶ τὴν
κάθαρσιν ἀπαραπόδιστον φυλαχθῆναι.

For just as move ment of the whole body usually brings on sweat, and
the absence of motion keeps it in check and prevents it—and as use
of speech leads saliva to greater secre tion, and this natur ally
accom panies the passage of breath—in the same way the move ment
around the female genitals in sexual pleas ures relaxes the entire
body. And through this it also loosens the uterus, so as to keep
menstru ation unobstructed.

That relax a tion occurs after orgasm has been widely accepted in
modern  medicine, 23 yet the relax a tion discussed here by Soranus
does not appear to be an after- effect of invol un tary climax. Indeed,
it occurs ἐν τοῖς ἀφροδισίοις, coex tensive with move ment around the
genitals, and thus may indicate vaginal lubric a tion more gener ally
(hence the compar ison with saliva). As King has emphas ized, passages
like this one in Soranus—those that come closest to suggesting that
stim u la tion of a woman’s genitals brings about orgasm in partic ular—
in fact look to treating menstrual suppres sion, not to indu cing
pleasure in woman in one climactic moment. As she puts it, “There is
no mention of anything that could be inter preted as orgasm.” 24

15

What we see from Soranus and the Hippo cratics, then, is sensa tions
of warmth, relax a tion, and even pleasure during inter course, specific‐ 
ally coin cident with the move ment of certain organs (a number of
which may be indic ated by terms like “the genitals,” “the womb,” and
even “the vagina”). The pleas ures that may arise from these move‐ 
ments are not momentary; what they call “ejac u la tion” may be,
though there is no indic a tion that this emis sion refers to what is even
in modern medi cine a rare occur rence (female ejac u la tion, or the
related but distinct “squirting” 25). Rather, these pleas ures are seen as
occur ring during inter course and ending with a man’s ejaculation.

16

In Galen we find further discus sion of move ment around the female
genitals, this time with greater emphasis on the motions of the womb
during sex  (cf. Gen. 4.1 above, in which the womb is moved during
inter course). In his On the Natural Faculties, Galen describes a sensa ‐

17
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tion at the time of concep tion of the uterus “moving and
contracting”  (κινουμένων τε καὶ συντρεχουσῶν), which aids in the
reten tion of semen (3.3.150):

τῆς μὲν οὖν καθεκτικῆς δυνάμεως ἔργον περιστεῖλαι τὰς μήτρας τῷ
κυουμένῳ πανταχόθεν, ὥστ᾽ εὐλόγως ἁπτομέναις μὲν ταῖς μαιευτρίαις
τὸ στόμα μεμυκὸς αὐτῶν φαίνεται, ταῖς κυούσαις δ᾽ αὐταῖς κατὰ τὰς
πρώτας ἡμέρας καὶ μάλιστα κατ᾽ αὐτὴν ἐκείνην, ἐν ᾗπερ ἂν ἡ τῆς
γονῆς σύλληψις γένηται, κινουμένων τε καὶ συντρεχουσῶν εἰς ἑαυτὰς
τῶν ὑστερῶν αἴσθησις γίγνεται καὶ ἢν ἄμφω ταῦτα συμβῇ, μῦσαι μὲν
τὸ στόμα χωρὶς φλεγμονῆς ἤ τινος ἄλλου παθήματος, αἴσθησιν δὲ τῆς
κατὰ τὰς μήτρας κινήσεως ἀκολουθῆσαι, πρὸς αὑτὰς ἤδη τὸ σπέρμα τὸ
παρὰ τἀνδρὸς εἰληφέναι τε καὶ κατέχειν αἱ γυναῖκες νομίζουσι.

It is thus the work of its capa city for reten tion to make the uterus
contract around the embryo from every side, so that, reas on ably, the
mouth (of the uterus) appears to the midwives as they examine it to
be closed, and to the preg nant women them selves, throughout the
first days, and espe cially that day when concep tion occurs, a
sensa tion comes about of the uterus moving and contracting into
itself, and if both of these things come to pass—that the mouth (of
the uterus) closes without inflam ma tion or any other condi tion, and
a feeling of move ment in the uterus accom panies it—then women
think that they have taken up the semen from the man and that they
are retaining it.

This “moving and contracting” appears similar to the female body’s
reac tion during orgasm; the seminal 1966 study by William Masters
and Virginia Johnson iden ti fies invol un tary spasms or contrac tions of
the pelvic muscles which last “a few seconds” as indic ative of the
orgasmic exper i ence in women. 26 Yet the focus here lies in demon‐ 
strating how women retain semen after inter course and an embryo
after concep tion—not in their exper i ences of pleasure. It is of course
possible that female orgasm is implied, and that this passage of
Galen’s is an early medical argu ment for the phenomenon of uterine
upsuck, discussed above. It is, however, a signi ficant argu ment to the
contrary that there is no mention of pleasure here, on the part of
either partner. Galen’s descrip tion of the womb’s closure and the
motions of the uterus align more with our modern under standing of
implant a tion of a fetus, at which point the uterine lining thickens, the

18
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mucus plug forms (closing the cervix), and cramping may occur—
perhaps the “contracting” to which Galen  refers. 27 These mech an‐ 
isms have nothing to do with orgasm in female subjects and even the
language for pleasure and ejac u la tion used in other ancient medical
texts is absent.

A similar “contracting” is also related by Galen in  his On the
Affected  Parts, in the story of a widow who has been exper i en cing
reten tion of female sperm. Galen explains that, after a midwife used
the “customary remedies,” the woman exper i enced contrac tions
similar to those that attend the pain and pleasure of sexual inter‐ 
course, until finally she released a great deal of sperm (6.5):

19

ἐν ταύταις μού ποτε ταῖς ἐννοίαις ὄντος ἐφάνη τοιόνδε συμβὰν ἐκ
πολλοῦ χρόνου χηρευούσῃ γυναικί. κατεχόντων γὰρ αὐτὴν καὶ ἄλλων
μέν τινων ὀχληρῶν καὶ νευρικῶν διατάσεων, εἰπούσης δὲ τῆς μαίας
ἀνεσπάσθαι τὴν μήτραν, ἔδοξε χρήσασθαι βοηθήμασιν οἷς εἰώθασιν εἰς
τὰ τοιαῦτα χρῆσθαι· χρωμένης δ᾽αὐτῆς, ὑπό τα τῆς αὐτῶν θερμασίας
καὶ τῆς κατὰ τὴν θεραπείαν ψαύσεως τῶν γυναικειῶν τόπων, ἐγένοντο
συνολκαὶ μετὰ πόνου τα ἅμα καὶ ἡδονῆς ὅμοιαι ταῖς κατὰ τὰς
συνουσίας, ἐφ᾽ αἷς ἐκκριθέντος παχέος τε καὶ πολλοῦ σπέρματος,
ἀπηλλάγη τῶν κατεχόντων αὐτὴν ὀχληρῶν ἡ γυνή.

When I was reflecting on these things, a certain symptom appeared
for a woman who had been widowed for a long time. For when some
other ailments and tensions of the nerves were afflicting her, with
the midwife saying that her uterus was retracted, it seemed best to
use the remedies which are customary to use for such things. And
when this method was used, because of their heat and because
touching of the womanly parts was used in the treat ment,
contrac tions arose with pain and at the same time pleasure, similar
to those in inter course, and after them a thick and abundant seed
was secreted, and the woman was set free from the ailments that
afflicted her.

King’s in- depth analysis of this passage vis- à-vis its implic a tions for
the history of thera peutic masturb a tion has revealed that there is
little to be sure of in what it presents. This is not a patient of Galen’s
(as King puts it, “Galen ‘met’ this story—not the patient”), and there is
little specific a tion regarding the “customary remedies” the
midwife applies. 28 It is signi ficant that pleasure is mentioned here—

20
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though, of course, it is mentioned in the same breath with pain, and
so may not, in fact, point to the kind of pleasure exper i ence that can
induce  orgasm. 29 And the “contrac tions”  (συνολκαὶ) with their
attendant release of female seed (σπέρματος)—neither a phenomenon
observed by this phys i cian, nor one whose stim u la tion can be
determ ined—can there fore not be taken with any certainty as
pointing to orgasm. If they do, then it is key to note that it comes in a
story, not of female- male inter course, but of medical treat ment of
one woman by another, and that there is still no language of orgasm
present—that is, there is no one word for this phenomenon. Indeed,
Flem ming notes the “coyness” with which Galen relates this story, in
contrast to his more explicit descrip tions of a man’s masturb a tion to
orgasm in an earlier passage. 30

In  Pseudo- Aristotle’s On the History of  Animals Book  10, 31 on the
other hand, we see another example of language that seems to come
close to describing orgasm, most espe cially because it arises in a
discus sion of invol un tary bodily responses during dreams. There is
mention (634b29-30) of a woman emit ting fluid during inter course
into a place just in front of the uterus (εἰς τὸ πρόσθεν γὰρ αὐτῶν καὶ ἡ
γυνὴ προίεται). Given as proof of this is a similar occur rence when
women have dreams of an erotic nature, which they exper i ence “to
comple tion”  (ἐξονειρώττωσιν αὗται τελέως). This latter  word, τελέως,
seems to suggest that here sexual inter course accom panied by desire
and pleasure is some thing goal- driven even for women, with a clear
“end.” Dean- Jones notes that the author of this text is oper ating
under the assump tion that women emit sperm as men do, and that
the fluid emitted here is to be differ en ti ated from vaginal lubricant. 32

21

Can τελέως, then, point to female ejac u la tion as may (albeit rarely)
occur with orgasm in women? Are the women either during, or
waking from, these dreams exper i en cing orgasm? Perhaps. But it
would be surprising if this were the reality that the author of HA 10 is
describing, given the lack of consensus regarding female ejac u la tion
in medical studies of the modern day. 33 While the language used for
this emis sion (προίημι) differs from that used else where in the same
text of vaginal lubric a tion during sexual  activity (ὑγραίνω), 34 this
diver gence could represent confu sion on the part of the author of
vaginal lubric a tion with the female ejac u la tion (of “sperm”), the latter
of which is rare and debated today, but considered by the author of
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HA 10 to be a medical  certainty. Τελέως is the word that most
suggests orgasm in the modern sense, and yet read with modern
medical consid er a tions in mind, in my view it denotes only that the
women mentioned conjured the dura tion of inter course in their
dreams. Comple tion of the sex act, as we have seen in every other
text thus far, has appeared only as a male phenomenon and these
women could have imagined the same. 35

In consid ering some of the most cited loci for female orgasm in the
medical works of Greco- Roman antiquity, I hope to have suggested,
not that ancient women could not or did not exper i ence orgasm (they
almost certainly did, as I will discuss below), but that the ancient
medical writ ings should not be read as talking about orgasm.
Pleasure, when discussed in these texts as some thing exper i enced by
women during inter course, is not one climactic moment but a
process including urge and desire before hand and enjoy ment (or not)
during sex, resulting at times in a perceived female ejac u la tion (which
may be vaginal lubric a tion) and ulti mately ending with male ejac u la‐ 
tion. These texts span centuries and contin ents and assuming that
there was a kind of united cultural under standing is prob lem atic at
best. Yet it is these texts that have under pinned many modern
consid er a tions of inter course, orgasm, and more for further
centuries and over further contin ents. No one has demon strated this
more decis ively than King in her 2011 “Galen and the Widow,” in which
she famously dismantles an ostens ibly scientific argu ment about the
history of the vibrator using the same ancient medical sources that
were cited as evidence. 36 That such a misuse of these ancient texts is
possible demon strates the diffi culties of approaching ancient medi‐ 
cine as modern readers. It is for this reason that I will now turn to
look at Greco- Roman literary accounts of women’s sexual pleasure, to
see what light these can shine on cultural under stand ings of the
female body and its mechanisms.

23

II. The Literary
I begin this section with a caveat. As Lloyd notes, there is a tacit
assump tion that “the female orgasm should be examined only as it
appears with inter course,” a bias which colors many modern consid‐ 
er a tions of the orgasm, both medical and otherwise. 37 It is also
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some thing that colors the Greco- Roman literary record; an account
of female sexual expres sion outside of sexual encoun ters with men is
a rare occur rence. Myths like that of Tiresias—who lived as a man,
then a woman, then a man again and claimed in a debate between
Jupiter and Juno that women exper i ence more pleasure in inter‐ 
course—confirm male percep tions. After all, it is Jupiter who asserts
that women’s pleasure is greater  (maior  vestra…voluptas, Ov. Met.
3.320-321) and Tiresias sides with the male god. As Tara Mulder has
under lined in public- facing commentary on this myth, male percep‐ 
tions that women enjoy sex more inform stereo types of female sexu‐
ality: “Women could be assumed to always want sex, and (when they
got it) to enjoy it substan tially more than men, giving rise to the need
for men to control sexual inter ac tions and the sexu ality of women.” 38 

When consid ering women’s personal sexual expres sion in Greco- 
Roman antiquity, the first author who likely comes to mind is Sappho.
Jack Winkler has written compel lingly on the nuances of Sappho’s
poetry as relates to her own sexu ality, consid ering both “her atti tude
to the public ethic and her allu sions to private reality.” 39 He applies
W. E. B. Du Bois’s famous formu la tion of the double- 
consciousness  (Souls of Black  Folk 1903) and reads her poetic
compos i tions as mirroring a private, woman- centered world and
another more public, male- centered world from which she is inev it‐ 
ably alien ated. Woven throughout these double- minded poems are
“sexual images…in part private to women, whose aware ness of their
own bodies is not shared with  men.” 40 Winkler uses as an example
frag ment 105a, which euphem izes what may be a clit oral image (“Just
as the sweet- apple at the end of the bough grows  red,” οἶον τὸ
γλυκύμαλον ἐρεύθεται ἄκρῳ ἐπ᾽ ὔσδῳ, 1) as, he asserts, a private joke
between women, who knew their own bodies in a way that men
did  not. 41 Frag ment 94, moreover, seems to speak specific ally to
female sexual pleasure, offering an image of a woman satis fying her
desire (ἐξίης πόθο̣[ν, 23), but without any language evoking an image
of  “climax.” 42 This is to say that Sappho’s poems contain inherent
tensions around the andro centrism of Greek society and so convey a
symbolic, rather than explicit sexu ality. It is unsur prising, then, that
even though the poems Sappho creates contain the language of
pleasure and emotions directly relating to sexual exper i ence, they
stop short of exploring the most personal details of sexual intimacy—
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including, perhaps, a kind of erotic enjoy ment that readers today
might name “orgasm.”

Among male- authored works, there are some literary texts that
directly treat the subject of sexual inter course and sexual enjoy ment
for women and which engage, like Sappho’s poems, with the topic of
female pleasure. These, however, do not typic ally describe an exper i‐ 
ence that could be inter preted as female orgasm in our modern
sense. In  Aristophanes’ Lysistrata, for example—a play overtly
engaged with stereo typing women’s sexu ality for comic effect—there
is a joking refer ence to the dildos that might be a “leather aid” to the
women denying inter course to their husbands  (ὄλισβον
ὀκτωδάκτυλον, ὃς ἦν ἂν ἡμῖν σκυτίνη ἐπικουρία,  109-110). 43 Yet the
play ulti mately rein forces what must have been the reality of most
married women in the ancient Greek world: that their sexu ality was
not some thing over which women typic ally had agency. Flem ming, in
a pithy response to Thomas Laqueur’s history of masturb a tion in his
Solitary  Sex, notes that for the ancient Greeks, “female self- 
sufficiency of any kind – be it sexual or somatic, social or economic –
was more problematic.” 44 Does the dildo comment, then, in fact point
to women exper i en cing pleasure—or even orgasm—from penet ra tion
by a leather object designed for the purpose? It could, though
following Jackie Murray, it is more an example of “male subjectivity of
female sexu ality” used to support the “patri archal status  quo.” 45 It
thus, for the modern reader, readily under lines the conceal ment and
control of women’s pleasure, the degrading of attempts to achieve it,
and the anxi eties for women surrounding it—all of which suggest a
culture where, to return to an earlier quota tion from Lloyd, “the basic
female human being”  is not “trained to exper i ence orgasm with
appro priate stim u la tion,” and where there is not “a cultural context in
which female orgasm is valued and women are led to parti cipate
in it.” 46

26

Within the Greek literary canon, we encounter a fair amount of focus
on male sexu ality, pleasure, and even ejac u la tion. Plato’s Symposium
is perhaps the primary locus for a literary discus sion of male erotica,
though with signi ficant commentary  on eros in a  woman’s persona.
Diotima’s views on spir itual child birth, as related by Socrates, display
an inter esting occur rence of a reverse isomorphism relating to child‐ 
birth, resulting (for the modern reader) in further confu sion about
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the female orgasm. In this speech, seed- birth by a man is equated
with his ejac u la tion (206b-e). Such an image emphas izes orgasm in
men as a desired “end” of sexual inter course with a defined deliv er‐ 
able (i.e., a child). Those who comment on this image of male
ejaculation- as-birth often assume, there fore, an analogous process in
women, with the misleading language of women’s “ejac u la tion” in
ancient medical texts as their  guide. 47 By contrast, E. E. Pender
points out that, in Plato, the process of male- birth and female- birth
are not analogous; man’s ejac u la tion of sperm and woman’s birth of a
child are equated, not male and female ejaculation. 48 This is telling,
as it suggests a defined “end” of sexual inter course for men, but lack
of a defined one for women; their “end” is the birth of a child, not a
climactic moment of pleasure. As Diotima under lines with her
emphasis on man’s attrac tion to the beau tiful, arousal is neces sary for
men to produce chil dren (of the mind, and of the body) with a tacit
implic a tion that, for women, it is not. This constel la tion accords with
the sexual norms of ancient Greek society, which safe guarded legit‐ 
imate procre ation via control of women’s sexuality.

Governance of women’s sexual activity in the Roman world oper ated
under much the same object ives, though in Latin poetry we do get a
few notable glimpses of female pleasure. One, perhaps surpris ingly,
comes in the poetry of Lucre tius—a scientist and philo sopher well
known for his unfa vor able portrayals of women. Book 4 of his On the
Nature of  Things contains a diatribe against erotic attach ments,
encour aging men to satisfy carnal desires, but not to fall in love. It is
here where Lucre tius asserts that women, too, seek shared pleasures,
communia gaudia, in sexual inter course with men (4.1192-1196):

28

nec mulier semper ficto suspirat amore, 
quae complexa viri corpus cum corpore iungit 
et tenet adsuctis umectans oscula labris. 
nam facit ex animo saepe et, communia quaerens 
gaudia, solli citat spatium decur rere amoris.

Nor does a woman always sigh with feigned love– 
she who has embraced the body of a man and joins it with hers 
and holds him, moistening his mouth and sucking his lips. 
You see she often does this from the heart and, seeking shared 
pleas ures, incites him to run the course of love.
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It is tempting to trans late the first verse above with the modern,
orgasm- focused notion of “faking it.” Yet what Lucre tius describes
here is hardly orgasm. 49 The emphasis is on the woman’s enjoy ment
of sexual inter course for the amount of time that it takes the man to
complete the act, that is, to “run the course of love.” What supports
this reading is that Lucre tius describes male ejac u la tion in some
detail—both invol un tary nocturnal emis sions and volun tary release
after arousal—using the word for “seed,” semen (e.g., 4.1269-1273), and
water- related words  like umor (e.g.,  4.1048-1058) and fluctus (e.g.,
4.1030-1036). The gaudia which Lucre tius uses above connote a kind
of fulfilled sexual “joys,” exper i enced by men and by women  (hence
communia gaudia), yet one that is separate from the phenomenon of
orgasm as he earlier delin eates it for men. The fact that Lucre tius
describes a man’s orgasm and the pleas ures a woman derives from
sex as two distinct processes is notable and corres ponds with the
stat istics cited by Lloyd via Symons of women’s (in)ability to exper i‐ 
ence orgasm during sex.

29

It is this Lucre tian concep tu al iz a tion of gaudia, as I argue else where,
that begins to permeate the Latin liter ature after his time. 50 After all,
it is initially in Lucre tius  that gaudia take on a defin it ively sexual
connota tion (where in earlier liter ature they connote “joys” of other
kinds) and in which they are first attrib uted to a woman. Though
females both human and animal in Lucre tius only ever  experience
communia gaudia or mutua gaudia (that is, pleas ures dependent on
their male sexual partner—evid ence of a persistent andro centrism),
never the less the desirous woman in the verses above is an agent of
her own sexual enjoy ment in a way that the women of Greco- Roman
medical texts are not. This type of woman, actively seeking her own
gaudia in sexual rela tion ships, appears also in the poems
of  Sulpicia, 51 in  Ovid’s  Heroides, 52 and in  his Ars  Amatoria Book  2.
This latter woman, in a depar ture from the andro centric “shared
pleas ures” in Lucre tius, seeks sua gaudia, “her own pleas ures”  (688-
692):

30

    offi cium faciat nulla puella mihi. 
me voces audire iuvat sua gaudia fassas, 
    quaeque morer meme sustineamque rogent.  
aspi ciam dominae victos amentis ocellos: 
    langueat, et tangi se vetet illa diu.
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    Let no girl perform a duty for me. 
It is pleasing for me to hear her words confessing their
own pleasures, 
    and asking that I hold back and that I keep going. 
Let me look upon the over come eyes of my mistress, out of her mind: 
    let her lay out, and avoid being touched for a long time.

Contrary to the focus on mech anics and emis sions in the medical
corpora, Ovid’s focus here is entirely on the sensa tions of pleasure—
and the woman’s pleasure at that. His descrip tion of eyes that are
“over come” or “conquered” (victos, 691) uses language of an end goal,
of “finishing” in the modern sense. There is still no one word or
expres sion here that corres ponds with orgasm, but such sensory
depic tions begin to suggest the kind of feel ings and envir on ment
neces sary to induce one.

31

As Ovid goes on, we see even more language intim ating an end to
sexual acts—for women and for men. He spends some time
presenting a sensual scene between a man and a woman, before
encour aging the pair to “hurry to the finish line at the same
time” (717-730):

32

crede mihi, non est Veneris prope randa voluptas,  
    sed sensim tarda prolicienda mora. 
cum loca repper eris, quae tangi femina gaudet,  
    non obstet, tangas quo minus illa, pudor.  
aspi cies oculos tremulo fulgore micantes, 
    ut sol a liquida saepe refulget aqua. 
accedent questus, accedet amabile murmur, 
    et dulces gemitus aptaque verba ioco. 
sed neque tu dominam velis maioribus usus  
    desere, nec cursus anteat illa tuos; 
ad metam prop erate simul: tum plena voluptas, 
cum pariter victi femina virque iacent.  
hic tibi versandus tenor est, cum libera dantur 
otia, furt ivum nec timor urget opus.

Believe me, the pleasure of Venus must not be hurried, 
    but little by little must be enticed by a slow delay. 
When you’ve found the places where a woman enjoys being touched, 
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    don’t let modesty stand in the way of your touching them. 
You will see her eyes shining with a trem bling flash, 
    as the sun often reflects in clear water. 
Moans will come about, a loving murmur will come about, 
    and sweet groans and playful words. 
But neither leave your mistress behind by using greater sails, 
    nor let her surpass your pace; 
hurry to the finish line at the same time: then that’s full pleasure, 
    when equally man and women lie out, conquered. 
This is the course you should use, when you are at leisure, 
    and neither a secret task nor fear is urging you on.

Here again, Ovid uses language of being “conquered”  (victi, 728) to
describe women and men after a kind of “comple tion” of sexual acts.
Several commentors on this passage over look the fact that there is no
explicit refer ence to inter course here, and that this may in fact be a
descrip tion of mutual masturb a tion—even to  orgasm. 53 It may then
be that Ovid is the first clas sical author to embrace a goal- oriented
under standing of female pleasure, talking here about a woman and a
man “finishing,” with his meta phor of  the meta standing in for the
modern “finish line”  (ad metam prop erate  simul, 727). And if indeed
this passage does refer to mutual masturb a tion, that is a more scien‐ 
tific ally likely way to induce orgasm in a woman. 54 Never the less, the
pleasure “process” is still present, and in fact emphas ized; Ovid does
not so much change the script as he does expand it to include some
kind of end- goal of women’s sexual enjoyment.

33

The satires of Juvenal contain a similar descrip tion of erotic touch to
that which Ovid offers. Here, there is digital manip u la tion of what
may be the clit oris (euphemist ic ally called  the crista or
“cock’s comb” 55) leading to what appears to be an intense exper i ence
of pleasure for the woman touched (6.418-423):

34

gravis occursu, taeter rima vultu 
balnea nocte subit, conchas et castra moveri 
nocte iubet, magno gaudet sudare tumultu, 
cum lassata gravi ceci de runt brac chia massa, 
callidus et cristae digitos inpressit aliptes 
ac summum dominae femur exclamare coegit.
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Serious to encounter, most foul to look at 
she goes to the baths at night, and at night orders that her oils and
her quarters 
be moved, and she takes pleasure in sweating amid a
great commotion, 
when her arms have fallen down tired from the heavy weights, 
and a clever anointer has pressed his fingers to her clitoris 
and causes the woman’s upper thigh to cry out.

Despite the lampooning genre of Juvenal’s text, we do appear to see
here an acknow ledg ment that touching a part of a woman’s anatomy
can induce extreme pleasure. The word crista may refer to the clit‐ 
oris, labia, the vulva more gener ally, or another “crest”-like anatom‐ 
ical feature without dismant ling this obser va tion; lack of specificity
surrounding female anatomy (and lack of under standing of the clit‐ 
oris in partic ular) has a long history. 56 Yet Rufus of Ephesus’s medical
consid er a tion of this organ does call touching it (κλειτοριάζειν) an act
which can be done “licentiously” (ἀκολάστως), suggesting the clit oris
as a locus of sensual overindulgence. 57 Inter est ingly, in Juvenal, is the
femur that “cries out” and not the woman herself, which could
indicate some sort of motion of the areas around the genitals. Again,
though, there is no specific word or phrase used to mark orgasm. 58

35

It is, I believe, important that the above scene and the scene in Ovid
are not neces sarily ones of inter course, and there fore more likely
moments for the exper i ence of orgasm to have taken place. We have
already seen that women’s pleasure is consist ently acknow ledged as
some thing that can exist as a process along side male penet ra tion,
and in Ovid and Juvenal perhaps even inde pendent from that. Yet
there is little we can know with certainty regarding the motiv a tions
of literary authors—partic u larly given generic conven tions—and
without more of the voices of women them selves we cannot be
certain whether orgasm was acknow ledged among women (perhaps
as a matter privately discussed, and even with its own vocab u lary,
likely euphemist ic ally applied 59). As I will address in the final section
of this paper, however, even women in the modern world who felt
freer to speak about their own sexual pleas ures did so with great
initial hesit a tion and with words that expressed the deep emotional
toll that social taboos around sexual matters had taken upon their
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lives. It is neces sary, I think, to bear such relat ively recent real ities in
mind when we consider the exper i ences of women in the ancient
Greek and Roman worlds.

III. The Modern
From 1969 to 1973, a group of women in Boston, frus trated by the lack
of frank and accurate medical advice they could access regarding
their own bodies, worked to publish a record of both scientific
inform a tion and anec dotal exper i ences regarding subjects such as
menstru ation, preg nancy, child birth, sex, sexual orient a tion, orgasm,
and much more. They called them selves the Boston Women’s Health
Book Collective and their  publication Our Bodies,  Ourselves (ulti‐ 
mately oper ating under a nonprofit of this latter name). In the
extensive records of their public a tion history 60 are glimpses into the
lives of Amer ican women who faced social oppres sion in matters of
sex and sexu ality, yet who were them selves innately sexual beings,
seeking to enjoy inter course with part ners of varying gender iden‐ 
tities and who were routinely exper i en cing, and enjoying, orgasm.
Even studying their work today—both the original public a tion and the
many updated editions that have come from it—a modern reader
feels keenly aware of the lack of inform a tion about sex that still frus‐ 
trates women in the contem porary (Amer ican) world, due largely to a
combin a tion of social taboos and an over whelming androcentrism.

37

In a draft of their piece before its 1973 public a tion are signs of the
Collective consid ering what elements ought to be included (e.g.,
easily access ible stat istics on women and sex; detailed diagrams of
the female anatomy) and what needed to be care fully edited (e.g., the
“prob lems around orgasm”; discus sions of “doing it when we don’t
want  to” 61). The group writes about feeling dependent on men for
their self- esteem, noting that, “This carried over to our sexual life
where we felt that pleasing men was more important than pleasing
ourselves. The focus of our sex was genital. We thought about our
sexu ality in male terms; inter course was the goal and fore play was
almost a dispens able  preliminary.” 62 Else where, they talk more
specific ally about orgasm—what the mech anics are (relying primarily
on Masters and Johnson), and how important it is to be aroused,
relaxed, and patient to achieve one. These words of advice are
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attended by anec dotes from women who consider sexual inter course
with men as “a disguised ritual rape,” who feel trapped in marriage,
and who feel “disreg arded” by medical professionals. 63

Their frus tra tions echo back through centuries. Setting aside the
fact  that Our Bodies,  Ourselves repres ents positive steps toward
embra cing female sexu ality in the voices of women, what remains is a
culture of mascu line priv ilege and feminine dismissal. It is both
shocking and frus trating to find more simil ar ities than differ ences
between 20  century America and  4  c. Greece when it comes to
women’s health. Yet what these simil ar ities can help make clear is
how diffi cult it can be for women to exper i ence orgasm via vaginal
penet ra tion by a man, espe cially within the context of a marriage in
which the male partner is not sexu ally desired by his wife. Such
circum stances in the modern world are care fully considered by Lloyd
in her analysis of medical studies of female orgasm. Yet these same
circum stances are routinely over looked by those modern writers who
discuss ancient orgasm.

39

th th

As an example, I refer to Korda et al. 2010, who offer a history of
female ejac u la tion. Their intro duc tion claims that, “most scient ists
are not aware that histor ians of medi cine and psycho logy described
the phenomenon of female ejac u la tion approx im ately 2,000 years
ago”; their find ings report, “Phys i cians, anatom ists, and psycho lo gists
in both eastern and western culture have described intel lec tual
concepts of female ejaculation during orgasm,” (emphasis mine) and
in partic ular that, “In ancient Western writ ings the emis sion of female
fluid is mentioned even earlier, depicted about 300 B.C. by Aris totle
and in the 2nd century by  Galen.” 64 While it is true that Aris totle,
pseudo- Aristotle, and Galen all mention female emis sions, they do
not appear to do so in the context of orgasm. The authors do in fact
concede this within the body of the article, observing of  Aristotle’s
On the Gener a tion of Animals, “Whether he was refer ring to vaginal
lubric a tion or female ejac u la tion is diffi cult to distin guish, in partic‐ 
ular because he did not explain this phenomenon in the context
of orgasm.” 65 Never the less, nuances and doubts of the ancient texts
in ques tion do not appear in their results, which (as above) they insist
contain long- standing evid ence of ejac u la tion during orgasm. As they
write, “This article aims to demon strate that the phenomenon of
female ejac u la tion has been discovered, described and forgotten in
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eastern and western culture repeatedly over the last 2,000 years.” 66

The study, then, remains some what misleading regarding medical
texts of the Greek and Roman worlds, yet it is cited uncrit ic ally by
later studies—even those offering a history of female ejac u la tion
with orgasm. 67

The modern focus on orgasm and ejac u la tion simil arly colors the
analyses of passages in non- medical, clas sical texts. Juvenal’s Satire 6
on women, for example, has been the subject of much orgasmic
debate. In addi tion to the above discus sion of an anointer’s digital
manip u la tion of a woman’s “cock’s comb,” there is a further scene
which describes two women who urinate on a statue of Pudicitia and
then proceed to engage in sexual acts—either with the statue or with
each other (309-311): 68

41

noctibus hic ponunt lect icas, micturiunt hic 
effigiemque deae longis siphonibus implent 
inque vices equitant ac nullo teste moventur…

They place their litters here at night, here they urinate 
and they fill up the statue of the goddess with far- reaching jets 
and in turn they ride and become excited with no witness…

Much of the disagree ment about this passage has centered around
whether or not the women are orgas ming, with some voices claiming
it depicts “all- out  orgasm” 69 and others asserting that this analysis
goes much too  far. 70 The reading hinges on inter preting the  verb
micturiunt, “they urinate,” with an added meaning of “they ejac u late,”
and thus an obvious problem with this reading becomes the confla‐ 
tion of female orgasm with  ejaculation. 71 T. H. M. Gellar- Goad,
however, straddles the line here in a way that makes the most sense:
these women may be “ejac u lating” or even “orgas ming,” but only
because they are acting like men. Their sexual acts and excre tions
are, in fact, delin eated with language solely used to refer to male
sexual beha vior  (equitant, siphonibus) and there is an estab lished,
euphem izing use of urin a tion for male ejac u la tion in
Latin  literature. 72 If a culmin a tion of the sexual act for women in a
phenomenon that we would call “orgasm” was not some thing with a
long- standing concep tu al iz a tion for (Greek or) Roman readers, as I
argue, then it makes most sense to read Juvenal here as describing
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male acts satir ic ally and unbe liev ably performed by women—partic u‐
larly as the emis sions (of urine or semen, or both) in a way “penet rate”
a statue of female modesty.

In light of all I have argued, I will acknow ledge that preventing the
modern focus on orgasm from coloring debates about ancient texts is
a diffi cult thing; it likely happens without much conscious thought on
the part of those commenting or  translating. When a line in
Achilles  Tatius’s Adven tures of Leucippe and  Clitophon refers to a
woman “in the peak of sexual pleasure” (ἐν δὲ τῇ τῆς Ἀφροδίτης ἀκμῇ,
2.8), its trans la tion with the words “in the orgasm of Love” as we get
in the Loeb edition might not give a modern reader pause. Yet I hope
to have shown how the passages from the ancient textual record I
have discussed, both medical and literary, do not neces sarily describe
a woman’s orgasm, specific ally—even those few that talk about a
“peak” or a “goal” of inter course. Modern vocab u lary like “orgasm”
and “ejac u la tion,” common in trans la tions of ancient texts, influ enced
scholar Rachel P. Maines, whose 1999 book The Tech no logy of Orgasm
promotes the idea that thera peutic masturb a tion was performed on
women as a treat ment for hysteria, and claims that descrip tions of
this treat ment appear throughout the ancient medical corpora.
Maines, a scholar of the history of tech no logy, may have bene fitted
from trans lators of clas sical texts taking greater care to exclude
vocab u lary with such strong modern connota tions as “orgasm” or (in
the modern, orgasm- related sense) “ejac u la tion.” Clas sical trans lators,
in turn, would benefit from a deeper know ledge of the modern
science behind sexology—books like Lloyd’s, which would provide a
caveat that the ancient women in ques tion were likely not climaxing
on a regular basis.
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Iron ic ally, Lloyd’s book, far more accurate yet not engaged with an
attractive subject like clas sical recep tion, has not received as much
atten tion as Maines’ less accurate attempt at creating a history for
the disease “hysteria” from Hippo crates to today. Though King
corrects the clas sical aspects of Maines’ work, 73 the book’s grounding
in the clas sical past remains a major selling point and one of the
reasons her theories have been largely accepted as fact.
While Maines’ Tech no logy of Orgasm went on to inspire two movies
and one stage play, the more scien tific ally  rigorous Case of the
Female  Orgasm by Lloyd was merely lampooned one week  on
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Saturday Night Live. The popularity of Maines’ book is evid enced by
the fact that, though Lloyd does not cite Maines once in her work, the
first quote on the back cover in praise of Lloyd’s public a tion is by
“Rachel Maines, author of The Tech no logy of Orgasm.” Maines’ inac‐ 
curate refer ences to ancient medical texts now appear in medical
journals and in the public a tions of major science writers as quick
facts on ancient  sexology. 74 What her book repres ents, then, is the
precip itous junc ture among the fields of ancient medi cine, modern
medi cine, the history of medi cine, and recep tion studies—and how
scholars in each of these fields would benefit from widening their
areas of exam in a tion, partic u larly regarding orgasm. 75

IV. Conclusions
While examining ancient medical texts within their own histor ical
and literary contexts is a crucial under taking for under standing the
find ings of ancient science, it is equally important to examine the
evol u tion of scientific thought as pertains to the find ings of ancient
medical texts, partic u larly when those find ings are misun der stood or
misused by later scholars. Discrep an cies in under standing ancient
medical texts on sex and prob lems in accur ately commu nic ating
inform a tion about the female orgasm stem, I believe, from a histor ical
discom fort with talking about these topics, partic u larly in non- 
clinical settings and espe cially with non- euphemistic vocab u lary.
Thus, notions like “finishing” and phrases like “faking it” creep from
conver sa tional expres sions among friends and the reaction- targeted
dialogue of movies into schol ar ship, where they actu ally impede
under standing and obfus cate meaning.
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As I stated earlier, I do not mean to say here that women in antiquity
never exper i enced orgasm. I only want to emphasize that a woman’s
orgasm as it is under stood today, often as a desired “end” for the sex
act, was not an ancient social construct. We may see the very begin‐ 
nings of such an idea in Imperial Rome, albeit outside of male- female
inter course and with a markedly euphemistic occlu sion. Medical
writers, when inter ested in women’s sexual pleasure, focused on it as
coex tensive with penet ra tion by a man (prefer ably a husband) in the
act of sexual inter course; rather than some thing momentary and
marking “comple tion,” women’s pleasure (when present) was a
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NOTES

1  I want to acknow ledge from the start the binary- gendered nature of my
discus sion, which is reflective of both the language of ancient Greco- Roman
medical and literary texts, and the focus of modern scientific studies of
orgasm in human females on biolo gical sex. More can and should be written
on orgasm and gender diversity in the ancient world, and I hope this paper
will provide a step ping off point for those important invest ig a tions. My
sincere thanks to the editors, to the anonymous reviewers, to Tawny L.
Holm for the generous depart mental support, and to Bianca N. Calderon,
Mathias Hanses, Jay Kennedy, Tracy L. Rutler, Jessica Shuman, and Jill M.
Wood for their insights, sugges tions, and encour age ment. All trans la tions
are my own (unless other wise specified), as are any remaining errors.

2  https://snltranscripts.jt.org/04/04tupdate.phtml. Accessed March
14, 2024.

3  The teenage Hardy Boys brothers act as amateur sleuths in a youth- 
oriented Amer ican book series, first published in 1927. Covers of the books
typic ally depict the two youths with flash lights or binocu lars, peering
around corners and into build ings, searching for clues in whatever new
mystery is noted in the title.

4  Lloyd 2005� 41-43, 115-116, 132-133.

5  Recent studies of the cognitive effects of andro centrism make clear that,
in fact, the problem is not only that men are priv ileged but that they are
considered by default neutral, whereas women are distinctly gendered. See,
e.g., Bailey, LaFrance, and Dovidio 2019 and 2020. For the broad impacts of
andro centrism (via data in health care, economics, social sciences, etc.) on
most aspects of our modern world, see Criado Perez 2019.

6  The now- iconic scene from this Amer ican romantic- comedy depicts the
two title char ac ters having a frank conver sa tion in which “Sally” ques tions
how “Harry” can be sure that all the women he sleeps with are exper i en cing
orgasm. While her convin cing faking of an orgasm in front of the other
patrons of the diner proves him wrong, the scene is prob lem atic for all the
same miscon cep tions I will discuss in this article; “Sally” asserts in the scene
that most women have faked an orgasm at one point or another,

E. Greene, ed. Reading Sappho:
Contemporary Approaches. Berkeley:

University of California Press, 89-111.

https://snltranscripts.jt.org/04/04tupdate.phtml
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implying  that not exper i en cing orgasm is the excep tion, when the reality
may be the opposite.

7  Lloyd 2005� 25-39, 197-219 (esp. 212-215, on Thornhill et al.’s 1995 study,
which asked both men and women to report whether a woman exper i‐ 
enced orgasm).

8  E.g., Korda, Gold stein, and Sommer 2010, which claims mentions of
“emis sion of female fluid” by both Aris totle and Galen as evid ence of long- 
standing know ledge of female ejac u la tion as a product of orgasm. I discuss
the prob lems with this account in the third section of this paper.

9  See discus sion at Lloyd 2005� 13-16, 107-148.

10  Symons 1979� 75-95.

11  Lloyd 2005� 132-133, noting that Kinsey et al. 1953 cites a 91% orgasm rate
in women with masturbation.

12  Studies of the social lives of Greek and Roman women consti tute a large
body of schol ar ship, but for some of the most illu min ating and influ en tial
studies, editions, and source books, see Pomeroy 1975; Flem ming 2000;
D’Ambra 2007; James and Dillon 2012; MacLachlan 2012; Richlin 2014.

13  Compare Dean- Jones 1994� 43; Flem ming 2000� 3-5. See also Green 2008
for a study on notions of male authority in pre- modern gynecology.

14  See esp. Dean- Jones 1992 and King 1998, who makes the addi tional and
important push back against the assump tion that “there is some common
‘reality’ lying beneath the surface of medical texts such as the Hippo cratic
corpus” (6).

15  Notably, the author of On Gen. specifies shortly after this passage (4-5)
that a woman’s uterus exper i ences more “contrac tion” when the uterus is
too dry or when it will take up male seed to conceive. The latter of these
refer ences could suggest that contrac tions were thought to accom pany
ejac u la tion, though see my discus sion below on uterine upsuck for the
unre li ab ility of this argu ment as one supporting the occur rence of orgasm.

16  See discus sion at Lloyd 2005� 108-109 and 264 n. 1, under “The
Byproduct Account.”

17  When I say “forced sexual inter course,” I include inter course that is felt
to be socially compulsory, even if not directly coer cive or violent per se.

18  Dean- Jones 1992, esp. 54-55, where she discusses that in the Hippo cratic
corpus a woman’s appetite for sex is a purely physiolo gical need, and
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neither some thing for which women neces sarily have desire, nor some thing
over which they possess any control.

19  We may consider here the works of later poets like Callimachus (fr. 110)
and Catullus (62, 66), who make vivid the fears of young women on the eve
of marriage.

20  For discus sion of the Gynecology more gener ally (though not the topic of
pleasure in partic ular), see Flem ming 2000� 230-246, esp. 236-238 on
Soranus’ “relent lessly repro ductive message.”

21  See Lloyd 2005� 197-219. For a more recent study arguing for the possib‐ 
ility of uterine upsuck, see Levin 2017, which pushes back against the oft- 
cited problem of human “excep tion alism” in upsuck as a func tion of repro‐ 
duc tion. See also Levin 2020a which argues that clit oral stim u la tion can
play an important role in “facil it ating the possib ility of repro ductive
success” and thus sees clit or idec tomy as a “repro ductive disab ility” (136), as
well as Levin 2020b, which cata logues and critiques news media responses
to this earlier 2020 publication.

22  Lloyd 2005� 249, in critique of the studies of Fox et al. 1970; Smith et al.
1984; Baker and Bellis 1993.

23  Masters and Johnson 1966 remains the found a tional study, which iden ti‐ 
fies four phases of the process of orgasm: the excite ment, plateau,
orgasmic, and resol u tion phases (dubbed the “EPOR” model). This final
phase of resol u tion has as its marker a subsiding of vascular conges tion, i.e.
the “relax a tion” apparent after orgasm (3-8). Notably, Masters and Johnson
observe that women are able to exper i ence orgasm multiple times at any
point within the resol u tion phase—most espe cially if they return after a first
orgasm to the tension- level of the plateau phase (6). This suggests a modern
medical under standing of female pleasure as some thing less momentary
than male orgasm.

24  King 2011� 214, within a discus sion of Gyn. 3.14 which describes genital
massage to open the neck of the womb.

25  See Salama et al. 2015 for “squirting” as invol un tary emis sion of urine
during sexual activity.

26  Masters and Johnson 1966� 6. They write, “Subjective (sensual) aware ness
of orgasm is pelvic in focus, specific ally concen trated in the clit oral body,
vagina, and uterus of the female.”
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27  I offer this possible inter pret a tion based on anec dotal evid ence and
personal exper i ence. As further testi mony to the short com ings of schol arly
research into women’s health, neither I nor the medical doctors I consulted
were able to find any current studies of implant a tion in non- pathologized
preg nan cies. Recent studies focusing on IVF do exist, but sensa tions
involved in this process may differ. These were the public- facing articles
recom mended to me for medical discus sion of  implantation: https://www.
medicalnewstoday.com/articles/implantation- symptoms and https://my.cl
evelandclinic.org/health/symptoms/24536- implantation-bleeding (both
accessed July 5, 2024).

28  King 2011� 222, 224. The article is in critique of Maines 1999.

29  Indeed, orgasm is examined in modern sexology as a relief from different
kinds of pain, including that of child birth (Mayberry and Daniel 2016). A
2023 study by Komis aruk et al. notes that orgasm uses the pain pathway,
and thus could be char ac ter ized as a “nonaversive pain.” Never the less, this
study under lines how chronic pain, like the vulvar pain asso ci ated with
vesti bu lo dynia, blocks orgasm. See also Hämmerli et al. 2013 on chronic
pelvic pain from endo met ri osis preventing orgasm, though only during
sexual inter course and not with masturb a tion. This latter point may in fact
be most relevant to the above passage, since to my mind the pain refer‐ 
enced more likely arises from penet ra tion, not orgasm.

30  Flem ming 2000� 335.

31  Dean- Jones 2012 proposes that the author of the first five sections of HA
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RÉSUMÉ

English
The Greco- Roman ancient medical authors who discuss women’s pleasure
in sex are often misin ter preted as talking about the female orgasm. In fact,
their interest is ulti mately in a woman’s desire for and pleasure during
sex (ὄρεξις, ἐπιθυμία, ἡδονή), not in orgasm as a climactic end to the sexual
act for women. Accord ingly, I argue here that the ancient medical discus‐ 
sion of a woman’s grat i fic a tion in sex (with men) focuses on a “process” of
pleasure, and not on a culmin a tion in the orgasm. A compar ison with
literary depic tions of women’s pleasure illu min ates the emphasis on a
process- oriented under standing of female sexual enjoy ment. This contri bu‐ 
tion considers these ancient texts, medical and literary, in light of the work
of biolo gist Elisa beth A. Lloyd, who contra dicts long- standing assump tions
that orgasm in women evolved as a repro ductive neces sity. Shifting our
thinking about the ancient discourse in response to modern scientific
research can provide a helpful basis for reframing current studies in
sexology and the history of medi cine. Many of these rely on trans la tions of
Greek and Latin texts that use the vocab u lary of orgasm, when this is not
the concept presented in the ancient works.
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