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Abstract: 7his paper presents the furst critical edition and English translation
of an anonymous Byzantine dodecasyllabic poem On Teeth (mept 656vTav),
preserved uniquely in the late thirteenth-century manuscript Marcianus gr. 524.
The poem offers a vivid furst-person account of toothache, combining personal
suffering with medical, biblical, and classical vmagery. Rather than functioning
as a didactic medical text, it dramatizes pain as lived experience, using technical
medical terminology alongside mythological and scriptural allusions to explore
sin, bodily affliction, and speech. Placed between eleventh and twelfih-century
literary culture, the poem resonates with works by Andronikos Protekdikos, T he-
odore Prodromos, Constantine Stilbes, and Michael Psellos in its tragic-ironic
tone and skepticism toward medicine. Through close analysis of manuscript
context, intertextuality, and language, the article argues that the poem exemplifies
a Byzantine mode of poetic journalism, transforming priwate suffering into a
performative act addressed to a small circle of educated readers in later medieval
Constantinopolitan intellectual environments and social settings.

n 1795, Robert Burns, the famous Scottish poet, tormented
by an excruciating toothache, gave the pain poetic voice:
“Whare’er that place be priests ca’ Hell / Whare a’ the tones
o’ misery yell ... Thou, Toothache, surely bear’st the bell Amang
them a’.” Burns’ lament is striking not only for its vehemence but
for its universality. Some pains are private, others widely shared;
among the latter, toothache has long been counted among the most
relentless. The most poetic of torments, it withholds food, sleep,
and peace. When there is no escape, the sufferer’s last recourse is to

make the agony into poetry—a response that resonates well beyond
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eighteenth-century Scotland, as Byzantine verse likewise attests.

The Marcianus gr. 524 (late 13th century) contains an anthology
of 11th-12th century poetry, predominantly consisting of epigrams
on artworks." Among these texts, the manuscript also includes an
anonymous dodecasyllabic poem titled On Teeth (nept 686viwv) (189
lines).? Foteini Spingou, who has extensively studied the codex and
its epigrams, divides the anthology into three sylloges (A, B, and
C). Syllogae A (ff. 103v—104v, 1-3v) and B (18-23v, 105-112y;
115v=120v, 33v-39v, 192v-193v, 45v—46v), both collections of
anonymous poems, are separated by folia 3v-18, which contain
attributed poems to Andronikos Protekdikos (ff. 3v—5), Theodore
Prodromos (ff. 5-8v), Theodore Balsamon (ff. 8v—9)° and Costan-
tine Stilbes (ff. 10v—18).* This poem follows the texts of sylloge A
and is located on folios 9r—10v, between Balsamon’s and Stilbes’
poems. The anthologist’s aim seems to have been to put together a
compilation of good poetry for his personal use, some from talent-
ed authors like Theodore Prodromos, Michael Psellos and Chrys-
topher Mytilenaeos.”

This poem survives exclusively in this manuscript. Spyridon Lam-
pros, the first scholar to catalogue its contents, provided a transcrip-
tion of both the incipit and explicit of the poem.® He mistakenly
recorded the length as 168 verses, whereas the poem actually com-
prises 189 verses, spanning folios 9r to 10v. Despite Lampros’ early
work, the poem has not received much further scholarly attention,

' See E. Mioni, Bibliothecae divi Marci venetiarum codices graeci manuscripti. The-

saurus antiquus, IT (Rome, 1985) 399—407; F. Spingou, “The Anonymous Poets
of the Anthologia Marciana: Questions of Collection and Authorship”, in
A. Pizzone (ed.), The Author in Middle Byzantine Literature: Modes, Functions, and
Identities (De Gruyter, 2014) 139-153.

2 First mention of this text is to be found in S. Lampros, “0 Mapkiovog
k®&E 524, NE 8 (1911) 3-59, 12.

* K. Horna, “Die Epigramme des Theodoros Balsamon”, WS 25 (1903)
165-217.

* J. Diethart — W. Horandner (eds.), Constantine Stilbes: Poemata (Munich/
Leipzig 200)5).

> F. Spingou, Words and Artworks in Byzantium. Twelfth-Century Poetry on Art
Jrom Ms. Marcianus Gr. 52 (Grosvenor House 2021) 31 and 38.

® Lampros, NE 8 (1911) 12.
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AN ANONYMOUS BYZANTINE POEM ON TOOTHACHE 91

likely due to the text’s poor state of preservation, with significant
fading of the ink, especially on the right half side of fol.9r, covering
the even lines up until 1.40. Despite this neglect, the poem is highly
intriguing—a true treasure chest of quintessential Byzantine liter-
ature. The author narrates his struggle with toothache, unfolding
it within the 189 lines of the poem. As he describes his suffering,
the very act of writing, and sharing, appears to ease his pain. With
each word, the torment gradually subsides, until, by the final lines
(188-189), he is at last free from it. Biblical allusions, classical and
intertextual references, and just the right touch of medical knowl-
edge—enough technical jargon to demonstrate erudition without
becoming incomprehensible—all woven into good enough crafted
dodecasyllabic verses. This paper offers the first critical edition and
English translation of the poem, together with a broad discussion
of the text’s composition, function, and literary affiliations.

1. Poetry and Medicine

While Byzantine literature is not particularly abundant in medical
poems, several texts in verse from the middle and late Byzantine pe-
riods do engage with distinctively medical themes.” These include
the extensive 1,370-line poem on medicine and a brief eight-do-
decasyllable advisory poem on diet by Michael Psellos;” the Kanon on
Urine and the Kanon on Blood by Nikephoros Blemmydes;? two anon-
ymous short poems on the seven ages of man'’; and the poem in
political verse dedicated to Pope Nicholas V by George Sanginatios

7 The following list is taken from W. Horandner, “Teaching with Verse in
Byzantium” in W. Hérandner, A. Rhoby and N. Zagklas (eds), 4 Companion
to Byzantine Poetry (Leiden-Boston 2019) 459-86, 471. Note that the link be-
tween medicine and poetry is not without parallels in Byzantium and there
are examples of poets who were also doctors (e. g. Nicholas Kallikles, who was
Alexios I Komnenos’ personal doctor).

8 L. Westerink, Michaelis Pselli poemata (Stuttgart 1991) 190-233 and 237—
38.

9 A. P. Kuzes, “Les oeuvres médicales de Nicéphore Blémmydes selon les
manuscrits existants. Praktika tes Akademias”, Athenon 19 (1944 [1948]) 56-
75.

10" E. Boissonade, Anecdota Graeca, vol. 2, 456-57.
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on the names of body parts (Ovopociot dv peAdv t0d dvbporov).'!

While all of these texts are didactic in nature, this poem is not.
The text presents a narrative centered on a personal experience
with tooth pain, intertwining elements of medical literature with
the author’s subjective account. While it touches upon the nature
of toothache—explaining the genesis of the pain and the medical
remedies—it does not aim to educate or provide a comprehensive
guide to dental health. Instead, the medical explanations serve as
a backdrop to the more prominent focus on the individual’s own
suffering and the often-overwhelming nature of their pain. The dis-
cussion of potential remedies is similarly anecdotal, reflecting the
author’s personal journey rather than offering structured medical
advice.

The result 1s a text that favors reflection over instruction, em-
ploying medical concepts to explore the personal and subjective
dimensions of pain. The poem is a ‘dramatization of personal ex-
perience’?, typical of 11™- 12™ century, and the vivid re-telling of a
personal experience puts it in the category of ‘poetic journalism’"
or ‘public diary keeping’'*, like Psellos’ Psogos against scabies” (Etiyovg
MyemA tfi koAf yopa théko), or Christopher Mytilenaios’ poetry.'®
Most of the texts belonging to those two centuries were probably
produced in the context of literary theatres and perhaps also school-
ing; however, as already argued by Paul Magdalino, one may won-
der if such texts focusing on personal experience, were meant to
keep to themselves, rather than be read aloud in public.'” It would

" Ed. Sathas, Meoaiwvikn BiAo0nkn —Bibliotheca graeca medii aevi, vol. 5,
vd-vg; A. Rhoby, “Konsul, Lehrer, Arzt. Leben und Werk des Georgios San-
gignatios (Mitte 15. Jh.)”, in: Festschrift (in print).

2 P Magdalino, “Clultural Change? The Context of Byzantine Poetry
from Geometres to Prodromos”, in I Bernard, K. Demoen (eds.), Poetry and
its Contexts in Eleventh-Century Byzantium (Ashgate 2012) 19-36, 21.

% Magdalino in Poetry and its Conlexts 22.

" M. D. Lauxtermann, “Text and Contexts”, in W. Hérandner, A. Rhoby
and N. Zagklas (eds), A Companion to Byzantine Poetry (Leiden-Boston 2019) 19-
37, 52.

15 Psellos, Poemata, ed. Westerink 430—31, no. 62, vv. 1-43.

1 Magdalino in Poetry and its Contexts 20.

7 Magdalino in Poetry and its Conlexts 34.
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be difficult to provide an answer to these questions, but I would
agree with Magdalino in saying that it would make sense if’ ‘we
imagine it happening among a group of friends who trusted and
liked each other, who thought of themselves as cultural equals’.*In
this regard, this text is closer to poems addressing specific illness-
es, such as John Mauropous’ poem 92,' Christopher of Mytilene’s
poem 142% the aforementioned Psellos’ Psogos against Scabies®', and
Prodromos’ poems 62 and 68, where the author laments his illness,
possibly chickenpox, which he describes as ‘the worst of diseases.’ *

Additionally, another feature linking this text to the latter group is
its strong critique of medicine.” The author shows a lack of trust
in doctors, claiming that nothing can relieve his pain, which is so
intense that it ‘folds all the books of Galen and Hippocrates’ and
‘puts to shame the healing discipline’ (Il. 135-37). Medicine was a
subject often criticized in Byzantine literature, with satirical poems
targeting doctors being particularly prevalent. Among these, one

'8 Magdalino in Poetry and its Conlexts 34.

¥ F Bernard — C. Livanos, The Poems of Chrystopher of Mpytilene and Fohn
Mauropous, DOML, 50 (Harvard University Press 2018) 496-503.

2 Bernard — Livanos, The Poems 309.

2 Psellos, Poemata, ed. Westerink, 43031, no. 62, vv. 1-43. One must note
the authorship of this poem has been questioned, first by Westerink, Poemata,
429.

22 For an edition of these poems see W. Horandner, Theodoros Prodromos:
Historische Gedichte (Vienna 1974), 494; 508-9. Poems 77 and 78 are too on
illnesses, see Horandner, 7heodoros Prodromos, 544-549. For a translation and
commentary of these two poems, see N. Zagklas, “Epistolarity in Twelfth-Cen-
tury Byzantine Poetry: Singing Praises and Asking Favors in Absentia”, in K.
Kubina — A. Riehle (eds) Epistolary Poetry in Byzantium and Beyond. An Anthology
with Critical Essays (Routledge 2021) 64-77. Interestingly enough, both authors
employ classical references to describe the severity of their diseases: Prodro-
mos compares it to the Hydra (poem 62, 1.10), the multi-headed monster,
while the anonymous author defines his threefold strength as that of ‘Ades’
trident’ - incidentally, a wrong reference, as the only god with a trident was
Poseidon. The comparison to the Hydra can also be found in Stilbes” Poem on
the Great Fire (1.74), in reference to the power and strength of the fire.

# On this topic see A. Kazhdan, “The Image of the Medical Doctor in
Byzantine Literature of the Tenth to Twelfth Centuries”, DOP 38 (1984)
43-51, and M. D. Lauxtermann, Byzantine Poetry from Pisides to Geometres, 11
(Vienna 2019) 142-3.
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should note Christopher of Mytilene’s poem 85, ‘On a Conceited
Doctor’ (11th century);** Prodromos’ satirical text The Executioner or
the Doctor; in which he vividly recounts his experience with a den-
tist®; a passage in Manasses’ Hodoiporikon (3.71-74);* and the anon-
ymous dialogue Timarion.”” The aforementioned Psogos against scabies
by Michael Psellos is the closest comparison to the tooth poem:*
in both texts, the subject cannot sleep, cannot eat nor drink, can-
not sing; in Psellos’ text the author cannot write but does it none-
theless, in this text the author cannot speak but does it anyway.*’
Complaints about the incompetence of doctors were not unique to
Byzantium; similar sentiments can be found in 12th-century Latin
West, as exemplified by letter n.30 of Arnulf of Lisieux.*

As for the specific theme of toothache, the only other text I am
aware of that addresses this affliction is Demetrios Kydones’ let-
ter n.301, in which he implores his doctor for assistance. Kydones
laments that he is unable to sleep or drink and cannot seek help in
person, forcing him to find his own solution: either the pain must
end, or it will be made more bearable through conversation with
his doctor. *!

2. Literary and socio-cultural context

As this poem has been transmitted anonymously and just in this
manuscript, looking at its con-texts, which ‘are the other texts in a

# Bernard — Livanos The Poems 173.

» For an edition and translation see T. Migliorini, Gl scritti satirici in greco
letterario di Teodoro Prodromo: introduzione, edizione, iraduzione, commento, PhD Thesis
(Pisa 2010).

% Ed. K. Horna, “Das Hodoiporikon des Konstantin Manasses”, B 13
(1904) 313-355; ed. and modern Greek tr. K. Chryssogelos, Kovotavtivov
Mavooof ‘Odomopikov (Athens 2017).

2 B. Baldwin, Timarion. Translated with Introduction and Commentary
(Detroit, 1984)

% Lauxtermann in A Companion to Byzantine Poetry 32.

? Lauxtermann in A Companion to Byzantine Poetry 32.

0 F. Barlow, The Letters of Arnolf of Lisieux (London,1939) 50-5.

31 Demetrios Kydones, Letters, ed. R.-F Loenertz, Démétrius Cydonés. Correspon-
dance, 2 vols (Vatican 1956—60) II, 219.
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poetry book, small sylloge, anthology, or miscellany’*, may provide
useful information on its genre, purpose and subject matter. Since
all texts, in fact, ‘engage in an intricate dialogue with the other texts
of the manuscript they are in’,* let us see how such dialogue can
help us. While Spingou argues that there are no clear arranging cri-
teria in the collection,* the placement of an anonymous text along-
side non-anonymous poems from the 11"-12" century, as shown
in the introduction, rather than within a seemingly dedicated sec-
tion for anonymous/non-attributed works, warrants closer exam-
ination. By integrating the anonymous text with attributed poems,
the editor may be signaling the text’s thematic, stylistic, or cultural
alignment with the works of known authors from the same period.

Looking at the some of its con-texts, such as Prodromos’ Ratomy-
omachia®, Andronikos’ Protekdikos Poem in the form of a Semeioma (ca.
12" century), and Constantine Stilbes’ Poem on the Great fire, some
similarities emerge. All of the four texts are in dodecasyllables. All
of them have a tragical element to it: the Ratomyomachia is a ‘satire in
the form of a parody of a tragedy’; Andronikos’ Semeioma’s object
is a tragedy about a cannibal nun who ate her daughter, as clearly
stated by the narrator (1.25);*” Stilbes’ text is a ‘lament’ on the de-
struction of the city, with the author himself stating he is ‘writing a
tragic drama’ (1.35).*® Two specific lines in the toothache turns the
text into a narrative that feels unmistakably tragic, yet ironically so:

32 Lauxtermann in A Companion to Byzantine Poelry 21.

3 Lauxtermann in A Companion to Byzantine Poelry 21.

3t F. Spingou, Words and Artworks in the Twelfih Century and Beyond: The Thir-
teenth-century Manuscript Marcianus Gr. 524 and the Twelfth-century Dedicatory Epi-
grams on Works of Art (PhD thesis Oxford 2013) iv.

% H. Hunger, Der byzantinische Katz-Miuse-Krieg (Graz/Vienna/Cologne
1968). On this text, see P. Marciniak and K. Warcaba, “Theodore Prodro-
mos’ Katomyomachia as a Byzantine Version of Mock-Epic” in A. Rhoby
and N. Zagklas (eds), Middle and Late Byzantine Poetry: Texts and Contexts (Brepols
2018) 97-110.

% R. Macrides, “Poetic Justice in the Patriarchate. Murder and Cannibal-
ism in the Provinces”, in G. Nagy, Greek Literature in the Byzantine Period (New
York 2001) 341-72.

%7 Macrides in Greek Literature 343.

%8 T, Layman, The Incineration of New Babylon: The Fire Poem of Konstantinos
Stilbes (Geneva 2015) 54.
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‘the organs of my voice have now been turned into musical instru-
ments of tragedy that cry ‘alas!” aloud and bewail because of the
pain’ (Il. 148-9); ‘our organs have bent, as Scripture says, to sorrow
and tragic ‘melody’ (11.162). The ‘tragic’ tone is strenghtened by the
use of ¢ed, a specifically tragic word.

The whole tone set by author is rather mournful and tragic-like,
which given the topic treated almost results in a parody of a trag-
edy, a ‘tragi-hilarious struggle’ with toothache™, and this is what
makes this text closer to the Katomyomachia than the Semeioma or the
Poem on the Great fire, which focus on life dramatic events. Both the
author of the toothache poem and Stilbes succeed in bringing to
life and re-telling a close experience to their audience, with the only
difference being the subject matter. In the case of Stilbes, he grap-
ples with narrating a harrowing experience—a catastrophe that un-
leashed widespread destruction. By contrast, our author describes
the brief, transient pain of a toothache, a discomfort that passes
without any lasting consequences. It would be hard not to see the
irony in this: by shifting the focus from a catastrophic event to a
minor illness, the reception of the text changes drastically. Stilbes
pictures ‘himself in physical pain’, his writing has rekindled the fire:
his speech is affected by it, as it burns both his innards and mouth,
he cannot ‘roar back’ to the fire, which is destroying everything it
finds in its way.*” The author of this poem employs terminology
that closely mirrors that of Stilbes in his description of the fire, but
shifts to a water metaphor. The acidic liquid causing the toothache
is likened to a destructive stream of water, sweeping away every-
thing in its path (11.40-50)

The ending of the toothache text and the Semeioma are quite sim-
ilar: while in the Semeioma the Judge defer everything to judgement
of the despotes and the holy synod, which have the power to ‘bind
and loose’ (11.160), so to at the end of the toothache God is asked to
let go of the bridle and let the author’s binded jaws be loose (11.186)

The theme of generational conflict, a common trope of trage-
dy, recurs across these texts. In the Katomyomachia, the anonymous

% see Lauxtermann’s definition of Psellos’ struggle with scabies: Lauxter-

mann in A Companion to Byzantine Poetry 32.
1" See the introduction in Layman, The Incineration of New Babylon 11-14.
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mother mourns the loss of her daughter, while in the Semeioma, ‘the
daughter’s belly becomes her mother’s tomb’ (1.34).*". This theme is
also a central motif in this text. In lines 29-30, the author invokes
‘the bitter grape of the ancestor’, which gave ‘toothache to the
descendants’, quoting Ezechiel 18:1-4 and Jeremias 38:29. This
proverbial saying was a way to exonerate oneself from one’s own
responsibilities and, in fact, in the following lines 31-32, the author
admits that he is the one ‘squeezing the sour grape’, and respon-
sible for his own faith, i.e. the toothache. Similarly, 11.64-67 of the
Semetoma speaks about the power of time giving and destroying, and
leaving the offspring the same legacy as their forefathers.

The topic of accountability and family relationship is brought
forth once again in 11.80-82, where the author describes himself as
being pregnant with ‘matricide’ viper-like creatures. The imagery
of viper offspring killing their mother is based on Nicander, 7/e-
naka, 128-36, in which Nicander explains that once they mate, the
female viper kills the male, and then the offspring is born through
eating the mother’s belly, thus killing her, too.* In a recent paper,
Kathryin Wilson points out that there was a trend among ancient
readers to draw a parallel between Nicander’s vipers and the sto-
ryline of Euripides’ Oresteia, as some scholia testify."® This is con-
firmed in this text, too: the author employs the adjective untpogo-
ving (‘matricide’) to refer to his viper-like offspring, and such an
adjective 1s to be found in Eur. Oz 475, where is accompanied by
the word ‘serpent’ (Spdkav).

The theme of matricide re-emerges in the subsequent lines (83-
85) where the author draws upon the myth of Medusa, referring to
‘what is celebrated in stories.” The author portrays himself as being
pregnant with a ‘monstrous child,” harboring a ‘deadly matter’ on
his head, and fearing the ‘sword’ of pain, analogous to the sword of
Perseus that beheaded Medusa.* The expression ‘monstrous child’
1s particularly noteworthy, as it appears in Paul of Aegina (Med.

' Macrides in Greek Literature 343.

2 K.D. Wilson, “Avenging Vipers: Tragedy and Succession in Nicander’s
Theriaca”, in Classical Journal 113 (2018) 257-280, 259.

5 Wilson, Classical Journal 113 (2018) 262.

# T would like to thank Stratis Papaioannou for this insight.
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Comp. 111, 76) in the context of ‘difficult labor,” where the adjective
tepdotiov is used to describe a fetus (kvouevov) with anomalies, such
as having ‘two heads,” which could lead to a challenging delivery.”
Particularly noteworthy is also the references to the birth-pang god-
desses, Eileithyia, with the epithet poyootoxog, found in Zliad (1l. 11,
270: dpwd, 16 1€ mpoielot poyootokor EileiBuion). Although found
in Eustathios’ commentaries (1, 663, 1.23, 6¢ogatov, Beonéciov,
Bedodotov, poyootokog EileiBuie) and in Manasses’ Chronicle (1.340
Lampsidis: @8ivog émmpdooto dpiueiog, poyootokovg) the adjective is
rarely found in sources after the Classical period.

These texts have also in common another theme, that of eating.
As noted by Tomasz Labuk, in fact, the ‘owner of this miscellany
manuscript must have possessed a keen interest in the matters of
eating’.** The mice of the Katomyomachia fight against a voracious
cat; the main character of the Semeioma, a nun, was accused of mur-
der and cannibalism for consuming her daughter, and the toothache
author speaks about eating and drinking throughout the poem. The
word mouedyog occurs in all three texts (referring to the cat, to the
nun and the author of toothache) and also in Stilbes’ poem (1.57),
in reference to the all-destroying nature of the fire. In1l. 88-102, the
author introduces the topic of eating (1.88: “What shall I say in fit-
ting wise concerning food?’), complaining that he cannot drink nor
eat, because the ‘mouth’ spits out everything. His inability to drink
1s compared to that of Tantalus, and the language employed is yet
again quite interesting. The word ¢ihomotio is relatively rare in Byz-
antine sources, and usually refers to the ‘cup of friendship’, or to
‘toast to someone’s health’, here probably to toothache medication
(ethotota popudkov). According to Eustathios ‘to drink the toast
of Tantalus” was a proverbial saying (Comm. On Odyssey, 1.437.17),
attested in Phil. Vita Apollonu. 1..92 xdpog dreptéAhovio @pitTovies
AtBov is vaguely reminiscent of the dneptédhovio nétpov found in
Euripides’ Orestes (1.6), when Tantalus is mentioned as someone
who cannot control his tongue: Tantalus becomes an analogue of

¥ J.L. Heiberg, Paulus Aegineta (CMG IX) I, 111, 76, 4.

15 T. Labuck, Gluttons, Drunkards and Lechers: The Discourses of Food in 12th-Cen-
tury Byzantine Literature: Ancient Themes and Byzantine Innovations, PhD Thesis
(Katowice 2019) 8.
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him not just because of thirst but for the latter reason too.

The author, in fact, plays with the imagery of the mouth as both
means to speak and to eat. In 1. 17-25, he confesses to having ut-
tered harmful words that wounded his brethren, using his tongue
like an arrow and turning it into a harlot. The linguistic texture of
these lines is particularly interesting: the author first uses a Homeric
formula (1.20: ‘winged words’), then, quoting Ps.63.3-4, he refers to
the ‘sharp arrow’ of his tongue, playing with the double meaning
of otopa, which can be translated to ‘mouth’ but also to ‘the point
of weapons’. In the Bible the mouth has the power of life and death
(Proverbs, 18:21) and this is why, having used it in the wrong way, he
1s now ‘tasting the soul-destroying wood’, i.e the tree of knowledge
of Adam and Eve, and experiencing a toothache. The disease is
portrayed as a direct consequence of sin (1.14-16 and 33-34). The
connection between sinning and teeth has biblical roots (Ps. 3:8),
where it is stated that God will destroy the teeth of the impious. A
more precise explanation linking the misuse of words to toothache
can be found in a passage from Athanasios (Exp. in Psalmos, PG 27,
69D): “The teeth of sinners are the unreasonable discourses that
naturally arise within us. For just as teeth, our enemies approach us
to consume our flesh’.

Although sin is listed as the first cause of toothache, in 1l. 35-40,
the author introduces a second and ‘more natural’ cause: a bitter
fluid coming down from the top of the head is eroding his teeth.
Such description is consistent with what is found in Hippocrates.
According to Hippocratic theory (De affectionibus, 4, 24), toothache
results from an excess of phlegm accumulating in the mouth, lead-
ing to tooth decay. The remedies listed by the author in lines 137-
144 are too what one would find in medical books of the time.
The author in fact employs precise medical terminology such as
atpmdio (1. 32 and 11, ‘having the teeth set on edge’), pAéypo (1.138,
phlegm), dyoAnv (1.138, bile), auvyag (1.141, scarifications), cikbog
(1.141, cupping-glasses), the processes of revulsion (avticnooig) and
depletion (kévooig).

These dual explanations—natural and divine—which are not
mutually exclusive, reflect a broader opposition between divine
healing and traditional medicine. This dichotomy was not unique
to the Byzantine period but has roots in Roman and Greek tradi-
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tions.*” Throughout the Byzantine era, scientific medicine coexisted
with divine and miraculous interpretations of illness and healing, **
The author’s emphasis on both divine and natural causes of tooth-
ache aligns with this long-standing tradition. * Illness, according
to the author, originates in the ‘bad use to which [man] has put his
own free will,” specifically the sin committed in Paradise. (see 1l. 26
and 28 about the ‘tree of forbidden knowledge’, and ‘behaving like
a woman’).”

Since speaking too much is what brought forth toothache, as po-
etic justice goes, the author is now unable to speak properly: he has
injured his ‘sweetly-speaking instrument’ (1.77). He compares him-
self to a fish bereft of speaking being grilled on a fire (1.69-70), to
an ‘owl wailing out of tune’ (1.76), to Philomela being deprived of
his tongue by Tereus (1.170). Later in the text, 11.148-55, the author
complains his voice has assumed a tragic tone and compares his
mouth to a lyre, whose bridges (teeth) have been altered and broken
in pieces by the pain, and every sound he makes strikes the grave
tone, and produces a tragic melody. The setting, the tone and the
language of these verses is very similar to a passage of Manasses’
Monody on death of the Goldfinch 3.1.10: ‘to tune the mournful lyre of
discourse, to grieve over the sweet-speaking in lamenting echoes’
[...] the golden-winged has been deprived of his ornament’.”!

The author compares the fluid running through his mouth to a
stream of water destroying everything it comes across, to the infer-
nal rivers (1.5), and its bitterness to that of the fountain of Marah
(Exod. 15:22-27), whose water was for the Israelites too bitter to
be drunk. He wishes to die rather than bearing the pain, with his

7 ]. Haldon, “The miracles of Artemios and contemporary attitudes:
context and significance”, in V.S. Crisafulli, J.W.Nesbitt, J].Haldon (eds), 7%e
Miracles of St. Artemios, A Collection of Miracle Stories by an Anonymous Author of
Seventh-Century Byzantium (Brill 2021) 33-74, 44-47.

% Haldon in The Miracles of St. Artemios 45.

* Haldon in The Miracles of St. Artemios 47.

% J. C. Larchet, The Theology of Illness (Crrestwood, New York 2002) 26.

! K. Horna (ed.), Einige unedierte Stiicke des Manasses und Italikos, Progr. So-
phiengymnasium (Vienna 1902) 3-26. Translation is taken from I. Nilsson,
Weriter and Occasion in Twelfih-Century Byzantium: The Authorial Voice of Constantine
Manasses (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 2020) 78.
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sleepless nights being dark as the darkness of death (11.54-55 and
58-60). He calls his suffering ‘sleepless’ and the word dxoiuntog is
not randomly chosen: one of the eternal punishments, together
with the gnashing of teeth, is the ‘sleepless worm’ (Is. 66, 24: 0
ok®Ang 0 dxotuntog). The gnashing of teeth, the weeping all night,
the perennial night, the infernal rivers, they all recall a last judge-
ment atmosphere, as it is specified in 1l. 107-109.

3. Authorship

As previously noted, the poem has been transmitted anonymously.
While definitively identifying its author remains a challenging en-
deavor, it is nonetheless possible to offer a tentative profile based on
the available textual and contextual evidence.

As the previous discussion has shown, this text shares many fea-
tures with other examples of 12th-century poetry (e.g., Constantine
Stilbes, Andronikos Protekdikos, and Theodore Prodromos), while
still retaining distinctive elements that set its author apart (register
of the language, use of metre, style). The hypothesis of a 12th-cen-
tury set is further supported by the language. Although the linguis-
tic register is not particularly highbrow, the author does employ a
few rare verbs, suggesting a level of erudition characteristic of the
period, such as éxkvPéw (only attested in Suda and Zonaras) or, me-
tri causa, ¢€lovo (instead of the more common i0w), Gvtikeladéw
(Niketas Eugenianos, Monody to Theodore Prodromos, 462, 17; Con-
stantine Manasses, Monody on a Goldfinch, 5, 13), ebBvdikéw (attested
in John Tzetzes (Iliad Allegories, 2., 731)%, and the verb {ogdo, all
mostly attested in the 12" century.

The text is most likely intended for an audience of literati, prob-
ably the author’s peers. The author assumes a level of familiarity
with specialized medical terminology, offering no explanations or
descriptions of toothache remedies. This is evident in references to
techniques such as ‘scarification’ and the use of ‘cupping glasses’, as
well as medical processes like ‘depletion’ and ‘revulsion’, which are
mentioned without further clarification.

The abundant use of classical and mythological references points

2 F. Boissonade (ed.), Tzetzae Allegoriae Iliadis (Paris 1851) 253.
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towards this too. The allusions to the myths of Philomela, Tantalus
and the more obscure one to Medusa are not explained, and Ho-
meric quotations are interspersed throughout the text. For instance,
at line 56, the author cites lliad 9.325, the moment when Achilles
refuses to rejoin the battle. This quotation is followed by a reference
to the “brazen slumber,” further evoking Homeric themes and im-
agery. When the author compares his pain to that of a woman in
labour, that is also an allusion to /. XI, 270-72, when Agamemnon
gets hurt and compares his sharp pain to that of a woman in tra-
vail. The river similes of 1. 40-44 echo //. XI, 492-47, when Ajax is
attacking the Trojans.”

In conclusion, I would argue that this poem was most likely writ-
ten in the 12™ century, by an author who was probably a member
of the intellectual circle of Constantine Stilbes, Theodore Prodro-
mos and Andronikos Protedkikos.

Text and Translation

The text of the Venetian manuscript and its punctuation have been
preserved as faithfully as possible. I intervened only where gram-
matical or syntactic errors required correction; otherwise, the text
remains largely as it appears in the manuscript. Some readings have
been amended through conjecture, with only a small portion of line
27 left blank due to a lacuna in the manuscript.

As with most Byzantine poems, the treatment of dichrona, as ei-
ther short or long, has no consistency, as one can note in the differ-
ent measuring of maAw in the different verses: @0et naAwv 1| GoOPAo
kol OLiBer Théov and kol ndAwv dvtiPoiver tov pildv kpatog (1.119),
where the alpha is first short and then long. After Late Antiqui-
ty ‘no poet produced verses without at least some metrical incon-
sistencies™®, so one must stress the metrical errors, such as when
the epsilon or omicron is treated as a long vowel (L.11 ddovtodyio;

% ¢ 6’ omodte TANOwY ToTaUOC TEdiov OE KATEIGL / X EWUAPPOVG KOT BPECHLY
oralopevog Awg SuPpw/moilag 8¢ dpde dloréag, moAAdag &8¢ te medkag /
£o@épetat, ToAOV 8¢ T dpuoyetov eic Ao faddet / idg Epene kKAovEwy medlov
101e Qotduog Alog.

" Lauxtermann Byzantine Poetry 11 267.
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1.17 otépo; 1. 27 mpog of.Jov; 1.31 Sueaxa; 1. 62 td; 1.63 yootépa;
1.184 croyovog; 1.58: yahkeov; 1.72: tetapin; 1.143: év avtiondoet; 1.43:
okolonog; 152 otopa) or long syllables are treated as short ones (47
pilag, 90 koMo, 127 poueato, 124 tag 1.119: kot ok avtiPaiver; 8
KopoTikag, 15 ékelbev mpdtov, 27 npog aif.Jov, 72 tetaptn). One must
also note the use of wrong accents to mask the prosodic irregular-
ity at line endings: 1. 44 BpiBov, 1. 98 yneida, 1. 101 Aerntdvar, 1. 146
otoeov, 1. 180 kpdua, since these words are normally written with a
circumflex, not an acute accent. The author uses correptio attica quite
well in some occasions: 1.39: ki 1o0g npoPfAntag tdv 680viov éktpifet;
1.98: Q¢ yop pwikpav 1i¢ exxwvnoog ynoido; 1.128: ooel tpryhdytv O
Tprpung v Blov; 1.152: 16 otopo Thovtel thg xiBapag ™y Béowv. In 1.
130 the omega of ITAodtwvog is treated as short. While this may
seem a metrical irregularity, it reflects the Byzantine freedom in
handling proper names that do not fit neatly into the metre, so it
should be considered perfectly acceptable.”” The most frequent
caesura in the text is the penthimimeres (74 % against the 26 %
of the ephtemymeres), with 50 % of the stress pattern on the fifth
syllable, 39 % on the fourth and for 11 % on the third. When the
caesura is ephtemimeres, the word is usually proparoxytone (62%)
or paroxytone (38%) but never oxytone.

Iepi 686vT@v
Mo Sraoyav €€ 68VVNg T oTdUA,
(kAelel yop adTO TOV TOVOV 1) 6P0dPOTIG,
Spuvv kepdoo To1g 000D TOV GKOPOV)
MEE® pikpdy 6ot ThHg vOGoL TV Tikplow

5 OG CLUPETAOKNG THG 00VYNG TOTg PLAOLG,
OPLOTE PLAMV, CLUUUEPLOTO TMV TOVOV*
¢€ ducotic Yop TANKTIKOG [kartap|pémwv
TOG KAPOTIKOG YNA0QQ KotodOoelg
TKpOV TOV 10V €Eeudv domep dpdkov.

10 "Axkove Aoirov Tovg duonkoovg Adyoue:
10 nabog MUY €oTiv 0dovioAyio
N uoAdov GAyog tod BéBovg tiig kapdiag:
£QANTETOL YOP KO LOY DV TOV EYKOTOV.
Thv yop Bpooty Eoynkev €€ apoptiog:

» See Lauxtermann Byzantine Poetry 11 272- 274.
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15 éxelBev npdrov e€avolyovtatl eAEPe,
uboog & amoPfAdlovot ToALfic complog:
avO’ OV LoADV® 1O 6TdUA GOmPOoig AdYoLC,
gvadoleoydv VPpectv aAlotpiong
Kol Tovg adeApovg tpavuatilov Toig Adyorg,

20  domep QopETpNg ENTEPMUEVOLG AOYOLG
GTOUO TE KUPTAV KOl TEPLKADY TOG LWOAOG,
00 te YAdTTNG évTiBeig Battov PéAog:

VO’ GV Te Sevd TOG TPLPALS TAS GaLPKIVOVE
kol [kv]Atw v yedow eig Guaptioy

25 kol 1y Evolkov YADTTOV elg TOpyNY TpEnm
Kol yebouat, ed, tod youxoeBdpov LA
youxfi ovvapo cvluyovon npog aif...Jov,
00K GppevOT®S TpoPdAlav Tdg évotacels.
"Q mkpOg Suea TV TAACL TPOTATOPMY

30 el youplaouov Tovg dneyydvoug Tpénmv
N LeAAOV 0DTOG Kol TOV Sugako, OAIPwv
TPOYWV TE OEITVAV TV TLKPAY Opmdio.
[pdtv ey odv edpniev N vésog Bpidoty,
K 1OV APV GG elmov THe Goptiog,

35 v devtépoav Te KOl YE QUOTKMTEPOLY,
£k Th¢ KepaAfic TV AePdV TOV capkivmv.
Xvpog yop adtal ag dpiudg éniPpioog,
ag pedpa poyBet kal 10 Baddoong kDo
Kol Tovg poPAfitog Tdv 080viav éxtpifet fol. 9v

40  xol tog poylog TV poldv émitpiPet.
“Qomep O& KOl YELUOPPOG EKPEDV UEYOLG
£1g TL KATOVTEG £K UETAPCLOV TPEXDV,

Kol 8évdpa kal oxolonag EAkel kol AlBoug
£k Yfig avoomdv kol 10 Tétpvov PBpibog,

45  oVtw 10 pedua thig ufig koyetlog
£k ¢ kepaAfic TV Adgwv dmofpov,
kol pilog adtog TV 0d0vIeY ExOAPeL
Kol TOV LOADY @aTveue kol TG cuvBécers,
£Akel 1€ TV O6TwoY KOG GKANpovg Albovg.

50 "Q peduo mikpov téyo kol Meppaig TALov:
@ peduo, xeduo popudknv OAedpinv,
Kavelov §| komedlov iddovg Abung,

Z1uy0g TE (Vo1 "AYEPOVTOg TANUUDPOL.
"Evtedfev adTOGg TV pév nuépay 6xdtog,

55 10 8¢ oxotog Kékpiko, Bovatov 6KoTOG!
viktag didmvoug ¢€tordm Tolg Tovorg
Kol wovvuyilm ypnyopdv eig Tovg YOO,
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Q¢ £10e mpog y&Akelov Ynvov Etpdmny
eic & o &d1dmvicTov EkAIBNY Kdpov,

o¢ AREL ebpov TOV KON TV TOVOV.
[MTukv@dg 6TPEE® TO GAOUO KOTO TG KAVNG,
éni Te 10, dldvUa TV TAELPDY UEPN

£1g YOOTEPOL TE KO P Elg LETATPETOVY
e€urtialo, kouPoyov [Béc]v eépw,

WG TEGGOG OMADG GLOTAT® LoV TOTG TOVOLG.
Kai dvotuyd @ed g LETANTMOELS TACUG,
Enpolg dreyvidg £ykuPedwv dotéorg,
OTOLP® T€ TVPOG MOTEP £lg LESTV PAOYOL,
1BV¢ Epnuog v Aadlobviav Opydvov.
[Tp®tN @LACKT VOKTEPOG TOPEPPN

KO TOV GKOTEVLTAV YPNYOPELY £x® TAEOV:
tpitn mopfAOev, eddpopel Kol TETAPTY
Opvig keAadel 10D 6KOTOVG MPOCoKOTOC,
AVTIKEAOD® VLKTEPLVOLG TOTG YOO1G

Kol PRYVLUL, 9D, £k pécmv TdV EyKEToV,
voktikopad kabdamep exueAng Ppéuomv:
v edAodov yop opydvmoty E0ABNy.
Aéwv Bpoyduot kGv puog eépm TAdoLY,
KOV 101g TocovTo1G £€evenpicny movolg.
Oftov pe cuvOAiBovot TikTodong Tovor
£YKOUOV® Yop TOG ELdvaiag @UoELS,
TOVG UNTPOPOVTaG THG GuopTiog YOVoUuC:
€0 yop EUMELY TO KpoTovuevov ubborg,

Wg ®dTynoo TOV TepEGTIOV TOKOV,

£nl keQoATig T OAeBpiay VAny,

O Ov mrooduan kol Bedig LoyostdKoug

1| TOV TOVOL G1ONPOV EKTEUVOVTC LUE.
Tpoefig mépt 8 T1 TPOSUPUOGOS PPECW;
Cnrel apuyE pev, dALL 6 otoUo TTOEL,
dekapevn, xolAlo kol cwAny Ppoet.
Awydpey 00koDV prlotoiolg pécalg,
v Tavtdlov tivovieg dOAlwg dikny,
KGpag vreptéAdovio ppittovieg Aibov
Kol TOV KatabAdTTovTa Taig HOAOG TOVov.
Kawv kol Brocdii evoemg 10 Topedyov,
LTV Te TOPAYHLTO KOl TOV TEUUETOV,
evBVg 10 pedua ovykvertat ovv Pig.

Q¢ yop UIKpAY T1g EKKIVAGOG Yynoido
fivoi&e pedua ToAAGKIG TOV TANGUi®Y,
0¥To KIvNoog TV 08OVIOV HeTplovg,
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g Kol TEUETV TOV OPTOV, O Kol AETTOVOL,
£000¢ 10 pelBpov é€avoiym Tiig vooov.
*Q 10V 006vToV dAyog, ® HOANG TOVOS
£K 100 OTOUATOC EIGPEMY TOTG EYKATOLG
105 g &€ audpog eig Babitepov kOTOC.
"Q 1V 080vIOV GAYog, O TOVOG TOVmV:
CAUOVTPOV BAAO TMV TEAEVTOLOV TOVOV
Kol TV 080vTev Tob Bpuynod kol thg epikng.
"Q Bpuypog ovtog, Tpddpopog TV Eoydtmv fol. 10r

110 nidg ExkAANCO TV TOCHUTNY TIKPLOY;

MG EKPPACH TO UETPA THE CUOITOG
Kol ToldTNTe TV TOVEV Kol TV Bloy,
av cuvBoddpot T TocavTn TIkplYs;
"Eyyvg Opwmg 1 melpo kol AaAgly Béder

115 co0Pra dokel neipovoa tog pilag KaTm,
OG TAV TO PLTOV TAV OOOVTOV EKTEUN,
o¢ 8’ v kpatondy &k TAokhg prémudtav
®0eT d Ay 1| 6o0PAo kol OAIPer TALov,
kol wdAv avtiPaivel v prldv kpatog:

120 pdym te moAAN Kol kKAOVog Tpo The uéyme:
N 8" &V ¢ Thg covPAag Lo Thg Plog
taviv pev éEGAAoLTo TPog TV Kopdia,
TavOV TOV EykEQolov Extéuvery Bédet,
Cofic T0g dpyig cvykvkdoo Tog 800,

125 cedttovca kol @pdrtovca Thg Tvofig xo1y,
g Kol TEAEVLTOY THV 0BVVNY £lg LOPOV.
‘Pougoic Torydp 6TV 0 TANTTOV TOVOG,
woel TPLYyAdyLY 0 TpLeuNg TNV Plov:

Téuvel poAag YGp, Eyképodov, kapdioy:

130 “Aldov tptouva, [TAovTovog TodTto Elgoc.
0Vtog dpvdpdc Loypoed Lov OV TOvov
Kol T@® LeAavt tov Loodvid pe ypoeo:
VREP AdyoV Yap €6TIV OG DREP TOVOV.
‘Inmoxpdtovg 8¢ kol T'aAnvod Biiic

135 Ertuée o e TddV 03OVTOV TO OALPov
Kol Vv Oepamedovooy Evipénet Téyvnyv.
Mdtny kaBaipet Thg kKeQOAfig TOVG TOPOLG,
KEVOT T PAEYLLOL KOl YOAT)V GLVEKYEEL,

Kol TOTg EVOYPOLG KOl TOTOTG TOV QapUEK®Y,

140 kol T0G GuvyOG €lte o1KDOG LAtV
£1g TOVG TEVOVTOG DIOYEL KO TOIG POYELS,
G £kpoed 0 OAIPov év avtiondoer
TO TANUUOPOV YOP TNV KEVOGLY EKTPEYEL
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avtiomoaoty 88 10 oxipmbev éxtpémer

145 ol yap 006vieg Evdakdvieg 10 6TVQOV,
ob oot Aboat T Pig 1OV eapuoKov.
"Opyove, wviig Thg Eufig mapeTpdmn
£1g LoVoiKfig Spyava vV Tpaymdiag,

10 @b PodvTo Kol YodvTa To1g TOVOLg

150 & povokn eBéyuatog, & TadTNg AdGIC.
To otopa TAovtel Mg x10d&pag Ty Bécty,
0 TOV 08OVTWV 6TOTYOG (G TOV UAYGdwY,
Kol 6QIoLY €VTELVOLTO ThG X0opdfig Tao1C
N YADGoo xopdn Kol Tao1g v Tolg Adyolg

155 xoi thig k10dpog EppeAng omog kpdtog.

‘H ovBeoic 8¢ viv map” nuiv nAAGYN,
apyodoy ol poryddeg EKTETPOUUEVHL

7 kol BpuPeloot t@v OdVVAV T 6eLPY
Kol povotkiic 0 eBoyyog MUty éppm:

160  x&v 11 mopnyfi, 1oV Bopdy Ryov kpéker
Spyava mapékAvay, o ypoetic Adyoc,
e1g mévBog NuUlv kol Tporymdiog LEAOG.
‘086vteg Nudv Ondo kol Beldv otouo
KOl TOVG POPODVIOG EKTOVOV BVTIGTPOPWG'

165 Aéye, mpoefital, Tig Suvatog &v Kpdtet
OUaPTOVOVIOV TOVG 000VTag cLVTIpiPety;
TAVTOG O LGV GPPovag TOVTOV AOYOLE.
00 udBog Nutv 0vde Tepbpeia Eévn,

GAL 008¢ Tnpedg v Aadoboav éxtpifer

170  1opig 8¢ mikpd ToD }LUOD 10D TauEBoPOL
690dpdc te Bupog £0BVSIKOVGNG dikNg,
v 10V 080vTav ¢xbepilovot otiya
Kol TPoLAOV NIV €kTeA0DOL TO GTOUOL.

‘0 Opryydg Nptot Kol papoiveton oTopor

175 mmvol Adyot orydowv év @ knmie: fol. 10v
kAL et yap adTo Sonyidéctepov DL
*Q modaywys Thg fufic duaptiog,

G6THGOV UIKPOV GOV TNV TATAGSOVGOV Ploy
KOL T@® 6TOPOVTL UTEOV TAOPOV KPAULOL,

180 6 kot F'oAnvog kol mpaidBupog wdvoe,

0 xol LEAGGo®Y TG GvNKEGTOVG VOGOUG.
Kwd xorvd, thg ypopiic Aéyel otoua,
cloyovag Eoery&og nudv tpog Plav,

OG Gvokoyng Ao The apaptiog

185 1aig dAdyovug T TV naBdv dtatlog.
"Aveg Bpoyd Tt 10D godvod Ty 1doy
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Kol pootiyov ony Blov fpéuo tpéne
nAnyeic yap oye cuykopilopat epévac.

17: Eph. 4:29 and Marc. 17:15 29-32: Ez. 18:2 and Ier. 38 (31):29-30 40—
44: cfr. 1. X1, 492-97 50: Exod. 15:23 and cf. Greg. Naz. Carmina moralia,
Column 586, line 4 56: 1. 1X, 325 58: 1l. X1, 241 86: /. XI, 270 91: Philost.
Vita Ap. 3.32.22 107: Matt. 8:12, 162-3, Lam. 5:15 162-3 Job 30:31 164: Ps.
57:4 166, Ps. 76 (77):14 167: Ps. 3:8 (3:7) and 57:7 (58:6); 170: Ps. Apoll. Bibl.
3, 14,8 171: Prov. 30:14 1834, Ps. 31 (32):9

27 mpofarwv] mpookaAdv | 50 Meppdag] Mepdg | 67 oraipw | oxaipw
| 69 tepBpeia] tepBpia | 81 éydvaiag] &xvdvaiag | 92 tivovteg] tetvovteg
| 100 pepiovg] petpiovg | 115 meipovoa] oneipovoa | 124 dvag] dvo | 186
KIPQ| xnp®d  yahwvod] yainvod

On teeth
Barely opening my mouth because of the pain
(for the vehemence of the aching shuts it,
pouring a bitter cup on the teeth)
I shall briefly tell you about the bitterness of the disease,
5 so that you share the pain with your friend,
oh, best of friends, sufferings’ sharer!
Through hearing, the numbing pain streams downwards
and touches the depths of sopor,
vomiting out the bitter poison, like a serpent.
10 Hear now the hard-to-hear words:
Toothache is my disease
or better, a pain coming from the bottom of the heart:
for it affects even my innermost organs.
Having sprung from sin
15  from there, first the veins open up,
then they spurt out the uncleanness of much rot;
because I defile the mouth with corrupted talks,
jabbering with outrageous insults
and wounding my brothers with words,
20 winged words as if they belonged to a quiver
opening my mouth and closing down my molars,
swiftly positioning the sharp arrow of my tongue;
because I enjoy the luxurious meals of flesh,
and I roll my taste into sin,
25  and my tongue I turn into a harlot
and, alas, I taste the soul-destroying wood,
with my soul joined towards |[...],
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not putting forth my resistance in a manly way:
Oh, bitter grape of the first ancestors,

giving toothache to the descendants,

or, rather, I am the one squeezing the sour grape
biting and eating with my teeth set on bitter edge.
The disease finds its first source,

as I said, from the veins of sin.

The second and more natural source

comes from the fleshy veins of the head.

A very bitter humour falling upon them,
gushing like a stream of water or a sea wave,
wipes out the projecting teeth,

and wears off the outer-edges of the molars.
Like a stream of flowing water,

running downbhill from up high,

dragging away trees, stakes and stones

drawing up from earth even rocky weights,

so the stream of my own misdeed,

pouring from the top of the head

wrings out the tooth roots,

the mandible and the junctions,

and drags the bone as if hard stones.

Oh bitter stream, more bitter, probably, than Marah’s flow!
Oh stream, flow of deadly poisons,

hemlock or poisonous goblet of filth,

flood of the Styx, Acheron’s stream.

Because of it my day has become night,

and the night I reckon as the darkness of death.
I go through sleepless nights in pain,

moaning, awake, through the entire night.

I wish I had turned to the brazen slumber,

or cast into the torpor from which you don’t wake up
so as to find the end to sleepless sufferings.

I often turn the body against the bed,

twisting around on both sides,

onto the stomach and onto the spine;

I turn on my back, assuming a head first position,
shifting, like a dice, with my pains.

I suffer, alas, all of the ups and downs,

as if playing at dice with dry bones,

flaying amidst the flames of fire,

like a fish bereft of speaking.
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The first night shift drifted away

and I remain more vigilant than the watchers;
The third came, and the fourth ran quick;

a bird, a night-watcher, sings,

and I answer back with nightly cries,

and I shatter, alas!, deep from my innards,

like an owl wailing out of tune,

for I have injured my sweetly-speaking instrument.
I roar like a lion even though I have the constitution of a
mouse

and I have been stripped of my strength by such great pains.
The pain afflicting me is like that of labor;

I am pregnant with viper-like creatures,

matricide offspring of sin;

not to mention what is celebrated in stories:
namely that I delivered a monstrous child,

a deadly thing on my head,

for which I am scared of the birth-pang goddesses
or of the sword of pain cutting me.

What shall I say in fitting wise concerning food?
The throat seeks yet the mouth spits,

the belly both receptacle and conduit pours (any) food out.
We thirst, indeed, amidst of cups,

miserably undergoing Tantalus’ penalty,

fearing a stone hanging over the head,

and a molar smashing pain.

Even if the omnivorous nature is forced (by me)
and might get hold of bread and drinks,
immediately the flow is violently stirred up.

For just as someone, having moved a small pebble,
would often open up an overflowing stream,

so, having moved the most moderate among teeth
to cut the bread or make it thin,

I immediately stir up the stream of the disease.
Oh toothache! Oh molar pain!

Streaming from the mouth into the insides,

just as from a channel to a deeper hollow place.
Oh toothache, worst of the sufferings!

A new symbol of the ultimate sufferings

and of gnashing and shuddering of teeth.

Oh the gnashing, forerunner of the last days!
How shall I describe such bitterness?
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How shall I talk about the immeasurable mouth rot,
and which kind of sufferings and violence,

if T am confused by such great bitterness?

Yet the experience is here and wants to speak:

it appears to pierce the roots below, like a skewer,

so as to cut off the teeth entirely like plants;

since they are strong because of the roots’ interlacing,
again the skewer pushes and presses more,

and once more the powerful roots withstand it.

A mighty struggle and turmoil before the battle;
now the sharpness of the spit, because of its force,
at one time would leap off against the heart,

now it wants to cut through the brain,

setting in tumult the two principles of life,

cutting off and blocking the fluency of breath,

so that the pain might end in death.

For the smiting pain is indeed a sword,

like a three-edged one with thrice the strength;

for it cuts the molars, the brain, the heart;

the trident of Hades, this is, the sword of Pluto.
Thus, only so dimly do I portray my pain

and with ink I depict my gloom:

it is beyond words as much as beyond pain.

The books of Hippocrates and Galen,

this toothache folds them all,

and puts to shame the discipline of healing

In vain the latter cleanses the ducts of the head,
empties the phlegm and pours out the bile

through liquid and watery drugs;

in vain does it apply scarifications or cupping-glasses
to tendons and the spine,

since the affliction gulps it down in revulsion;

for the excess fluid runs out through the emptying process,
while what has indurated turns into revulsion.

Even if the teeth bite into the bitter medication,
they reject healing from the force of the drugs.

The organs of my voice have now been turned

into musical instruments of tragedy

that cry ‘alas!” aloud and bewail because of the pain.
Oh music of the sound, oh her release

the mouth is elevated to the place of the lyre,

the row of teeth becomes like its bridges,
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and the tension of the string would be tightened by them.
The tongue is string and tension through words,
155 and every melodious bit of the lyre.
Yet now the arrangement has changed for us,
the bridges stopped working, been diverted
or rather broken in pieces by the hammer of pain,
and the sound of music has flowed out of us.
160 Even if something resounds, it strikes the grave tone;
our organs have bent, as Scripture says,
to sorrow and tragic melody.
Our teeth, our weapons and point of arrows,
have turned against and killed those who carry them.
165 Tell us, prophet, who has the strength
to crash the teeth of sinners?
it must be the one who hates their silly words.
It’s not some myth in my case, nor some far-fetched sophist
Iy,
nor is Tereus devouring my speaking tongue.
170 The sharp knife of the all-destroying humour,
and the right judgment’s violent anger,
cut out the row of teeth
and give us a stammering mouth.
The fence is removed and the mouth withers;
175 fleeting words are all silent in the garden:
for a larger wave floods it.
Oh teacher for my sins,
hold briefly your smiting force,
and mix some joy with the astringent
180 just as Galen [does], the only one with a gentle mind,
the one who soothes incurable diseases.
With bit and bridle, so speaks Scripture,
you have bounded my jaws by force,
so to stop the leaps of sin,
185 and the irrational disorders of passions.
Let go briefly the tension of the bridle
and gently keep off the strength of your whip;
having been smitten, I finally come to my senses.
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