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Introduction



Women’s words
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As a tutor at the University of Oxford, I teach the history of the English language as well as Anglo-Saxon and medieval literature. Each term my students and I explore English in its infancy and adolescence. I love the urgent, need-to-know queries about vocabulary that get fired at me without warning. Often young feminists want to know more about the history of words relating to women’s lives and experience. Does the first syllable of woman come from womb or from another root? one undergraduate asks. Is a maiden always a virgin? demands another, and is a maiden always a girl? What do spinsters have to do with spinning? How can rape and rapture derive from the same etymological origins?


Sometimes I know the answer off the top of my head but often I have to look things up. And the questions don’t stop there. At home in the last decade or so, bringing up a daughter who is, like so many children, fascinated by the origins and meanings of words, I’ve answered many queries about names and terms. Now she’s a teenager, we search for the right words to tackle trickier topics. What is the best vocabulary with which to talk about the practicalities of puberty? What do I tell her about the myths and realities of love and sex, those new voyages on which she might soon embark, their dreams and their nightmares? In my teaching room or seated around the kitchen table, I’ve often turned to my dictionaries for help and encouragement.


The history of women’s words, it turns out, is full of surprises, of things which aren’t necessarily what you’d expect. Even our basics have unfamiliar beginnings. In Old English, the very first version of the language brought to the British Isles by fifth- and sixth-century migrants, mann or mon (as it was then spelled) meant not ‘man’ or ‘male’ but ‘human’ or ‘person’ (so mankind was once not quite as default male as it sounds to modern ears). Though the oldest English writings are hard to date precisely and the survival of texts very patchy, the first illustrative quotation in the Oxford English Dictionary’s entry for our modern word man, taken from one of the oldest medical books in English copied at the end of the tenth century, in fact describes a woman being treated for heavy periods. The book advises that a doctor should place horse dung on a hot coal and let it smoke between the thighs so that ‘se mon swæte swiþe [so that the person sweats a lot]’. Not a pleasant-sounding treatment, but rather marvellous that this dictionary’s first person is female.


Likewise, the etymology of woman itself is not a simple story. Some Renaissance language experts thought its origin must indeed be ‘womb-man’, with woman meaning ‘that kynde of man [i.e. human] that is wombed’ (so says Richard Verstegan in a 1605 book). But woman in truth comes from the Old English compound wifman. You might think that a wifman was a person who is, or is destined to be, a married woman: a limited, patriarchal definition. But that’s not exactly right either. Wif and wer, in the oldest English, mean ‘woman’ and ‘man’, regardless of marital status. So a wifman is a woman-human. Scholars have not been able to agree on the etymological roots of that single syllable wif. Something to do with weaving, they speculate, or waving to and fro (perhaps our swaying hips or our busy multitasking?), or something about our private parts. No one really knows.


As I’ve been fielding questions at work and at home, I’ve realised that many of our current words for women’s lives and experiences are relative newcomers into English, at least when viewed from the perspective of someone who spends most of her time paddling around in English’s very beginnings. While words like wife and man have the deepest roots, many others appear much more recently, inventions of what linguists call Modern English, the version of the language which has evolved from the beginning of the eighteenth century to our present day. But what about the English that came before: the thousand and more years spanning Anglo-Saxon Old English, medieval Middle English and the Early Modern English of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? Was there just radio silence, gaps and voids of meaning ready and waiting to be filled with words not yet coined? Or did women have useful terms within reach before this more recent set of inventions? There might, I realised, be a lost history of women’s words.


With the aid of dictionaries and glossaries, I trekked back into the first thousand years of the English language to find the beginnings of women’s words, our now-forgotten vocabulary, like an explorer going far inland to locate the origin of some mighty river. There’s something perverse, I know, about turning away from a vast flood to find the soggy patch in a field or the unimpressive spring bubbling through a rock which marks its source, but there’s a certain satisfaction in knowing a word’s history and a certain magic in finding the very first articulation of a particular idea or experience. There’s no need to fall for what linguists call the ‘etymological fallacy’, the idea that a word’s initial sense or its etymological origins must determine its current meaning. English today is many Englishes, a global ocean system of different varieties and local currents, and when words flow out into their wide oceans, as millions of speakers use and abuse them, their meanings broaden and change. This book will map out some of these evolutions. From time to time words get lost along the way and this book rediscovers them too.


These early English words for aspects of women’s lives have so much to offer us today. It’s clear that working women, for example, aren’t a recent invention of modernity but a longestablished workforce who were as proud of their labours as we are of our own jobs nowadays. Paying attention to the first vocabularies of caring, motherhood and maternity shows that these three words are not exact synonyms which demand that all women be maternal and motherly. The histories of words for the ages and stages of female life cycles explain some of the pigeonholes into which society still wants to post us. The origins of the terms we use today for violence targeted at girls and women expose the deep-dug foundations on which perpetrators build their excuses and justifications. But, as well as showing us what we’re up against in a patriarchal world, these words might also inspire us. Any lingering sense of shame we might feel about menstruation, for example, is dispelled by the past’s enthusiastic and fluent discussion of this topic. In old words we can find surprising new thoughts about our bodies’ capacities for desire, for pregnancy and for much, much more.


These old words might also embolden us to find as many new words as we need to express exactly what we think and feel. And there’s nothing to stop us finding fresh purposes for aged terms. As women have slowly made progress towards equality, we’ve paradoxically lost some of the most expressive and eloquent bits of English vocabulary for describing our lives and experiences. Like vintage tools laid out for sale at a flea market, we can pick up these older words, puzzle out their purposes, compare them with today’s language and see if we have any use for them, decorative or practical.


Heading back upstream, this book explores women’s words in the English spoken in Anglo-Saxon, medieval and Early Modern Britain up to around the year 1800, as well as casting some glimpses overseas as the horizons of this language were expanded through exploration and colonisation. My mother tongue’s history begins with Old English, the language brought to England’s shores in the 400s and 500s by migrants from Germany, Denmark and the Netherlands, some of whom were from tribes called the Angles or Engles. By the year 600, written records use Englisc to name both some of the people living in England and the language that they spoke. This name Englisc gains currency rather quickly, so you might think that other languages like Late Spoken Latin and Brittonic were rapidly swept away. Yet the arrival of English didn’t bring about wholesale and immediate ethnic and linguistic cleansing. On the ground there was a mix of cultures and plenty of multilingual speakers for many decades until English dominated in the ninth century. In this book I use the modern adjective Anglo-Saxon to describe the people and cultures of England between the arrival of these migrants and the Norman Conquest in 1066, but this is a shorthand label for a much more diverse situation. English found its way to dominance amid the fusions brought about by waves of immigration as well as amalgamation with the native Romano-British population. Over several centuries English was transformed from immigrant language to a vernacular, the name given to the language spoken by most people in a country as a matter of course (as opposed to languages learned and used for specialised purposes by a smaller elite).


When William I and his Norman followers conquered England in 1066 and took over its lands and institutions, English was demoted to a third-class language below Latin and French. It was now the vulgar tongue (from vulgus, Latin for the ‘general public’ or the ‘common people’). Vulgar as an adjective first meant ‘commonly understood’ or ‘widely known’ before its meaning gradually grew ever more negative: first ‘unlearned’, then ‘ordinary’ or ‘coarse’, and finally ‘rude’. This subordination below other languages dramatically transformed English, its grammar changing markedly and its vocabulary supplemented with words borrowed from French. In the following centuries, Middle English, as scholars call medieval English, was a kind of linguistic Wild West. Without dictionaries or grammar books to keep it in check, Middle English ran riot with different dialects, rebellious spellings and experimental, unregulated vocabulary. From the thirteenth century, English gradually regained its former role as a language for literature and for officialdom and institutions as the French influence weakened over time. Things settled down a bit with Early Modern English, the language which evolved across the centuries between 1500 and 1700. Little by little, driven by the need for mutual intelligibility and by the wider circulation of texts which served as models to imitate, English’s variation was reduced, and its wildness reined in by dictionaries, grammars and the teaching of the language in schools.


These changes in English’s status altered how people felt about their mother tongue. The phrase lingua materna appears first in the early twelfth century when scholars unfavourably compared this domestic language, the speech you learned among the women who looked after you as a small child, with Latin, the language of the fathers. Not literally the language of your father necessarily but clerical or academic ‘fathers’ who taught in schools and universities. Only when reformers demanded that the Bible and other aspects of Christian worship be available in English from the fourteenth century onward did the mother tongue begin to be described more approvingly as a familiar and homely kind of communication. In the eighteenth century, the mother tongue was represented by some philosophers as the language in which you could express yourself most intimately and authentically. Scaled up, this same logic argued that there were discrete ‘nations’, ethnically and linguistically distinctive groups (‘the English’ or ‘the Germans’, for example), whose characteristics were supposedly reflected by the particular qualities of their different vernaculars. Proponents of these nationalistic views used the phrase mother tongue to hint that there were some natural, biological underpinnings to their theories.


These days we’re more suspicious of simplistic equations made between language and identity. The language in which you feel most comfortable may not be your own mother’s first language. Like Anglo-Saxon, medieval and Renaissance societies, we take multilingualism for granted as a familiar part of our world. Today, as a result of Britain’s ignoble history of colonisation and empire, English is a mother tongue for some speakers but a second or third language for many more. In 1578, the Anglo-Italian dictionary-maker John Florio said that English was ‘a language that wyl do you good in England, but passe Dover, it is woorth nothing’. Speaking English well was a real advantage in Britain, says Florio, but once you set out from its borders, sailing across the Channel, heading out toward the wider world, it was pretty useless. Not true, of course, today. Now about 1.35 billion people speak English across the globe, of whom 1 billion speak it as a second or additional language.


It’s almost impossible to conceptualise today’s variety of world Englishes, the different seas and rivers through which the English language’s numerous currents flow. So this book concentrates on the English that I study in the writings of the past and the words that I hear in my own small world. In these chapters, I work by snippets and excerpts, assembling a patchwork quilt of dictionary entries and quotations, each phrase or sentence making up my larger textile. More often my discoveries are the oldest words used about women by men, for most of the words in the mouths of women in the past were never recorded. But sometimes my patches are the words of women themselves, some of them the first women to write and publish on particular subjects.


Many of the terms used by and about women went the way of natural wastage, lost from view as newer words were invented. But words can also be suppressed by more deliberate attempts to restrict speech. It’s easy to think of knowledge and language marching on in lockstep, leaving behind myths and ignorance and heading toward clarity and openness. But society goes backward as well as forward, sometimes getting worse rather than better at talking about certain topics. In the 1390s, for example, the medieval poet Geoffrey Chaucer included frank descriptions of parts of a woman’s body in one of his Canterbury Tales. In the Miller’s Tale, a woman called Alison takes revenge on Absolom, the obsessive parish clerk who’s getting in the way while she has a fling with her lodger, an Oxford student called Nicholas. Offering her admirer-cum-stalker a kiss through the window, Alison puts out her ‘hole’, her anus, and he kisses her ‘ers’, her arse. Feeling something scratchy with his lips, Absolom recoils because, as he says, women don’t generally have a beard. Chaucer is having some fun here because pubic hair was called the nether beard in medieval English, the beard down below.


Almost exactly four hundred years later, an anonymous author published a modernised version of Chaucer’s Miller’s Tale. For Georgian readers, Chaucer’s language, especially his frank realism about a woman’s body, was a much more sensitive matter, even though they took pride in the literary history of their mother tongue. While Chaucer’s original audience enjoyed the thrill of rude words, Georgian readers weren’t so keen. The updated 1791 version replaces ‘hole’ and ‘ers’ with ‘buttock’ and ‘bum’, making this outrageous kiss somewhat less precisely located. Chaucer’s description of Alison’s pubes, ‘rough and long y-herd [long-haired]’, becomes something ‘rougher than the down on ladies cheeks’. Medieval and Georgian bodies have just the same bits, the ‘limbs which few see, but all know to exist’, as this anonymous Georgian moderniser describes them. Yet the eighteenth-century fashion for decorum dictated that such knowledge had to be modestly veiled in language.


By 1835, when Charles Cowden Clarke published his Riches of Chaucer, an anthology of the medieval poet’s greatest works, he left out words, phrases and entire tales, supposedly ‘impurities’ which ‘modern refinement’ did not require. In Clarke’s collection the Miller’s Tale was omitted completely. Such censorship, Clarke explained, was to ensure that this anthology of Chaucer was suitable to be read by the ‘young women of England’. Those subjects which a culture feels to be taboo, often matters related to our bodies, to sexuality and to human reproduction, are pushed out of sight and out of direct language. In the nineteenth century, taboos about talking or reading about sexuality and fleshiness got ever stronger, especially for girls and women. Our vocabulary today still bears the consequences of this general shushing of women and their words.


This is in part because, despite the fashion for politeness and prudery, scientists and doctors in these centuries, predominantly men of course, had professional licence to carry on their sexist speculations about women’s physiology, anatomy, sexuality and psychology. Their freedom to speak was something more ideologically inflected than mere hypocrisy. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, claims for universal rights for every human had grown ever more purposeful and insistent. Enslaved people demanded liberation, social reformers agitated for better conditions and political representation for the poor, and women had begun voicing their claims for equal treatment in society. Yet spooked by revolutions and radical upheavals, those who preferred the status quo kept culture’s brakes firmly jammed on against rapid change.


One way to resist reform was to promote ‘science’ (however inaccurate or misconstrued) that divided humans into biologically distinct ‘races’ or which supposedly ‘proved’ the lower classes to be somehow naturally degenerate. Likewise, it was claimed that new scientific discoveries confirmed earlier philosophical and religious prejudices that women were (in various immortal phrases) the gentler, weaker, fairer, softer or frailer sex. Aspects of femininity which we would now call gendered stereotypes were presented as essential attributes of womanhood. Much of the key vocabulary we use today for aspects of women’s bodies, lives and experiences comes from this period when certain parts of society dug in to resist change.


It turns out that before Georgian and Victorian fashions for modesty dampened down discussion, there was a glut of lively, unruly and often startlingly vivid women’s words. There was plenty of sexist thinking, of course, but always voices ready to challenge misogyny and sexism. Good reason then to leapfrog over the last two centuries of English, going further back to rediscover our language’s first thousand or so years. The openness of the distant past reminds me strongly of our own current commitment to candour. Today we talk much more plainly and urgently about experiences of menstruation and menopause, pregnancy and childbirth, and about other aspects of women’s health across our life cycles. We’re also speaking far and wide about the consequences of living in a gendered society. Women are challenging the sexist thinking embedded in medical science and psychology. We’re calling out the culture which enables the sexual and physical violence some men target at women. We can now, in theory, narrate our life stories in any register or genre with whatever vocabulary we like. But we might nonetheless still want to have women’s words to hand. Though laws have granted equality on paper for some of us, statistics show we’re not yet there in practice. Gendered socialisation still tries to set us off on different paths through life. The work of caring falls disproportionately on women’s shoulders, as does the housework, both of which have to be juggled with work outside the home.


The subjects of this book’s chapters – the language of the distinctive parts of female anatomy, of menstruation, of sexuality, of pregnancy and childbirth, of caring, of working, of the stages of our life cycle, of male violence aimed at women and of patriarchy and inequality – may not be relevant to every one of us. Not every woman’s body works in exactly the same way. Some of us won’t ever be pregnant. Some do a great deal of the work of caring and some of us not so much. Some of us will be fortunate to feel relatively immune from violence directed at women, but many of us do not. Some won’t feel that the sexist lineaments of the past have much influence on our lives, but many of us do. Some of these words we share with transgender and nonbinary people who wouldn’t classify themselves as women. Each individual takes what they need from the common word-stock.


The first woman to author a work in English whose name we know, the medieval mystic Julian of Norwich, said that she wrote about her Christian faith ‘al in general and nothing in special’. By this, she meant she didn’t presume to tell individual readers that they were either damned or saved. Likewise, she didn’t claim any special authority or virtue for herself. Just so the women’s words I’ve chosen are relevant in general but not necessarily in special for every reader. But I hope my grammar of us and we can stretch to include whomsoever might know something of the experiences each chapter describes. Linguists in the eighteenth century once decided that it was supposedly more correct to use the generic he, him and his when referring to mixed-sex categories of people. This default setting makes it seem as if men are central and usual and women the exception. Turning the tables, I hope those readers who don’t have firsthand knowledge of the particular experiences whose vocabulary I explore will forgive me the use of a generic we and us.


Language, the Harvard linguist Dwight Bolinger once said, cheerfully mixing his metaphors, is ‘a stage built over a graveyard from which fossils rise and dance at night’.1 Not skeletons, you note, but something more primeval, ancient creatures halfway to alien. Thanks to the long continuity of our words, history doesn’t rest quietly dead but stays on to haunt us. Words used by and about women are particularly afflicted by the outdated ideas and backstories that our language drags along behind us. Our vocabulary bears plenty of traces of the sexism of the past when experts and authorities were mostly male. Yet I think it’s still worth bothering with. For all its lagging prejudices, knowing more about this vocabulary can help us root ourselves more firmly in the footings of our culture and of our thoughts. We can take these fossils for another spin around the stage, altering the choreography as we go.










One



CORS


Words for Female Anatomy
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We’ll begin our journey into English’s past with the set of words which name what the Georgian moderniser of Chaucer’s Miller’s Tale called the particulars distinguishing male and female anatomy. Worrying that his readers might take offence at even his sanitised version of Chaucer’s tale, he points out that the ‘most mincing prude’, the most refined of ladies, knows, as he so elegantly puts it, that ‘the structure of her body differs in some particulars from that of her brother’s body’. There’s no getting away from the importance of this vocabulary in the history of women’s lives. Female physiology has in the past been the supposed grounds on which certain humans were allocated subordinate roles in patriarchal societies. Those of us in the female category were once limited in our life choices: under-educated, kept out of most professions and hobbled by the law. Women’s paths through the world, whether they liked it or not, were predetermined and constricted because they had been selected for certain treatment on the basis of their particular reproductive anatomy.


Nothing about the fact of being female itself, of course, inevitably invites this subordination. Nothing about the part we might be assumed to play in the two-by-two process of mammalian reproduction demands or deserves or justifies these limitations. Yet it is no accident that those parts of us needed to make new members of our species emerged as the sorting mechanism and were often cited as part of the faux-logic ‘explanation’. The restriction of a chunk of humanity wasn’t based on some arbitrary feature (maybe your eye colour, the length of your big toe, or whether your belly button sank in or popped out). Rather it targeted exactly those things which families and institutions found advantageous to control and exploit: lineage and inheritance, for example, and child-rearing and other kinds of reproductive labour which make and sustain human life.


The anatomical words which name female sex characteristics have been much on my mind recently. I hear myself pronouncing them carefully out loud as I seek to give my daughter plain facts and accurate explanations rather than squeamish euphemisms about the physical changes of puberty. They’ve also rung in my ears as I’ve chewed over the recent trend for the phrasing in some public health campaigns, marketing and journalism which replaces words like women or females with terminology laserfocused on physiology and anatomy such as people with a uterus or menstruators. Some of us find this body-centred language helpfully inclusive, a neat substitution which acknowledges those with female anatomy who would not categorise themselves as women, but others find it dehumanising, reducing an entire person to a body part. Whatever our view on this new linguistic impulse, if we’re to be referred to as vulva-owners or cervix-havers, we’d better be up to speed on these words’ backstories.


As fancy-pants, barely digested Latin – labia, clitoris, vagina, uterus and ovaries, for example – their etymologies are mysterious to most of us. Newly curious, I looked them up in the Oxford English Dictionary. In doing so, I was struck by how relatively late-arriving they are in the history of English. Vulva makes its debut in vernacular books written by medieval surgeons and doctors around the year 1400, but the rest don’t appear in English until the seventeenth century, when the discoveries of Renaissance anatomy were described for English readers. Their belated arrival is surprising because most of the words for parts of the human body, our cors (as you might call your physical form in medieval English), are much more long-serving than this, present and correct in the first English spoken by the immigrants who brought their language to Britain’s shores. They’re still hard at work today, though their spellings and sounds have altered in a language which has been spoken for nearly a millennium and a half. Old English hnecca, for example, is the foremother of neck; earm becomes arm; fot and hond turn into foot and hand. A few names are borrowed from other languages. Leg and calf, for example, are added from Old Norse, the speech of the Scandinavians who settled in Britain at the end of the ninth century.


What, I wondered, explained this difference between these unisex body words and our names for female sex characteristics? Was it that these primary and secondary sex characteristics were not yet named? Perhaps it was all a blur, an unmapped land? Were Anglo-Saxon and medieval experts just too prim and proper to write down names which were used in private speech? Or were there earlier terms which didn’t make it into our contemporary English? I set about my dictionaries and glossaries to investigate. And, after some searching, it turns out that there are some earlier words. This chapter reveals what was once and what might have been, the first, now-forgotten words used in English for female sexual and reproductive organs before Latinate labels became the standard terms. It also tells the story of words like womb and breast whose meanings have evolved over time, as well as body-based words such as hysteria and hysterical which have often been used to justify women’s subordination in society.


Just before we get to the words for particular parts of our anatomy, what about the history of words which describe us together as a type or group such as womankind or sex? In Old English, cynd or gecynd, the ancestors of our modern word kind, described something’s nature, its innate character or condition. As a suffix, kind imports into the word womankind the false logic of biological essentialism, the idea that female anatomy brings with it some fixed, innate essence, predetermined modes in which women naturally think, feel or behave. This essentialist thinking has for centuries been offered up as the fake justification for why women supposedly deserved a subordinate, limited place in the world. Today we reject it from top to bottom. In theory at least (though the hard-wired realities of a long-gendered society still make many things difficult in practice), a woman might have any personality, appearance or behaviour and follow any path in life. There is no single kind of woman.


But kind, strangely, might also be the best word we have to recognise both our similarities and our differences. Kind, in the sense of ‘type’ or ‘sort’, is also the term used by today’s biologists to take account both of the vast variation of the natural world and also the explanatory and predictive connections they observe within this diversity. The philosopher Alison Stone borrows this concept of a kind to define femaleness.1 Members of a biological kind, Stone explains, share clusters of properties, features which aren’t coincidental or random but related and typically co-occurring, though an individual member of a kind may have some but not all of the cluster. Certain properties can often predict or explain other features shared by many but not all members of that kind. Females, likewise, typically share co-occurring and related features though individuals may not have identical bodies or experiences. We are a kind of kind.


Alongside kind, cynn was another Old English word for a group of individuals who share some qualities though aren’t necessarily identical. In its modern spelling, kin specifies our family, our relationships, but in Old English the word described all manner of categories or groupings. It was used not only for families but for nations, tribes and races, as well as naming a species, class or sort. In a book of Anglo-Saxon herbal medicine, for example, it described two types of the same plant, female and male. In a Bible explainer written by Abbot Ælfric of Eynsham around the year 1000, cynn also named the two sorts of humans God created in Genesis, able to continue their species by themselves without any further input from the Creator. By the beginning of the sixteenth century, kin gives us that useful adjective akin, formed from the phrase of kin. Things of kin, things akin, are related but not exactly the same. Just as the notion of sisterhood expresses feminist solidarity between women while acknowledging other inequalities which might make our lives very different, wif-cynn – woman-kin as we might modernise it – holds space for differences.


Compared to kind and kin, sex is a more narrowly focused term, used particularly to label the two types of humans needed for sexual reproduction. This word, an Englishing of the Latin word sexus and the French sexe, was brought into the mother tongue by fourteenth-century translators. In the first book of the Bible, God instructs Noah to take two members of each species into the ark to ensure nature’s continuation after the flood. God clarifies, in case anyone was to misunderstand him, that he means a pair of ‘masculini sexus et feminini’. Medieval English translations of this verse opt for phrases like ‘male sex and female’ or ‘of male kynde and female’. At about the same time, Geoffrey Chaucer, when he wasn’t inventing his much racier Canterbury Tales, translated a book of Christian philosophy written by the Roman politician Boethius. As proof of God’s divine forward-planning of the universe, Boethius points out how nature reproduces itself by the workings ‘of sedes [seeds] and of sexes’. Chaucer adds a helpful gloss for sexes, a word which might be unfamiliar to readers without any Latin, ‘that is to seyn [say], male and femele’. Male and female now seem a matching pair of words but, as you can see from Chaucer’s spelling, they come from different roots. Male stems from Latin mas, ‘male, masculine’, via masculus, ‘a male’. Medieval English males could be spelled madles, masles and mascles, variants which sound more like country nicknames for creepy-crawlies, before the spelling settles down. Female comes from Latin femella meaning ‘girl’ or ‘woman’, the diminutive form of femina, ‘woman’.


The past didn’t need to know about gametes or chromosomes to bifurcate humans in this way. An understanding of how plants and animals reproduced themselves by the workings of seeds and sexes, plus observations about typical differences between male and female humans, did the job just fine. A collection of medical advice written around the year 850 says that a doctor should, when diagnosing and treating, pay attention to the ‘micel gedal’, the considerable difference, between the bodies of male and female patients (not something that medical science always remembered in the following centuries and a fact which researchers still sometimes forget today). A medieval guide to gynaecology lists five ‘diversites’, the general differences between adult men and women. Men often go bald while women do so only rarely, men have beards and they have nipples like women but not breasts. Their different genitals come fourth on the list and the fifth difference is that a woman typically has ‘a vessyll that no man hath’, the vessel in question being the womb.


Medical authorities did also understand, as we do now, that some women have variations or differences of sexual development (also called intersex variations or conditions by some organisations and campaign groups). When faced with atypical bodies such as these, the Church and the law were mainly concerned to fit them neatly back into the norms of sexuality and gender. Some medieval surgeons described methods by which they might be able to normalise unusual bodies, probably more as theory than in actual practice. Terms now considered outmoded like hermaphrodite and androgyne arrived in English as these surgical textbooks were translated into the vernacular in the fourteenth century. But awareness of these variations didn’t call the logic of the overall categorisation into question. The sorting of humans on the basis of sex carried on apace. Its knowledge base might be incomplete by our standards, its explanations and theories sometimes rebuilt and renovated according to new scientific discoveries and changing cultural pressures, but the categorising of humans on the basis of femaleness and maleness was never doubted.


The first English words for female reproductive anatomy appear rather tentative, not always precise or straightforward. Of all the European vernaculars, English has some of the oldest medical guides written not in Latin, the common language of scholarship, but in the mother tongue. In the ninth century, a man named Bald, perhaps a layman earning his living as a physician, asked a scribe to compile and copy out medical information, not just local knowledge but wisdom which can be traced back to North African, Byzantine, Greek and Roman experts too. This Old English text is usually now called Bald’s leechbook (a læce-boc being the book of a læce, a doctor or healer). The contents list tells us that Chapter 60 of Book II, now infuriatingly missing from the twelve-hundred-year-old manuscript, had forty-one cures for gynaecological and obstetric problems. Another leechbook has one chapter on pregnancy and another on menstrual difficulties. Anglo-Saxon medics were expected to offer expert advice on obstetric and gynaecological matters.


In these first English medical books, the words for female sex organs are general rather than specific, leaving the reader to pin down exactly what’s meant from the context. Such vagueness might betray uncertainties among male experts about the exact configuration of the female anatomy. Genitals, whether male or female, are called our gecynd, another use for the ancestor of that all-purpose word kind. Gecynd-lim, the ‘kind-limb’ or ‘kindpart’, was used collectively for those body parts which indicated, in the sorting of humans according to the mechanics of sexual reproduction, what kind your body was. Another word, cwiþ or cwiþa, names both the womb and the vagina. That strange letter called a thorn, like a p whose lobe has become a little less pert and perky, is one of the runes used in the writing of Old English, pronounced like th. About cwiþ, which leaves no trace of itself in later English, I can tell you almost nothing – except how very ancient it is. Linguists can reconstruct an ancestor of cwiþ in Proto-Germanic, the language spoken first perhaps around 500 BC in parts of Germany, Denmark and the Norwegian and Swedish coasts. This mother language (in the matrilineal metaphors of historical linguistics) gave birth to daughters, the three sister languages of West, East and North Germanic; English is her great-granddaughter.


After the Norman invasion of 1066, the French speech of the new ruling elite brought new vocabulary into English. The unspecific Old English kind-parts were joined by newer medieval euphemisms, fuzzy words which verbally pixilate those body parts considered socially tabooed. Genitals might be called privites (i.e. ‘private parts’) or the privy member (i.e. the ‘secret limb’). Even blurrier were the phrases privy thing (i.e. ‘secret thing’) and its French equivalent, bele chose (i.e. ‘pretty thing’), used for vulva and/or vagina. But don’t assume from these delicate phrases that medieval society didn’t want to think about human genitals. Those same courtly readers also enjoyed French fabliaux, outrageous stories about sexual escapades told in very explicit language. Chaucer’s Miller’s Tale, with its pubic hair and arsehole kisses, is an English version of this popular French genre.


This love of risqué narratives might also explain the literary appeal of a middle-aged middle-class woman with a captive audience talking about genitalia. No, not me, but Alison, the Wife of Bath, who is for many readers the most memorable of Chaucer’s pilgrims in the Canterbury Tales. Chaucer presents her for the titillation of his posh audience of court nobles and city clerks. Her speech might appear to be the perfect place to find the words women used for their own private parts but it turns out she’s not quite what she seems. Before Alison narrates her entry for the pilgrims’ storytelling competition, she recounts her life story: five marriages, first as the much younger wife of older men (having started as a child-bride of twelve), and now as a kind of medieval cougar who, aged forty, has wed an Oxford academic twenty years her junior. Arguing that she is much better suited to marriage than celibacy, Alison points out boldly that our genitals were ‘nat maad for noght’, not made for nothing, but made for various purposes: urination, procreation and sexuation (that is, for the purpose of distinguishing the sexes).


Strangely though, many of the words Chaucer gives to Alison for what we would call genitals are unisex: ‘oure bothe thynges smale’, our ‘harneys’ (a word like our modern tackle or gear). If she marries again, she’ll use what she calls her rather phallicsounding ‘instrument’ just as generously as God has given it to her. Perhaps Alison is imagined to be so sexually dominant as to become somehow masculine. What’s more, when referring to her own female genitals more directly, she’s not as explicit as she might be. Reliving for the pilgrims how she ranted at her older husbands, she remembers that she told them not to be possessive when she was out and about with her friends because they’d have plenty of ‘queinte’ at home. Later on, she over-shares that each of her husbands said she had ‘the beste quoniam’ there could be. Queinte, a word meaning ‘a trick’, is a near-miss for cunt; quoniam, Latin for ‘in as much as’, puns on the French word conin meaning ‘rabbit’ which echoes the French con meaning ‘vagina’, from Latin cunnus. Are you keeping up? By means of these substitutions, like the mincing of oaths which turns damn into dang, Chaucer sidesteps the word cunt, but we know what he means. The Wife of Bath talks candidly, but her genitals are unisex and she sounds at times like some punning intellectual. She’s more a product of men’s imagination than a reliable guide to how medieval women discussed their sex lives and private parts.


Chaucer’s last-minute swerves are all the stranger because cunt was alive and well in other registers of early English. It appears fairly often in place names, for example. A tenthcentury legal document mentions somewhere in Hampshire towards the ‘cuntan heale’, the cuntish hollow. Other medieval place names use this uncompromising syllable to identify narrow wooded valleys or clefted hills (including the magnificent Cuntewellewang, ‘cunt-spring-land’, near a now-deserted medieval village in Lincolnshire). From the thirteenth century to the sixteenth, twenty or so streets around England were called Gropecunt Lane, a nickname which spread from one Oxford alleyway where university students bought sex to many other towns. Perhaps, you might think, cunt was just for student banter and nudge-wink names for dingles and dells, but it also appears in academic writing too. Cunt glosses vulva in Latin learners’ vocab lists and turns up in medical textbooks translated into English for surgeons and doctors. One copy of a late medieval guide to treating women’s gynaecological problems hedges its bets, using both this bluntest of words and its fancier synonym. Women, it says, have ‘an openynge callid a cunte or privyte of the wombe’. The C-word, which Britain’s Ofcom Broadcasting code still today says ‘requires exceptional justification’ to be uttered on late-night TV because of its ‘potential to cause widespread offence’, was in the Middle Ages a word for academics and experts, even if Chaucer and his high-class audience felt funny-peculiar about it.


While cunt was in use in some registers of medieval English, it wasn’t necessarily the most precise word. Does the medieval gynaecological guide’s ‘openynge’ mean the vagina or the vulva or both at once? Such imprecision isn’t unusual in this early vocabulary, as we’ll see in the first words in English for ovaries, wombs, vaginas and vulvas. Before Renaissance anatomists could provide more accurate descriptions and labelled diagrams for interested readers based on their own dissections of human cadavers, medieval medical texts gave female sex organs sometimes confusing and overlapping names, often relaying ancient observations whose accuracy had got baggily out of shape as they passed from one language to another. Sometimes female body parts didn’t even have their own words. Testicles and ovaries shared a single name in medieval English, both called ‘stones’ due to their pebbly shapes. In the 1370s, a retired herbalist called Henry Daniel wrote a guide to uroscopy, the diagnosing of illnesses from patients’ urine, its colour, consistency and the specks that floated in it. This method of diagnosis, holding a sample in a jar to the light, would suit those who like poring over paint names and shades: Daniel’s textbook suggests colours like subcitrinish, subrubecund, prassine (a kind of leekish green) and rockish. Digressing from the liquid in hand, he explains that on each side of the womb are ‘two stones [i.e. ovaries] schapen like ballok stones of a man [shaped like a man’s testicles]’, parts which are called in English ‘the moder ballokes stones’, the mother bollocks stones.


The moder or mother, translating Latin matrix, is one of the medieval names for the uterus, so these are the womb’s bollocks or balls. A strange turn of phrase to modern ears, but one which makes sense for an age not yet fully up to speed about ova and sperm. The idea that reproduction needed a sperm and an egg came later, suggested by studies of other creatures and plants. An English version of a Dutch medical dictionary published in 1684 explains this newer name: ‘The Testicles of Women breed Eggs, and therefore they are rightly called Ovaria’, ovaries. Human ova were not observed until 1827; the first crystal-clear images of ovulation, the egg squeezing out from an ovary’s follicle, were only captured in 2008. It’s worth a Google: you see a golden globule setting forth on its own odyssey, its future as yet uncertain, rather than the more usual artist’s impression of a ponderous grey planet dwarfing a plucky sperm-onaut at the moment of fertilisation.


Because of unisex names like stones and testicles, some historians, most famously Thomas W. Laqueur in his 1990 book called Making Sex, have claimed that vernacular languages didn’t have separate labels for women’s private bits before Renaissance anatomists named these particular parts in their Latin treatises. Laqueur’s book argued that, before a shift in thinking in the eighteenth century, expert opinion considered male and female reproductive anatomy as evidence not of two sexes but of one sex in two different forms. This older framework was supposedly derived from the Greek physician Galen and his second-century AD writings on anatomy. At times Galen did seem to imagine human genitalia to be as invertible as a rubber glove. Perhaps he meant that male and female sex organs were essentially the same: a womb was an inverted scrotum, a vagina was a penis that had not been extruded like a sausage, ovaries and testicles were the same, merely positioned differently. Drawing in older Aristotelian theories about digestion, nutrition and circulation, some experts-of-their-day believed that sexed bodies were the products of different extremes of one physiology, males much ‘hotter’, females much ‘colder’ (not literally warmer or cooler in body temperature but stronger and weaker in terms of what we might call metabolism). Female genitals remained inside because the body that owned them was supposedly under-cooked, a near-miss rather than a fully finished creation: a might-have-been-a-male.


Yet, as we’ll see in the next three chapters, ancient medicine’s fascination with menstruation and the workings of the womb reveals that classical and medieval medics were entirely aware of sexuate differences (that is, the typical anatomical differences in female and male bodies needed for human reproduction). And there are other reasons to be sceptical of Laqueur’s suspiciously all-encompassing thesis. Galen’s homologies might in fact be analogies, not the same but a bit like, methods for male physicians to visualise what was hidden in female bodies (and perhaps to cover over their own ignorance). And rather than being a conceptual framework stretching from classical antiquity to the Renaissance, there’s little evidence that the sections of Galen’s works that imagined genitals as innies or outies were read in medieval Europe at all.2


Rather, when his entire works were translated into Latin and printed in 1490, Galen’s homologies, ignored for many centuries, roared briefly back into fashion as a trendy theory. But by the mid-sixteenth century, Galen’s homologies had run into trouble as anatomists made hands-on investigations of bodily forms and functions. Testicles and ovaries might seem vaguely interchangeable but was it the uterus or the clitoris which was the inverted penis? And what about the breasts? Male bodies don’t have chest indents equivalent to female breasts popped inwards. Like lots of super-fashionable theories, Galen’s logic of blister-pack bodies was quickly undermined by sceptical reexamination. Continental anatomists called the homologies ridiculous in the 1500s. In England these ideas turned up like a late-arriving train around the year 1600 only to be swiftly dismissed as utterly absurd.3 But once a racy idea is out of the traps and set running, it’s hard to catch it and put it back in its kennel. Galen’s inside-out thinking popped up for a century or two after experts started making fun of it, side by side with accounts of sexuate differences.


So, Laqueur was wrong about a dramatic paradigm shift from one sex to opposite sexes and wrong about the supposed lack of vocabulary too. In the Middle Ages and Renaissance, English borrowed words in this semantic field from Latin and French, these transliterated terms taking their place alongside vernacular nicknames like cunt or the multi-purpose stones. I’ll save the clitoris and its strange early English names – the kiker, the hayward of corpse’s dale – for my chapter on the language of sex where, as an organ devoted to pleasure, it best belongs. For now, we’ll track the evolution across the centuries of the rest of the terminology for uterus, vagina and vulva, following its twists and turns.


In classical Latin, vulva usually meant the womb, but its meaning was redesignated deep in the not-in-fact-very-Dark Ages. In the 620s, the Bishop of Seville, one Isidore, compiled a summa, an everything-you-need-to-know book. Being a work which helped you blag any subject under heaven, it became widely popular across Europe with academics and churchmen. As well as fast facts, this encyclopaedia offered easy-to-remember explanations of word origins, giving it its title: the Etymologies. The vulva, Isidore speculates, perhaps took its name from valva, a word for doors which fold or doors which open and close in matching pairs. Seventh-century etymology like this was mostly guesswork. Isidore’s verbal retrofit gives the labia, the crinkles of skin and flesh on either side of the vagina, a job to do: stay together or open up, admit or protect, let out or keep in. Perhaps not exactly folding doors, but at least those fabric partitions that sometimes get stretched across church halls, concertinaed, pleated and plush.


Scholars today, on the other hand, think the best explanation of the origin of vulva may be a derivation from the verb volvere, ‘to go round, to roll’, because the womb goes around the foetus. Vulva appears in a few medieval English translations of medical textbooks, caught halfway between English and Latin in freestyle spellings like wulve, vlve and wlve. There were other English names for this part of the body too. Henry Daniel, the friar who wrote a textbook on uroscopy, says that the vulva is also called the womb-gate. My favourite medieval term for the vulva is wicket, a name for a smaller gate, especially one that opens in a larger door or gateway. Thinking of them as gates, or Isidore’s curtains or doors, resists the feeling that our vulvas should be as ‘neat, petite and discreet’ as possible. That phrase was coined by the broadcaster and sex educator Alix Fox to highlight the unrealistic expectations about female bodies that plague us today. Ideas about how vulvas should look have teamed up with the other ideals of beauty that encircle us, their messages easy to internalise though it’s harder to say who exactly promotes these standards and why they do so. Even their names, majora on the outside and minora nearer the vagina, can make us feel abnormal. Major and minor sound as if they should be concentric, the smaller neatly fitting inside the bigger, when for many of us the opposite is true, the inner overspilling the outer like petals escaping a bud.


As the labia majora and minora show, the names chosen by physicians and scientists are not always a good fit for every female body. The terminology brought into English by sixteenth-century anatomists, though more precisely descriptive than medieval medical textbooks, nonetheless imposed certain assumptions. Rather than being a long-standing anatomical word, vagina began life as the Latin word for a sword’s scabbard. It started its journey towards being the standard English term for the stretchy, muscly tube that joins vulva to womb as a mere rhetorical flourish. An Italian called Realdo Colombo, who had trained under the most famous Renaissance anatomist of them all, Andreas Vesalius, completed a textbook on human dissection just before his death in 1559. Colombo wanted to illuminate what Vesalius had called the fabrica, the structure and materials of the human body. For readers who might not themselves have squinted down at human innards from the teetering tiers of an anatomy theatre, comparison and imagery were key. Colombo therefore described the part into which the penis is thrust ‘tamquam in vaginam’, as if into a sheath. It’s a throwaway metaphor, an intuition about the coevolution of penis and vagina for sexual reproduction. But for those in the know about its etymology, the word figures the penis as dagger, the vagina as mere receptacle. How convenient for propping up some of those shall-we-call-them phallusies which kept women pinned in their subordinate place: masculine action, feminine passivity, as well as the idea that vaginas are designed solely for heterosex.


Not many of us can resist a new buzzword, though, whatever its built-in faults, so vagina caught on as a name for this body part in the seventeenth century. The word was taken up by French medical writers, including Madame Louise Bourgeois, author of a manual on gynaecology and obstetrics published in 1609 and midwife to the French Queen Marie de Médicis, and surgeons such as Jacques Guillemeau, who published his own guide hot on Bourgeois’s heels a few months later. Vagina arrived in English in a 1612 translation of Guillemeau’s handbook. Following Guillemeau’s terminology, the translator describes the anatomy of ‘the entrance or Vagina of the wombe’ or, going in the other direction, the ‘outward necke, or Vagina’. That older synonym explains why we’ve ended up with cervix – the Latin for ‘neck’ – as the name for the part where womb meets vagina. Medieval surgeons used neck not only for the thing balancing our heads but also for bits of the body where something broader met something slimmer. Like a bottle or a vase, wider at the base and narrower near the top, the womb (looked at from the perspective of its owner) has a neck, tipped up, leading out. As the word vagina became the standard term thanks to the writings of Renaissance anatomists, cervix shrank back to name only the strong cylinder that opens and closes at the bottom of the womb. Cervix is a rather dull word for something so animate – it changes texture and position across the menstrual cycle, tailoring day by day the mucus it makes in its infoldings.


The translator of Guillemeau’s textbook thus gave his reader both the newish word vagina and some helpful glossing in plainer English. As English medical writers translated works by Continental experts, they not only brought new Latin terms into English but also sometimes gave a descriptive gloss or recorded or invented a replacement English term. Some of the best alternative names and descriptions come from pages which might have been lost for ever if the medical authorities of the day had had their way. Helkiah Crooke was a physician trained first at Cambridge and then at the University of Leiden with its state-of-the-art physic garden and dissection theatre. While working in London in the 1610s, he pitched a book on anatomy to a publisher, an anatomical treatise which would open up the secrets of every part of the body, including the genitals of both sexes. But the Bishop of London, whose job it was to inspect and grant licences to books on sensitive subjects, brought Crooke’s plan to the attention of the College of Physicians. While the bishop sought to suppress obscenity, the College were worried about their monopoly over anatomical knowledge. They thus told Crooke that certain illustrations and descriptions of genitalia should be left out of his proposed edition.


Crooke ignored these attempts to tell him what to publish, so next the College tried and failed to buy off the printer. Crooke and his backers stalled while the book went to press, sending Jane Jaggard, the printer’s wife, to appear before the Fellows of the College to listen patiently to their objections. I hope she had fun wasting their time. Having fended off this interference, her husband, William Jaggard, published Crooke’s Mikrokosmographia in 1615. Crooke was, let’s be clear, no feminist. His views on women and their bodies would see him cancelled today. But he was more of a friend to women than the surgeon John Banister, who refused to describe female sex organs on the grounds of ‘indecencie’ in his own book of anatomy, the Historie of Man, printed thirty-odd years earlier. Though fearful of readers with dubious or erotic intentions, Crooke thought that everyone should find every inch of their anatomy in his pages, so that ‘those who are sober minded might knowe themselves, that is, their owne bodies’.


What else can Crooke tell us about knowing ourselves and our own bodies? With his anatomist’s eye for form and function, Crooke calls the outer labia wings and the inner labia nymphae, ‘nymphs’. Wings is Crooke’s Englishing of equivalent words in Greek, Latin and French which are used metaphorically to describe parts of human anatomy resembling birds’ wings; and nympha means ‘clitoris’ in some ancient Greek medical writing – a meaning revived centuries later in the medico-misogynist diagnosis of nymphomania – and ‘labia’ in others. Labia itself means ‘lips’ in Latin. By extension, labia was first used for the edges of a wound and then for the folds of skin around the vagina, appearing initially in English in the latter sense (as far as the Oxford English Dictionary can tell) in a surgeon’s anatomy book in 1634. I rather wish Crooke’s nymphs, used twenty years before labia arrived on the scene in English, had caught on instead.


Our nymphs, explains Crooke, supposedly guide urine neatly away, giving them a job a bit like the classical spirits who watch over springs and fountains. If that were true, al fresco weeing when caught short might be easier for women. But it’s encouraging to think of our labia as a kind of tutelary spirit, watching benevolently over our plumbing. It wouldn’t be the first time that they’ve protected precious places. Sheela na gigs are guardian talismans in the form of female figures which were carved high up, often almost out of sight, on British and Irish churches and castles from the twelfth century to the sixteenth. They hold open their super-sized labia as a paso doble dancer holds up her skirts. For those of us not brave enough for such exhibitionism, whether in reality or just in private thought, perhaps we could consider them our protective wings, gently clasping as a bird folding its feathers around itself.


Crooke’s mission to describe anatomy and its variations for his readers puts into words what is often left out of side-sliced sexed diagrams these days. The gap between these neatly clinical schematics and our natural reality can make us feel that our own private parts are somehow grotesque. I wish we could talk about (or at least think about) these parts of us with as much relish as a Renaissance anatomy expert. Crooke writes that labia sometimes ‘grow to so great a length on one side, more rarely on both’ and that the inner nymphs ‘do hang sometimes a little foorth’, blossoming beyond ‘the lips of the lap’, another of Crooke’s names for the vulva. They’re ‘partly fleshy, partly membranous, soft and fungous’. Fungous meaning spongy like a mushroom: labia won’t meet any demand that flesh be taut, smooth and symmetrical. If you consult the Labia Library or Vulva Gallery online, or the artist Jamie McCartney’s ‘Great Wall of Vagina’ (panelled with plaster casts of four hundred vulvas – perhaps the pun of its title excuses its anatomical inaccuracy), you’ll see that vulvas are biomorphic not geometric, living forms of nature rather than mathematical figures, as organic in shape as coral colonies in a reef.4


Like the whorls and loops of fingerprints, or the unique patterns of our eyes’ irises, labia declare our individual thisness, our haecceity, as a medieval philosopher would have called it. So too do the different forms of the ever-changing cervix. Go if you dare to the website of the Beautiful Cervix Project, where you can find photographs of what a mid-sixteenth-century physician, Thomas Raynalde, called our ‘kernelly snout’, a fleshy bulge or ‘nose’ which ‘bosseth [i.e. thrusts] downward’ but touches ‘no side nor part’ of the vagina.5 It’s hard to think of the cervix as beautiful, or even as lively as Raynalde’s animal-like organ, when more often we encounter it as a potentially life-threatening body part which needs regular surveillance. I confess that something about the word smear itself makes me shilly-shally about booking my appointment just as much as the invasive nature of this particular health check. Smear describes the spreading of a specimen across a glass slide so it can be viewed under a microscope rather than describing the test itself which is more scrape and scour than smear and blear. As a name for a procedure its connotations make me feel queasy, leaving the prospect even less appealing.


Raynalde, as you can see, had quite the way with words describing female innards, a talent he put to good use in writing a book which combined new anatomical knowledge with the latest thinking about pregnancy and childbirth. Seventy years before Helkiah Crooke defied the College of Physicians to publish his descriptions of genitalia, Raynalde had already communicated some of this information to English readers. In 1540, a headteacher called Richard Jonas had translated into English, via a Latin intermediary, a German anatomical and gynaecological manual for midwives in training. Five years later, Raynalde revised Jonas’s book and added his own summary of Vesalius’s literally cutting-edge research into the anatomy of our sex organs. This was popular-science writing at its finest, speeding this new knowledge from a deluxe Latin volume to a cheap-and-cheerful English guide in a couple of years. Raynalde also gave The Birth of Mankind a new subtitle, The Womans Booke, showing his desire to empower his readers ‘the better to understand how everything cometh to pass within your bodies’ during pregnancy and labour. The Womans Booke was a bestseller, reprinted thirteen times in the next one hundred years, the What to Expect When You’re Expecting of its day.


In a Latin preface to a later edition, Raynalde confesses that he would have written his book differently if he hadn’t been distracted by ‘necessariis curis familiaribus [unavoidable domestic cares]’. Perhaps he was busy doing his fair share of housework and childcare at home – I’d like to think so. But he did find the time to make this subject matter ‘speake Englysshe’, as he says in his introduction, an English that rejected technical terms in favour of concrete simplicity. He labels the vulva the ‘passage port’, because it’s the ‘port gate or entrance of that passage or way into the womb or matrix’. You can see he had a teacher’s zeal for spelling things out very carefully. What we would call the vagina, he called the ‘womb passage’ or the ‘privy passage’. The cervix is a second port, ‘the womb port’. A port is a gateway, like those thickset stone arches for accessing and defending cities. Raynalde set out not so much to give doctors new terminology for these body parts but to give women all the information he could about their reproductive anatomy. And perhaps he succeeded. A copy of The Womans Booke now in the Cambridge University Library has a seventeenth-century inscription which reads ‘Elizabeth King her scillful boock’. Whether midwife or mother, and however dreadful her untutored spelling, Elizabeth found this book skilful in the sense of ‘knowledgeable’ or ‘clever’.


In order to reassure his pregnant readers, Raynalde had every incentive to make the way out of the womb seem as substantial and spacious as possible. His descriptions are better than Colombo’s penis-sheath vagina, but for some of us these city plans of ports and passages don’t apply. Bodies vary and change as much as the names for things and the meanings of words. One in five British women will have a hysterectomy at some point in their lives. One in every five thousand women is born with MRKH syndrome, giving them typically no uterus and a shortened vagina. Those of us with a womb pre-installed might think it a gift-gadget never asked for but often demanding maintenance: menstruation, contraception, abortion. Or we might be happy to have it ready and waiting for pregnancy, crossing our fingers that it’ll work when the time comes. Or some uncertain mishmash of both of those.


At least the words uterus and womb give us a technical term for scientific best and an everyday name for the rest of us. If only every one of these anatomical words had a straightforward vernacular label to sit alongside their Latinate name. Womb, in its early days, was a capacious word, meaning ‘belly’ and ‘stomach’ as well as ‘uterus’. There are plenty of men with wombs full or empty, big or small in medieval English. When the Green Knight interrupts King Arthur, Sir Gawain and the rest of Camelot one Christmas, this romance’s author says that, despite being very tall and very green, the Green Knight’s ‘wombe’, his abdomen, was very trim. Likewise Old English’s hrif, a syllable which survives in our modern word mid-riff, meant both ‘belly’ and ‘womb’. Not till the seventeenth century does womb’s usual sense become that of the uterus.


Were it not for two extra wombish words, hysterical and hysteria, we could move swiftly on to the mammary language of the breasts. Those troublesome words have had considerable impact on medical experts’ treatment of women’s physical and mental health across the centuries. Like Gawain’s opponent, these words remain evergreen, springing to the lips of those not keen to listen to what we say. Hysterical writes off our arguments as emotional, agitated, driven by passion not reason. They are notably lopsided, without a male equivalent, though testerical, meaning ‘driven by testes and/or testosterone’ has been proposed. Words which begin with hyster- derive from the ancient Greek word for ‘womb’, which comes ultimately from the same Indo-European base as uterus, the two individual words appearing because two different suffixes were attached to the same root. Uterus is first recorded in an English text in Crooke’s 1615 Mikrokosmographia, a straightforward borrowing of the medical name of the womb from Greek via Latin. Uterine is even older, used in medieval English to describe two children who share a mother but not necessarily a father.


The histories of hysteria and hysterical, and the illnesses which they have labelled in the past, are, by contrast with uterus and uterine, more complicated and more full of misconceptions.6 It’s a myth to think that a Greek doctor called Hippocrates coined the term hysteria in the fourth or fifth century BC, just as it’s an oversimplification to say that everyone in the past thought that the womb wandered round the body like a wild animal. There’s no Hippocrates the author, but rather a bunch of anonymous textbooks attributed to a famous doctor. It’s like allocating ideas to the Mr York or Mr Spark who wrote those helpful Notes. The best-known account of the rambling uterus wasn’t even written by a doctor but by a fifth-century BC philosopher, Plato, who described the female body’s animal instincts to procreate as a restless creature which, if thwarted, could block the flow of air within the body. By the second century AD, some medics were already highly sceptical that the womb literally moved, not least because anatomists saw it firmly tethered by its ligaments. Perhaps Plato’s description was more metaphorical than literal. Plus the noun hysteria wasn’t used in ancient Greek at all.


Yet there was in ancient medical texts a set of symptoms often labelled as hysterical, i.e. uterine. Women experiencing these symptoms felt a kind of ‘suffocation’, perhaps a spasm or a fit, a feeling of choking or numbness. Why the womb was to blame differed depending on which expert, Arabic, Greek or Roman, you consulted: it rose because it was ‘hot’ and in need of cooling, or it retained stuff it should spit out and thus became too ‘cool’, poisoning other parts with noxious fumes. Or it moved (so said those happy to skip over anatomical reality) or at least somehow moved its influence to other organs, causing stifling, paralysing sensations. All this explains why we get the adjective hysterical first in English in 1603, well before the noun hysteria appears first in medical Latin in the later seventeenth century and then, in 1757, in English. Uterine suffocation came first, mutating into hysteria as scientists and doctors diagnosed and treated hysterical women.


The first person to use hysterical in English, a doctor called Edward Jorden, was an expert witness who testified in 1602 that a girl called Mary Glover had not been bewitched by one Elizabeth Jackson, but had instead been laid low by this ‘suffocation of the womb’. Jorden was sceptical about the validity of accusations of witchcraft, but much less critical about this medical diagnosis. Writing up his opinions in a souvenir pamphlet published in 1603, he was vague on what caused hysteria: ‘some unkind humor’, he said, some unnatural fluid which the womb can’t or won’t expel. Not all his medical colleagues were so incurious. Seventeenthcentury doctors noticed the similarities between the symptoms of hysterical women and those men suffering from hypochondriasis, a diagnosis for physical aches and mental gloom caused, it was thought, by organs of the upper abdomen, the liver and spleen. In 1681 Thomas Sydenham informed a fellow doctor who had written asking for advice that in men the symptoms are ‘called hypochondria, but this disease is as like hysteria as one egg is like another’. As eggs is eggs, the womb couldn’t be the cause. Sydenham thought instead that lack of activity explained why sedentary women and studious men (in the sexist logic which presented men’s inactivity positively and women’s negatively) often suffered from such similar afflictions.
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