
Bloodsongs: Pulse-Taking, Synesthesia, and Epistemic Shifts 

 Arguably one of the most noteworthy transfigurations in western medicine occurred 

when the lifting of the ban on dissection in Hellenistic Alexandria opened the black bag of 

humors that the human body had been for Hippocratic thought and revealed a new world ripe for 

colonization by metaphor. Among the rich fields of medical metaphor cultivated over two 

millennia by Praxagoras, Herophilus, Galen, Rufus of Ephesus and the later West was that of 

sphygmology, as the pulse (virtually ignored in Hippocratic writings) gradually assumed pride of 

place in medical semiology. Despite its new status, however, the undeniable intimacy of the 

pulse — the fact that it lay just beneath the fingertips — paradoxically presented its own kind of 

opacity, a darkness that medicine groped to illuminate in increasingly synesthetic terms. What 

was felt by Herophilus as haptic rhythms of verse and dance, measured by Galen and his 

contemporaries as an uneasy blend of metaphor and metrics, and heard by the medieval West as 

a kind of muffled subcutaneous music, became for Enlightenment physicians a strictly 

quantitative event, in a shift coincident with the perfection of mechanical clocks. Motivated by 

and also embodying the 19
th

 century development of the sphygmograph and 

sphygmomanometer, the premodern synesthesia of the pulse increasingly became a detached, 

“scopic” experience. The spectral music of Korotkoff Sounds at the turn of the last century 

marked a final stage in the passage of the pulse from incarnate rhythms of dance to disembodied 

LED sine-wave. This talk will map that epistemic shift as a model of how science models its 

objects. 

Bibliography 

Barton, T. 1994. Power and Knowledge. Astrology, Physiognomics, and Medicine under the 

Roman Empire. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 



Bates, D. (ed.). 1995. Knowledge and the Scholarly Medical Traditions. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Conrad, L. et al. 1995. The Western Medical Tradition. 800 BC to AD 1800. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Dohrn-van Rossum, G. 1996. History of the Hour. Clocks and Modern Temporal Orders. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Holmes, B. 2010. The Symptom and the Subject. The Emergence of the Physical Body in Ancient 

Greece. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

Hortsmanshoff, M. (ed.) 2012. Blood, Sweat and Tears. The Changing Concepts of Physiology 

from Antiquity to Early Modern Europe. Leiden: Brill. 

Kuriyama, S. 1999. The Expressiveness of the Body and the Divergence of Greek and Chinese 

Medicine. New York: Zone. 

Lewis, O. 2017. Praxagoras of Cos on Arteries, Pulse and Pneuma. Leiden: Brill. 

Nutton, V. 2004. Ancient Medicine. London: Routledge. 

Staden, H, von. 1989. Herophilus: The Art of Medicine in Early Alexandria: Edition, Translation 

and Essays. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 

 


