REVIEW
by Prof. Anastas Gerdjikov

on a dissertation for the award of the educational and scientific degree “Doctor” in the
Field of Higher Education 2. Humanities, Professional Field 2.1. Philology — Classical

Languages (Medical Latin)

1. The candidate

Mina Petrova Petrova holds a Master's degree in Classical Philology from
Sofia University. She is an assistant professor of Latin at the Medical University —
Sofia. She is a part-time PhD student in professional field 2.1. Philology (Roman
Literature) at the Department of Classical Philology, Faculty of Classical and Modern
Philology. The doctoral dissertation was approved for public defense at a meeting of
the Department of Classical Philology of Sofia University on March 20, 2025. Mina
Petrova has accumulated and even exceeded the required ECTS credits, has passed
her PhD examination with a grade of Excellent 6 and has completed all the tasks set

in her individual plan. All required documents and materials have been submitted.

In view of the above, the administrative and procedural requirements of the
Law on Academic Staff Development in the Republic of Bulgaria, the Regulations for
its Implementation and the Regulations on the Terms and Conditions for Acquiring
Scientific Degrees and Holding Academic Positions at Sofia University “St. Kliment

Ohridski” have been complied with.

2. Publications and Participation in Conferences

The candidate has submitted five publications related to the topic of the
dissertation, which according to Art. la, par. 1 of the Regulations for the
Implementation of the Law on Academic Staff Development in the Republic of
Bulgaria is in compliance with the national minimum requirements for acquiring a
PhD. The author's interest in Roman elegy dates back at least to the time of her
master's thesis “ The Role of Lena in the Elegies of Propertius and Ovid” in 2012.
Since then she has participated in over 10 conferences with papers which, with few

exceptions, are related to her thesis topic.



The Dissertation and the Abstract

A set of materials in electronic format is presented, containing administrative

documents, the dissertation work and an abstract in Bulgarian and English.

The dissertation “Medical Motifs in Augustan Elegiac Poetry” is devoted to a
philological analysis of a corpus of texts from Augustan elegy that contain medical
allusions and are subject to medical interpretation. It consists of 288 pages -
introduction, four chapters, conclusion, list of contributions and bibliography. The
bibliography comprises 399 titles, of which 104 are primary sources, 278 are titles of
cited secondary literature (including annotated editions of texts) and 17 — online
platforms with digitized resources.

In the introductory first chapter of the dissertation, the author introduces the
topic of the influence of medical themes and vocabulary on Augustan-era elegy, the
diagnosis of love as a disease, the representation of lovers as patients, the
coincidence of symptoms of love and disease, healing from lovesickness through

treatment, and the role of medical metaphor on love elegy in general.

Mina Petrova defends the relevance of the topic, showing the wide range of
medical allusions and the central role played by medicine in ancient literature. She
identifies a number of authors and the representatives of the academic circle Body
and Medicine in Latin Poetry who explore the influence of medicine and medical
vocabulary and imagery in a number of genres. At the same time, according to
Thumiger, “there remains a significant gap right in the center of Roman literature,
which houses Augustan literature that already shows a mature engagement with
medical idioms, themes, debates, practices, and language.” In my view, this
demonstrates both the fit of the dissertation within the context of recent research and

the gap it fills within this trend.

The author describes the object of her research as an analysis of a corpus of
selected medical motifs and of medical metaphor as a conceptual source for poetic
imagery in the motif of lovesickness and its cure in Roman elegy of the Augustan age
— the works of Tibullus, Propertius and Ovid. She also motivates this choice with the
short period in which Roman love elegy existed as a genre, making it particularly

suitable for focused study.



In the sub-chapter on the aims and objectives of the dissertation, Mina Petrova
defines her aim as a thorough analysis of the diachronic development and
transformations of selected motifs in poetry, as well as the identification of these
motifs as related to the field of medicine. She lists several tasks to achieve these
goals: compiling a primary corpus of sources where certain recurring usages indicate
the presence of a persistent motif in Roman elegiac poetry; systematically exploring
individual poetic motifs through the analysis of medical language and concepts;
incorporating medical interpretations of themes and motifs; proposing a new model
for classifying certain conventional elegiac motifs from the perspective of ancient
medicine and with the understanding that Roman elegists were not only concerned
with depicting the nosology of love and the sexual act; fitting into current
contemporary trends in the study of Roman literature with a focus on corporeality,

emotions and pathology.

A separate subchapter of the introduction is devoted to a survey of research
on medical motifs in elegiac poetry — literary models (Hellenistic and neoteric poetry,
comedy, rhetoric, the Stoics and philosophy in general), medical and medico-
philosophical models (according to the author, these arise first in philosophical
literature and poetry, and “elegiac representations of love also engage with the purely
carnal side, which to a large extent provokes associations with the physical
characteristics of passion, and hence with illness and medicine.” 19), the model of
Lucretius (an important source, according to the candidate, for the understanding of

the amorous feeling as corporeal and pathological).

In the last two parts of this sub-chapter, the author provides examples of the
lack of understanding of the place of medical metaphor in a series of commentaries
and analyses of Augustan elegy and argues for the need for a new approach and a

new methodology in research.

In the penultimate subchapter of the introduction, Mina Petrova considers
some issues of methodology. She points out that the concept of love as a disease in
Roman love elegy has been qualified by various scholars as a metaphor, as a
stereotyped theme, as an idea, but not as a motif, although lovesickness has been
defined as a motif in the genres preceding elegy. The candidate demonstrates that it
is a motif by showing detailed correspondences with the seven characteristics of

motif according to Horst Demrich. The author explains this hesitation to characterize



medical metaphor as a motif by the fact that in elegiac poetry diseases are
introduced indirectly and periphrastically, and the use of medical terms, such as
banal and concrete vocabulary from the lower register of the language, is avoided
even in cases where the vocabulary of an elegy is semantically tied to themes such

as medicine and disease.

Thus, the candidate arrives at the decision, when exploring medically oriented
motifs, to consider the two semantic levels of concepts — “not only secondary
associations and metapoetic symbolism, but also the primary, essential meaning that
points us to the very corporeal form of a metaphor, weaving a sense of corporeality

and realism into its use” (p. 32).

In the section Methods and Models of Research M. Petrova proposes new
methodological models for approaching medical metaphor and motifs in Roman
elegy: identification of medical ideas (physiological, medico-philosophical,
therapeutic, etc.) through comparisons between elegiac conceptual metaphors and
medical literature from the Hippocratic corpus onwards; of medical linguistic

constructions; of specific structural and functional models that contain medical motifs.

What follows is a description of the two corpora used — the central corpus,
which includes the elegies of Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid, and the medical corpus,
which includes Cornelius Celsus's encyclopedia On Medicine, Pedanius
Dioscorides's pharmacological treatise De materia medica, Scribonius Largus's
Compositiones medicamentorum, as well as some later writings. The introduction

concludes with a summary of the following chapters.

Chapter Two, The Motif of Erotic Wasting, is devoted to the motif the author
defines as “somatic wasting” and explores the medical aspect of the connection
between love and weakening and the elegiac names and tropes for weakness (pallor,
drying, emaciation, exhaustion, melting flesh), as well as the places associated with
bodily exhaustion and symbolic locales for erotic suffering such as bone structures.

The author first lists the typical names for weakness, the semantic circle
around tenuis/gracilis and the more extreme macer/macritudo/macies, then points to
Hellenistic models of the motif (Callimachus and Theocritus). In the sub-chapter
Medical Correlations of the Antithesis Slenderness — Fatness, she continues with the

medical tradition that links obesity with sterility or fertility problems, and associates



the weakening body with the consequences of sexual intercourse. Love turns the
lover into a skinny creature, and “sexual intercourse is thoroughly bound up with a
process of nutritional loss and evacuation, resulting in a body that shrinks, withers,
melts” (p. 46).

What follows is an overview of the rhetorical aspects of weakness. The author
demonstrates the commonality between medicine and rhetoric in the critical
metaphors of food, diet, and physique that characterize the dispute between Atticism
and Asianism. In rhetoric, the shortcomings and weaknesses of particular styles
begin to be described with epithets for shaky physical health. Declamation itself,
according to ancient medicine, could be applied as a therapeutic procedure, since it
provokes breathing and hard work of the lungs, corrects improper digestion. In
rhetoric, on the other hand, weakness is associated with an ascetic regime, control

and preservation of masculine power.

Similarly, in the metaphor of the slender body in Roman elegy, the epithets
gracilis, exilis, and even macer carry mostly positive connotations in the vocabulary
with which “elegiac poets idealized themselves, their limbs, their muse..., their texts

as thin, slender, delicate.”

In sub-chapter five we see examples of pallor and macies as a symptom in
elegiac poetry — mainly from Ovid and Propertius, but also from their predecessors
such as Lucretius and in parallel with medical texts. In the episode of Echo and
Narcissus, Echo's withering reminds us of the gaunt lover in Hellenistic erotic poetry,
and later elegiac poets complain that love has turned them to skin and bones.
According to the candidate, “the figures of weakness can also be interpreted quite
literally — as the morbid effects of physiological desiccation under the influence of
passion” (p. 52). This leads to a rethinking of the ideal of beauty as well — slender is
she who is barely alive with emaciation. Pallor and emaciation are topoi in the
physical description of unfulfilled desire, but also the result of a “fierce” form of sexual

love leading to gradual exhaustion.

It is erotic exhaustion that is the subject of the next subchapter. M. Petrova
shows how in the medical literature the expenditure of seminal fluid is considered a
cause of bodily exhaustion, and the general effect of sexual intercourse is rather
exhaustion and weakness than relief. In elegy, languor and languidus can mean

“pleasant yet painful exhaustion after sexual intercourse” (p. 68).



However, there is also a morbid languor (chapter Il 6.2). Languor (“languor,
weakness”) in both medical literature and elegy denotes the symptoms of illness, but
it is often used as a metonym for disease, especially in accounts of epidemics and
plagues. In poetry, the terms also occur to express feigned illness. In elegy, the

vocabulary of erotic languor can also symbolize creative and genre exhaustion.

The last two subchapters of chapter two discuss the poetic connection
between amorous passion on the one hand and bone, bone marrow, blood, and
decay on the other. Ancient medicine associated bones and spinal cord with sperm,
and Roman poets perceived the entire cerebral essence as source of procreation
and strong emotions and as seat of creative power. These ideas are illustrated with
passages from Propertius and Ovid.

Chapter Three, Food, Dietetics and Sleep in Elegiac Poetry, explores nutrition
and sleep in elegy in parallels with ancient medicine. Arguing that, according to
ancient physiological thought and dietetics, sleep is a direct consequence of the
process of eating, the candidate first considers the medical uses of wine and food in
elegy, and then the antithesis of sleep and insomnia. In her view, eating and appetite
are perceived as lower bodily functions, so the genre-height of the elegy deliberately
omits food and restricts itself to the theme of drinking and the sympotic themes. Both
food and drink occur only situationally, as “stage props in the theatrical play of

pretense between the elegiac protagonists” (p. 98).

In ancient medicine, wine was considered medicine, stimulating the sex drive,
and a component of a healthy diet. At the same time, the abuse of wine turns it into
an anaphrodisiac, which can have negative consequences when this effect is not
sought, or a positive role when it is used as a remedy against amorous feeling (llI,
2.1). It can also play such a therapeutic role in difficult situations, such as that of the
poet Ovid in exile. Its role as an aphrodisiac, on the other hand, is in contrast to the

barren and apathetic existence of the exile in Tomis. (pp. 107-108)

The elegy recommends moderation in eating both because of the repulsive
effect of the sight of a maiden stuffing herself and because of the negative role of
overeating before sexual intercourse (lll, 3). M. Petrova illustrates this with the diet of

Corinne's parrot in Amores 1.6, with the connection between diet in elegy and



rhetoric shown by the wealth of analogies with medical nuance between literature,

food, and diet in Quintilian.

The author analyses Ovid's anaphrodisiacs and aphrodisiacs and shows that
the selection and arrangement of Ovid's ingredients in the Remedia — bulbus noxius,
eruca salax and ruta — corresponds exactly to Celsus’ text, which lists the plants in

the same order.

Chapter Three concludes with a detailed discussion of elegiac insomnia. Sleep
and its disorders according to M. Petrova are one of the central medical motifs in
elegiac poetry. In medicine, sleep and wakefulness are an important marker of a
patient's condition. Sleep and food as components of a healthy regimen are mutually
conditioned, and details concerning the two processes form the clinical picture of the

patient in ancient medicine.

In poetry, insomnia is a symptom of lovesickness and a symbolic sign of the
elegiac state. This motif comes from Catullus and neoterism. Along with the love
insomnia a motif in elegy is also literary insomnia — the reader, the writer, the scholar
stay awake; there is the Roman cultural practice of nocturnal writing, lucubratio.
There is a parallel between the life of the intellectual who writes at night and the life
of the lover, staying awake out of love and at the doorstep of his beloved or in her
service. Thus elegy becomes a vigilant song, carmen vigilatum, which is illustrated by

the first elegy of Book One of Tibullus, by Propertius Il. 3, and several works of Ovid.

As in ancient physiology, so in elegy analogous to insomnia are disorders of
appetite. “As negations of natural processes such as sleep and eating, insomnia and

loss of appetite are also enumerated in parallel in elegiac poetry” (p. 147).

Conversely, sound sleep is seen in medicine as a favorable factor, and this is
again in parallel with elegiac poetry, for which sleep is also associated with bodily
overfeeding and insomnia with malnutrition. According to the author, in elegy sleep
acquires this therapeutic character when the poet attempts to renounce his own
elegiac aesthetic. The amorous care deprives of sleep, and sleep itself is an element

of the cure from amorous feeling.

Chapter four explores the motif of lack of appetite and the disgust as love-
sickness, respectively the return of appetite as an element of the love cure. This



chapter examines “the elegiac narratology of passion as a network of digestively

experienced reactions” (p. 39).

According to the author, anorexia is one of the distinctive features of amorous
feeling in ancient literature, and the motif of the loss of appetite of lovers corresponds
with the representation of love sickness as a feverish state. This corresponds to a
number of medical texts in which sexual frustration is conceived as a factor in

unleashing anorexic behaviour.

Close to this is the next topos, according to which for the lover love replaces
food. The objects of erotic desire are often presented through metaphors of food and
taste, and the lover experiences hunger and appetite for the object of his desire,
which becomes a substitute for food. This is illustrated with examples from Lucretius,
Propertius and Ovid. Related to the idea of erotic anorexia and gluttonous passion is

the theme of elegiac emaciation.

M. Petrova also recognizes these classical elements of amorous suffering in
the illness of the exile Ovid, who presents an example of exilic transformation of

erotic symptoms with a wealth of clinical detail.

The chapter continues with the harm of sweetness, which is invariably present
in ancient physiology and dietetics. But love and elegy are also sweetness, therefore
in the unfolding of erotic disease, fading passion is depicted with images of sweet
satiety and, subsequently, of healing bitterness. Bitter juice is healing, and so is the
therapy against lovesickness. Numerous parallels with medicine show the medical
origin of these metaphors. Hence passages are possible like the one in which Ovid
warns men not to enter the role of physicians, subjecting sick maidens to healing

hunger and offering them bitter medicines.

The therapy of amorous feeling according to 1V, 2.4 is a balance between
abstinence and satiety, which is reminiscent of the application of hunger and fasting
in ancient medicine. Sweetness and disgust are interrelated. Disgust can be induced

by satiety with sweetness.

Chapter five is devoted to gynecological motifs in elegiac poetry: pregnancy,

abortion, and childbirth. Pregnancy, childbirth, and motherhood are anti-elegy



themes. According to the author's ingenious formulation, “elegy deals with militia

amoris instead of militia laboris” (p. 198).

The elegiac labor unites the labor pains of a woman and the creation of poetry.
The elegy labor poeticus contains the metaphorical image of male pregnancy and
childbirth: the poet wears out the work and claims paternity and authorship over his
ideas. Creation and writing are “conceived”, “carried”, and “given birth to” ... difficult
and painful, authors are parents (auctores); small elegiac books, short epistolary

elegies are minor opus, fetuses, and children. (pp. 109-199).

After reviewing the gynaecological theme in Hippocratic medicine, in which
conception, pregnancy and childbirth are perceived as positive factors, Mina Petrova
shows that for the elegiac poets it is just the opposite: they idealize female sexual
desire, depriving it of its connection to reproduction. The goal of elegiac passion for
women is not pregnancy and childbirth, but the achievement of perfect sexual
pleasure. Added to this is the fact that pregnancy is a form of disability; it deforms the
maiden's body and threatens her attractive appearance. Childbirth wears out and

ages the woman.

The second part of the chapter explores in detail the themes of pregnancy,
abortion and childbirth in Canace's letter to Macareus in Ovid's Heroides Xl in parallel
with ancient scientific literature on gynaecological themes as well as with Euripides'
Phaedra. The detailed analysis is filled with good philological and interpretive finds by
M. Petrova, to end with the birth pangs of Kanace — “the culmination of her split
between two perspectives, two female roles, two opposing genres” (p. 248). Abortion
and the milkmaid's medicine “fail to save the heroine from her non-elegiac fate,”
Kanace's dystocia constitutes a turning point of transition from elegiac to tragic
tonality (pp. 248-249).

In the conclusion, the author skillfully summarizes all that has been
accomplished in the preceding five chapters, clearly showing how the concepts,
metaphors, and vocabulary of the Roman elegists coincide with accounts in the

scholarly literature.



The abstract contains a summary of the work that is sometimes too general
and does not show the specific achievements of the individual chapters. The thesis
itself could still be improved before eventual publication in accordance with the
recommendations of the internal defense, in cases where this has not already been
done. The language of the thesis, for example, has been significantly simplified with
most Anglicisms and neologisms disturbing the Bulgarian linguistic sense being
removed. In the future publication, however, another revision is needed to make the

text sound really good.
4. Research Contributions

| agree with all the contributions of the study, indicated on pp. 261-262. They
are formulated concisely should only be read as a supplement to what is stated in the
Conclusion, which reveals what has been achieved much more fully. 1 would

summarize these contributions even more succinctly as follows:

1. The study combines an interdisciplinary philological analysis of ancient
literary texts with comparisons with ancient philosophical, scientific and medical

literature.

2. The work seeks to fit into current critical studies of Roman literature, which

emphasize corporeality, emotion, and pathology.

3. The introductory part of the work proposes new methodological models for

approaching medical metaphor in Roman elegy of the Augustan era.

4. The application of these methodological approaches allows M. Petrova to
identify and select specific interrelated motifs in parallel with ancient physiology,
medicine, etc. Thus, the dissertation explores motifs in Roman elegy related to
ancient medicine that have not been systematically studied or even identified as
motifs at all, such as the modifications of appetite in Ovid and the network of related
digestive reactions. Their analysis enriches the study and interpretation of medical
imagery in elegiac poetry. Petrova establishes points of contact between erotic
metaphor and the nosology of the sexual act in ancient medicine, explores the

reception of Lucretius' connection between love and disease, eros and nosos, etc.

5. A corpus of elegiac places and passages, individual concepts and

junctures, as well entire poems that contain medical allusions, and are thus subject to



medical interpretation, has been compiled. The gathering of these places is, in my

opinion, a serious work in itself, deserving high praise.

6. A number of medical sources have been translated into Bulgarian for the
first time, thus forming a small corpus focused on ancient scientific thought,

especially in the field of sexuality, dietetics and sexual disorders.

5. Conclusion

The candidate demonstrates a thorough knowledge of Latin language and
Roman literature, especially on Roman elegy. The topic requires an in-depth
knowledge of numerous ancient texts and secondary literature. M. Petrova has made
a serious effort to locate numerous places and to establish parallels between the

vocabulary and concepts of ancient medical literature and Roman elegy.

Mina Petrova has achieved the objectives set at the beginning of the study.
The research analysis has been carried out consistently, demonstrating the scientific
contributions achieved in the dissertation.

For the above reasons, | consider that the dissertation and the scientific
publications sufficiently demonstrate the candidate's contributions, skills and
competences and meet the requirements of the Law on Academic Staff Development
in the Republic of Bulgaria, the Regulations for its Implementation and the
Regulations on the Terms and Conditions for Acquiring Scientific Degrees and

Holding Academic Positions at Sofia University “St. Kliment Ohridski”.

All this gives me the grounds to give a positive assessment of the dissertation
and to recommend the members of the esteemed scientific jury to vote positively for
awarding the educational and scientific degree “doctor” in the Field of Higher
Education 2. Humanities, Professional Field 2.1. Philology — Classical Languages to

Mina Petrova.
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