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On the Observation of the Pulse in Mesopotamian Medicine

The meanine ' sinew "' of Ak, fer’anu (Sam. s a) 15 well attested '.
necially in early and in non-medical texts. In medical texts, however,

a number of passages occur which show the word in contexts demand-

e

=

a different translation. They come mainly from the * prognostic

omens of the series emdima ana bit marsi astpu ¢lithu and also from
regiilar medical texts,

These passages speak either of red, dark-colored or * greem "
(1. e. blue) fer'dnu or indicate that the Ser’@nu have ** taken (in) "
blood (or blueishness), or that they are * filled with blood. ©" The last
formulation reminds one necessarily of the wewron enarmon ' blood-
filled sinew/nerve "' of Hippocrates, referring to the vessels carrying
blood through the body.

It is the purpose of this note to offer evidence for the translation
“ yein " for fer'@nu in certain specific contexts. In other instances
one might waver between * ligament " and ™ vein = and 1n some only
the former is indicated.

Among the omens derived from certain bodily features of preg-
nant women, which are helieved to predict the nature of their labor
pains, the sex of the child, ete., we read: DIS TU mu—ih UBUR-§d
SA MES 28A, MES pur-ru—ku "' if red veins are stretched across the
upper part of the breasts of a pregnant woman ” Labat TDP 204:52]
note also DIS TU SA UBUR-4d¢ SU.SU * if the veins of the breasts
of a pregnant woman are dark " ¢bsd. line 49, which is followed by

(1} Cf. H. Horuma, Die Namen dey Kovperteile im Assyrisch-Daby-
lonischen 4 £ who was the first to point out the semantic reach of fer'dnu.
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claboration GU . MES DIB. 118 if they) are interconnected by
ceine (lit. threads) " ibid. line 50, The same text then deals
with the veins IS T SAG SA-§d SA,

MES SIG. MES SUB-# " 1L blue veins an delimeated on the upper

th

capillary

HY R [T14F il th Lholotrien:
i the abdomen of a pregnant woman thid. line 36, and also
DIS T -SA. . MES-sa ana SAG SA-Sd zag-ru if the veins of a Preg-
nant woman protrude 1 the direction of the upper part of her ab-

OITTETL Lid Tine 75 and with the alternative ana emsisa ' fowarnds
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takine (in) " of blood, referring to excessive size or coloring
af veins iz mentioned twice:; DS SA GABA-$i SI1G; lde—qu—u " i
the veins () on his (the sick person’s) chestihave taken a blueish coler
Labat TDP 10(:6, and DIS GIG SA SAG . KI-$u 178 1—te—qri—un (¥
' if the veins on the forehead of the sick person have taken in bloed™
ILabat Svrea 33 123 1. 12,

When examining a pregnant woman, the asipw also had to ob-
serve the veins on her forehead (SA SAG.EKI-fd SA; Labat TDFP
2000:8) and those on her legs: DIS TU SA ki-sil-li-&d US DIR,.MES
"“if the veins on the ankles of a pregnant woman are full of blood™
thid. 208:93.

For veins appearing on the conjunctiva, we have DIS SA kak-
Rud—fr IGI1.15—4n MIMES “ if the veins on his right conjunctiva are
dark ~ Labat TDP 52:14, with the subsequent lines also deseribing
the wveins as farkuw “ dark . A swelling of these wveins, termed
nowadays varicula, i deseribed in DIS S5A IGIN - $ua GIM S17.81
fub-bu—ru] “if the veins of his eyes are as thick as a finger ” Labat
TP 50 iv 9, and the parallel passage Labat, Syria 33 125 1. 7.

A few passages refer to varicose veins on the legs DIS NA GIG
ka-bar—im GIG-ma eg-ba-a-5i SAR.SAR-[hu] SA.MES GIRP-i
kab-ba—rw ' if a man is suffering from varicose veins and his heels (%)
are swollen, the veins of his legs are very thick (and he cannot walk)
AMT 73,1:13, while the same text describes the veins of the ** heels ™
as follows SA eg—hi-&ii IM ma lu 1 " the veins of his ‘ heels " are (as if)

pa

I:'I.l

!
(*)

The word Ser'dnu is nearly always considered a plural.
The '.1.'ri1.il'.';.[ $3—te—fep—a represents a El_‘r'j.*l_’l'i_‘!JTTt‘_'q_‘tit'ﬂl for Ifﬂ‘gfi-
[-u } 1t seems that the designation eqbu includes the region above the
e ,ﬂ“" back part of the calves. Note the equation .-.‘;:;':‘Ju | ksstaliu |
given in the [sby Commentary cited CAD E sub eghu

.-.]I'ir.' Ml
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hlled with air " ihid 1 : : - -
L'|'.:'.I'JL'il.-'Til:-_liT_ljJIl.T.’Il-ﬂ‘-.' H‘.:.T:]-]li]-:ll{:l:*: ::lllnl:r:h]'.11:.!-.:i1]-].lws IJE”-“ _:.llil'l|11ﬂ'r_|;_-ll1.' the
For rllzilﬂr'u';;Lliu}[- r.]'l. th .- i .I“HT-I.:”J lll]l:lrﬂ:.l] S
one may cite here: J-'I'-'% I [ﬂ-:L I]H'rTh:-'I':ll‘:;l[H“ ?Th--r L antibdy
: BeTe! el I K . MBS At SA G, STTR—i
it the veins on a small child’s bellv have red .m,-l!] '.,]'IL:,H.h.“jI--H- =
IDP 220:32, also DIS &A ‘1,”.‘;'..4..-,. : ..:;t hT.‘:altr-”l',;llhai
SRR ST 8 K i o T PONemE S el S1G,
| I . _; intestines are swollen and the veins on his helly
5_1:11.'4_- blue spots ™ hid. 120:49. etc. Mostly, however, the veins of t'-.t;_-
torehead and temples, arms and legs, and neck of the patient are ob-
SeTved,
. We also find fer'dnu referring to veins |1 texts which describe
the exta, though only rather rarelv, Cf. in YOS 10 31 xii 23 * if the
pasis of the gall bladder is narrow (seher) "' % er|-ha—nn—5u da
ma—am ma—{i—i " and its (the basis’) wveins filled with hloond 7, also
Sum-—ma | mar—tum] Se-er—ha—[{n1] ud—du—ha-{at] "' if the gall bladder is
1L with a network of veins " i, 1w 40 H”t.;:- -fnrﬂwrmn,-;_a
MAS li-bu se—er—ha—as—$u da-ma—am [l # p—pu—tu " if the veins
of the intestines are spotted with blood " YOS 10423 14 The later
extispiey texts mention Ser'gnu only exceptionally: Summa Fali
tmifts SA MES ne—fa—atf " if the right kidney is enveloped (¥ in
veins (%) KAR 152 1. 12£
From passages describing the eolor, size and distribution of the
veins, we may turn now to those in which certain characteristic verbs
are used to refer to their normal and morbid conditions or functions,

(') The term S5A . MUD (the fer'danu of the heel) occurs quite fre-
quently in medical texts, such as KAR 1851ii 6, AMT 70,5:4. RA 14 88i 4
and could refer either Lo I]'g:l'ru-:_-nL:-, or to veins above the heel For the
former possibility speaks the use of fer'dnu to designate a tendon taken
from a gazelle and provided with three knots to be bound around the leg
to provide magic help for a sick person, for the latter the use of the verb
GUB.GUB in the same text (KAR 185) to deseribe a sympton observed
in connection with the SA MU, This verb refers normally to veins
(see helow page 30). The inherent ambiguoity of the word fer'dnie prevents
the definite understanding of such passages

{2} For wneik in this sense, see M. Held 1in JCS 15 14,

{*) It seems possible to interpret the passages from extispicy texts
in the light of the /:bu Commentarv line & fi-tu iér-a-nu (line 278)
and take the word to designate some kind of membrane. However, no
evidence is known to me that would support the unique commentary
passage ($i57tu is explained there Ly ipw, hillu, thahu, guliptu and $dr—a-—nu)
50 that I propose to disregard it
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The most frequently occurring verbs of thus group are aldhu (GIN),
tehii (ZD). wsnz=t (GUR), Sakinw (GAR), fabiky and ndha,

The pertinent references group themselves readily 1n contrasting

nsares. showinge aldis Versis NIMHIzi labiaku versus -'f""'r'E-. alaku VET=
_1s-n-:.-' g, ete. CL | DIS] LU fe-er-pa—{nin sa se—pi—Su tt-da-na-ia
ku "t if the veins of a man's feet ' go " constantly " AfO) 18 82 i 20,
as against the same phrase with [ib-fja-na-az-za-zluw] ' " stand still’
constantly ' thed, Iine 22 (physiogn. omens), also [summa SA ST
tab—fere sa GIRY-sn ZI.MES " if the veins on his hands are ' poured
out °, those of his feet "raised """ Labat TDP 94:13, or [fumma SA
SURL G GIN MES & GIRMI ¢ GAR-nw thid. 96:17 which renders
the same contrast (hands-feet) by means of the verhs aldke and Sakanu.
Note in tlus context furthermore Swmma SA SAG ZI-&i &4 15 # 150
GIN-Rw-ma $d pu—ti—$8 GAR-ni " if the veins to the right and the
left at the front of his throat ' go ' but those of his forehead ate * set '
L.abat TP 100 '}',r For adfn the following characteristic passage may
be guoted: fumma SA GIRI 5 GIN . GIN- ku—ma 54 SUTL &5 nE—£—Ni

if the veins of his feet ' go ' constantly and those of his hands are
quiet — Labat TDP 144:58"; it is followed by an identical sentence
which, however, replaces néhu by GAR wu (line 8.

Assuming that Sfer’@nu denotes indeed veins in the references just
cited, we may start from the last term (nehn) which alone can be
exactly established as to its meaning. From such passages in astro-
logical omen texts as napihiu ne—ch da alakin Ia hanfn "' 1ts (the planet
Venus '} mising is néf, which (means that) its progress is not fast "
ACh Istar 7:40, 1na alikisu ne ¢h "1t (the moon) 1s slow in its pro-
gress " ACh Sin 3:45 and "Adad pdsu ne eft ' Adad’s thunder is low ’
ACh Adad 17:7, we infer that #éh means " slow, low. " Hence if
neh describes a slow movement in the blood vessels, Sabmu and wzuszu
should denote an arrest of movement, while aldku would have to
refer to a quick motion. This means that all the verbs under con-
sideration describe the movement of the blood within these vessels (1),
rather than the vessels themselves. Hence the Mesopotamian experts

(*) The awareness of the fact that blood passes through the fer’anu is
also seen in the following two passages from medical texts: SA MES_ig
AMES s-tal-la—fu * (if} his (the patient's) veins (are as if) they let
water flow through " KAR 197:9, and (if a woman) SA MES &4 kab-x—(x)
\copy kab.mes| gir-bi-nuw US.BABBAR el ** her veins are thick (2)
and contain ' white hlood ' inside " KAR [95:2].

S e




Un the Ubservation of the Pulse in JitH{J]Jutmni;m Medicine 21

i aie P, IS Fine e i s 1
asipae) not only observed color, size and arrangement of the veins
on the body of their patients but were a

so cognizant of the pulsating
movement located 1n these vessels. Moreover, they seem to have
known where to feel that movement and developed a terminology
» deseribe 1tn a rather general wav the rate of the pulse, r
This does not mean that the @sthue was in any way aware of

the circulation of the hlood Babvlonian medicine never realized as
the Egyptian did that ™ the heart speaks in all the limbs of the

body. ©  The pulse was carefully observed, as well as the conditions
of the vemns, but not with much more interest than were other
features of the body of the sick person, such as the temperature,
which was taken m several places, the coloring of the skin, ete.  All
this was done to derive predictions as to the nature of the sickness,
the hife expectancy of the patient, etc. The dsipu was as careful and
articulate an observer of ominous features and happenings as the

barii and other diviner specialists.

still, although the observation of the pulse in Mesopotamia is
not to be considered an aclievement in the historv of medicine, there
are indications that the observation of the veins for mantic purposes
was considered rather important. Somehow Mesopotamian "' newro-
scopy | seems to correspond in this respect to the no less unscientific
uroscopy from Byzantium that invaded medieval European medicine.

Quite revealing in this tespect is the following passage from a
bilingual text sa .lfi . tu.rta.$¢ za . zu.dd.[mu.dé]
d.3n:gir.bi bad.bad.da.mu.dé: Sfr—ani mar—yu
ina la-ma-di—ia mes—reti-$a inma pu—wg-gu—di—ia '"when I (the
asipw is speaking) investigate (lit. learn about) the veins of the
sick person, when I check his limbs " CT 16 5:180f. Here we see
the @§ipu at work inspecting the body of the patient to learn (lamadu)
about the chances of the patient to survive the disease.

Fqually important are the occurrences of the word saeiridg which
represents an obvious loan from Sumerian sa . gig. There are,
however, two meanings to this word. The first is quite unproblematic,
it refers to a disease characterized by sore ligaments, arthritic pains,
ete. The second meaning is far more complex and its range has recently
been pointed out by J. V. Kinnier Wilson in frag 18 140 1.

Here is a summary of the pertinent passages as assembled by
Kinnier Wilsonn. The reference from Ludiul (Lambert BWL 44 11
108 £.) runs “ my sakikkd's (wr. SA.GIG-ki-ia) have worried the
ma$maéu, (extispicy) omens concerning me have confused the extis-
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5:. '.1.!|:.|'|.| the famons medical expert Arad-Nana (*) declares, ™ He (the
Ling) did not inform me of his sakihhid (sa-bikb-ki—e-51), " in order to
excuse his failure to establish the exact nature of the king's illness.
'T--".'.' accrrrence of the term SA L GIG 1n th ||-_!r|‘:||lllll of the eleventh

FDP 110:28) and A5th tablets (T1H 212:117) suggests that 1t refers
in some wayv to all ” prognostic ™' omens of the corpus; they seem to
have been called SA_GIG, after the apparently most characteristic
divinatory signs on the |1'||5._‘- f the pratiern This 15 eonhirmed Fr_'r' the
Nimrad tablet (NI 4358), published by Kmnier Wilson in a’rml.l 18
1l 24 and 1. 131 fI., which ofters a catalopue of such omens and has in
iin-.- 14 '..".-.--5||.1||:||:1:'_1:, “ Tatal 860 (entries of the series) ‘1T after ope
day's illness, ete " SA GG " which recurs m a similar con-
tn;-.';'. thed. line 20. This interpretation of sakthihd is in harmonv with a
passage m KAR 44 which contains the entire currdenlum of the k-
masw expert and lists in line 6 SA. GIG-# between the hemerologies
and the collections of what we call ]':'!j-'=jrlj._f|[1lllll]'|,_' Omens,

In all these passages safitkd ranges in meaning from observation
at the veins and diaesnosis based on the aobservation of diseased veins
(as to color, distmbution internal movement hence 5o . oo i
sick vein) to emen and omen collections based on such observations.
The reason why two meanings evolved from the Sum. terin sa . g1g

is simply that s a {as well as {er’dnu) had, on the one hand. the meanine

g
- sinew,  etc., and, on the other, ™ vein, " the former used mainly
in practical and also in medical contexts, the latter characteristic for
a special type of divination.

The aim of this article is not to investigate the complex seman-
tics of ser'anu (%) nor the techmical terminology of the d§ipu for the

(") Arad-Nand is never called an asi. The sole indication of his
medical status may be gathered from the fact that in his letters to the
king the introductory benedictions always memntion the goddess Gula.

(*) It will always remain difficult to separate the passages in which
Ser @nu refers to ligaments and sinews, and those in which blood wvessels
are meant, since Mesopotamian medicine uses the same term for both.
Even the sciatic nerve was termed s o gal, as shown by the following
passages Summa SA . MES sanifu iitdnis ftakkalicie (050 [Bl-za u GIN.MES
ka la ile'i SA.GAL MU 2 * if the fer'dnu of both his hips hurt him and
he can neither stand nor walk, (this is) the SA.GAL-disease, (it lasts)
two years "' CT 23 1:1, also AMT 42,6:2; but note fumma TA ['R KUN—fu
adi 38p8iu SA MES-i4 Tlakhalusu DA GIG Y if his fer'@aux hurt him
from his coceyx to his feet: SA.GIG-disease " Labat TDP 108:18.
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n the Observation of the Hulse in Mesopotamian Medicine as
-:i.- the veins |.1-| ]:-I;]T_ ritT.ELI._'r to offer a

modest cont ribution
| yvard the -"|_!'.':|.‘-,' ||1 Ly l'”""t'i'lr_‘..' I|J. :—'I,'i-l‘rtl'l.'. 1-,1i"|'- [l.l‘l."l'." SEen 1.J|.:!|T [I‘LL_'
observation of the " sinews filled with Blood " was made in Mesopo

LVOT TIATLEIC ]||II3|.-.-~1_-:-_  F 1_|:L.”. |'|||”| ;l_llrr ["-‘[”-_.

as well as the

I & which the expert can feel are utilized to prognosticate the fate

the patient, wiile in Egypt the physicians realized the purely me-
al, diagnostic value of

the pulse. Thus the same phenomenon was
diseovered in both civilizations but was interpreted on entirely differ-
ven more interesting are the vistas
tion opens up on the
civilization to the Fast,

which the present
relationship of the Mesopotamian
Indian and Chinese physicians are known
served the pulse, since time immemorial, for d

'..:I_!__’.‘Ill-u‘lzl_'
urposes as well as treatment \acupuncture and related practices
Here we may well have another link between Mesopotamia and
the East, a link which may prove of importance when one envis-

ages—as one should more often thap is done—the ecivilization of
the wvallev

v of the two rivers as an important member of the South-
vest Asia complex.

All mentioned characteristic terms (21, GUB, GIN| oceur in
cal texts as well as sporadically in physiognomic texts. It will take
quite some work to disentangle the lsages,

e s
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