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ABSTRACT

L7KH JUHYDXQFH IKDIl Z\PPHQ KDQ LQ EHUNQJ RI IKHLUH FKLHOGUHQ § (PRILRQ DQG = RPHQIV

Childbirth Rituals in Late Medieval England

by

Patricia Marie Wardlaw

In late medieval England (ca. 1300-1500 CE), women utilized rituals during
pregnancy and labor to assuage their anxieties and fears associated with childbirth. These
rituals include birth girdles, medical practices, oral charms, and lapidary obstetrical
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Introduction

321 IKH JUHYDXQFH IIKDIF Z\P PHQ KDQ LQ EHUNQJ RI IKHLUH FKLHOGUHQ

Greuaunces that wymmen han in beryng of their chieldren cometh in ij [ii or two]

PDQHUV WKDI LV iR VD\ N\QGHO\ DQG YON\QGHON

Birth in 21st-century America is a sterile process, completed in a sterile hospital
room filled with LED lights, doctors, nurses, men, and women. Right now, America is
faced with crisis, division, and fear regarding birth. On June 24th, 2022, as | was
researching medieval birth rituals in England ca. 1300-1500 CE, the United States
6XSUHPH &RXUI RYHUIXUQHG 5RHY = DGH 7KH GHEDIHV RYHU ZRPHQ{V KHDUWKFDUH DQG
obstetrics as valid medical fields, which were present in the late medieval period, still
continue to this day. Birth rituals remain present in modern society: the taking of
pregnancy tests, connecting the full moon with inducing labor, and more. Different
cultures and regions across the globe have diverse rituals to induce labor, to determine
the sex of the child, to announce the gender of the child in lavish manners, and to protect
the parturient woman and the unborn child. Birth is a universal aspect of life, as everyone
was born; even if you will not or cannot experience pregnancy and labor, you are a
product of it. Birth creates life, yet it remains one of the riskiest and most harmful
experiences for women; thus, there is a need for apotropaic rituals to ease the fears of

childbirth.2

1 7ULQUN &RWHJIH &DPEULGJH O6 5 IR0 Y RU3Sickness of Women,” in Monica H. Green, and
Linne R. Mooney, "The Sickness of Women," in Sex, Aging, and Death in a Medieval Medical
Compendium: Trinity College Cambridge MS R.14.52, Its Texts, Language, and Scribe, edited by Mary
Teresa Tavormina, (Tempe (Ariz.): Arizona center for medieval and Renaissance studies, 2006), 524.

2 The term apotropaic will be used throughout the thesis to discuss the birth rituals. Apotropaic is defined
ENIKH 2[1RUG (QJOLVK ™ LFILRQDU\ DV 3KDYLQJ RU UHSXIHG R KDYH WKH SRZHU RI DYHUILQJ evil influence or ill
OXFN ~ 6HH IIKH 2[1RUG (QJOLVK ™ LFILRQDU\ IRU PRUH GHILQUILRQV 2 [IRUG 8QLYHUVLIN 3UHW  DSRIURSDLF DGl









IHQGHG IR LQFUHDVH DINHU D SODJXH “© Thus, one can interpret the high mortality of both
infants and mothers, as well as the increase in population, that childbirth increased after

the Black Death of the mid-fourteenth century, emphasizing the importa









during pregnancy and childbirth. Childbirth rituals were practiced during a specific
SHULRG RI iLPH LQ D ZRPDQYV 0LIH DQG ZHUH UHVHUYHG IRU SUHJQDQF\ DQG ODERU ORUHRYHU
the rituals all have the intention of safeguarding either or both the mother and child
during pregnancy and labor. | also prefer the use of ritual due to its palpable nature,
emphasizing that it was performed and executed. Therefore, the thesis uses the term ritual
in reference to the five childbirth rituals under discussion, despite their differences as
types of magical practices. Ritual clarifies a holistic use, a process that further argues for

the use of birth rituals in tandem with one another as a sort of birth remedy process.

The Childbirth Rituals

Four main types of childbirth rituals were practiced during the period of c. 1300



mother.'* Prayer rolls were often created by male professional illuminators and owned by
a church or monastery; pregnant women essentially had to rent the rolls for their
protective practices.™® If women, or their husbands, were wealthy enough, they could
commission a prayer roll to be made for them. The tradition stems from the assumption
RI KH 9QLUJLQ ODU\ VKH GURSSHG IIKH *LUGIH RI 7KRPDV IKH 9QLUJLQIV *LUGOH 7KH +RO\
Belt, or the Sacra Cintola), to Saint Thomas. This girdle became an important relic within
medieval Catholicism. The location of the Marian girdle=>Prato, Italy in the Cathedral of
Prato==became an important pilgrimage site for medieval women wishing to become
pregnant.'® Birth girdles often contain prayers or invocations to the Virgin Mary due to
her immaculate conception and connection to childbirth and motherhood.

Medical rituals or remedies are described in medical compendiums such as the
Trotula and the Sickness of Women.1” Medical rituals can be any ritual that is medically

prescribed. While the Trotula



vernacular text, emphasizing its importance to women and midwives in medieval
England at the time of the study. It is significant that the Sickness of Women is in the
vernacular as it increased accessibility amongst men and women in England at the time.
Medical rituals or ritual prescription demonstrates the liminal space between obstetrical
care and ritual during the time period and the validation of ritual as care for parturient
women and unborn children.

Another material ritual aside from the birth girdle tradition is that of lapidary
obstetrical talismans. Although stemming from a Classical and global tradition, lapidary

obstetrical talismans were very much part of the medieval English childbirri g2poe-2(s)3e.
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childbirth, which was later banned from practice. Thus, 1500 is a useful chronological
cutoff for the study due to the religious shift in England leading to a decreased use and
acceptance of many childbirth rituals in England; however, the demonstrated, continued
use of the childbirth rituals despite the Dissolution illustrates the importance of childbirth
rituals to pregnant women as a grounding tool.
Literature Review

The scholarship of medieval magic and gender acts as a broad base for the thesis,
as well as understanding the terminology of medieval magic in scholarly discourse.

&DIKHULQH SLGHU DQG 6RSKLH 3DJHIV HGLIHG YRIXPH The
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Oral charms, remedies, and incantations have also been well-researched. The
scholarship of Peter Murray Jones and Lea Olsan on birth rituals is crucial to the thesis
IRU LIV PRUH KROLVILF XQGHUVIDQGLQJ RI ULIXDOV DV ZH00 DV FKDUPV 20vVDQ DQG -RQHVS
scholarship focuses on performative or oral charms for childbirth in medieval England.
7KHLU IRLQW DUILFOH 33HUIRUPDILYH SLIXDOV IRU &RQFHSILRQ DQG Childbirth in England, 900+

“ GHVFULEHV ULKXDOV IRU FKLOGELUIK RXIVLGH RI ELUIK JLUGOHV 2° Olsan DOVR ZURIH 3/0ILQ
&KDUPV RI OHGLHYDO (QJ0DQG 9HUEDO +HDILQJ LQ D &KULVHLDQ 2UD0 7UDGLILRQ ~ ZKLFK
includes a childbirth charm but also emphasizes the importance of an oral tradition in
medieval Christian culture.®® Further, Peter Murray Jones and Lea Olsan again partnered
on an article in the Routledge History YROXPH DERXW PHGLHYD0 PDJLF ILIOHG SOHGLFLQH DQG
ODJLF "3 SOIKRXJIK QR IRFXVHG RQ ULIXDOV = HORUHV /D3UDIHV 3&KLOGELUIK 3UD\HWV LQ
OHGLHYDO0 DQG (DUON ORGHUQ (QJ0DQG p)RU GUHGH R1 SHUOH WKDI PD\ EH-1D00H]™ GLVFXVVHV
prayers used in medieval England for the purposes of childbirth.3? Because of the
liminality in medieval England between prayer and charm, it can be argued that these
prayers are also charms. | hope to explore these blurred boundaries between religion and
ULWXDO WIKXV /ZD3UDHH]V DUILFOH LV HVSHFLDOON XVHIX0 1RU LIV GLVFXVVLRQ R1 SUDNHUV IIKDI FRX0G
also be interpreted as oral charms spoken ritually. Scholarship on rituals and charms used
in medieval England in general and for the purposes of childbirth is well researched.

Interestingly, there is a hole in scholarship connecting childbirth charms and prayers to

29 Jones and Olsan, "Performative Rituals for Conception,": 406-433.

30 Lea T. Olsan, "Latin Charms of Medieval England: Verbal Healing in a Christian Oral Tradition," Oral
Tradition 7 (1992): 116-142.

31 3HIHU OXUUD\ -RQHV DQG /HD 20vDQ 3OHGLFLQH DQG ODJLF ~ LQ The Routledge History of Medieval Magic,
edited by Sophie Page and Catherine Rider, (London [England]: Routledge), Taylor and Francis Group,
2019.

32 Delores LaPratt, "Childbirth Prayers in Medieval and Early Modern England: 'For Drede of Perle That
May Be-falle," McGill University.



14

the birth girdle tradition. Thus, the thesis will combine and analyze the traditions in
tandem with one another.

Understanding the stallH Rl FKLOGELUIK DQG ZRPHQ{V REVWHIULFDO FDUH LQ PHGLHYDO
England reveals the use and desire for childbirth rituals. The work of Barbara A.
Hanawalt, Duncan Sayer, Sam D. Dickinson, and Fiona Harris-Stoertz on the social
history of pregnancy and childbirth offers crucial context for childbirth rituals.3 The
scholarship forms an understanding of population growth, childbearing, death in
childbirth, and pregnancy in medieval England. By analyzing the facets of pregnancy and
childbirth in medieval England, the uses of childbirth rituals become increasingly
evident: to assuage anxieties about death in labor, as well as infant mortality.

ORQLFD *UHHQTV VFKRODUVKLS LV FUXFLDO #R WKLY SURIHFI DV KHU ZRUN HOXFLGDIHV IIKH
ZRUG Rl ZRPHQYV PHGLFLQH DQG REVIHIULFV DQG gynecology in medieval Europe.®* Green
not only published an English translation of The Trotula but also has written considerable
VFKRODUVKLS RQ PHGLHYD0 ZRPHQYV PHGLFLQH The Trotula, as discussed earlier, is a critical
primary source to the project, as it LV D FRPSHQGLXP Rl ZRPHQIV PHGLFLQH ZULIIHQ E\ D
ZRPDQ &KLOGELUIK DQG REVIHHULFV FDQQRI EH VHSDUDIHG IURP ZRPHQ{V PHGLFLQH KXV DQ\
rituals or folk remedies in The Trotula also function as ritual practices for medieval

ZRPHQIV FKLOGELWK #<UHHQ DVVHUIV
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historical discourse in the late 2010s and early 2020s. Further, Lewis argues that
emotional historians have successfully argued for their place in the historical discourse
and the importance of emotional history as a subfield.3” A seminal work in the field of
emotional history is The History of Emotions by Rob Boddice; this is a survey work,
discussing the use of emotions to further understand historical moments and historical

anal2(i)-G[(a)-3(nd t)-2(he)-3( 1)7(m)-2(port) 7(a)-3(nc)-3(e)-3( of)10( e)-3(m)7(ot)-2(i)e of emtory ofl
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study. My thesis uses prayer rolls, medical treatises, images of loadstones, charms, and
more to infer the emotional state of women utilizing birth rituals.

Many scholars on medieval birth rituals have taken a detached scholarly stance.
Some of the studies focus on the religious aspect of the sources, getting very deep into
the linguistics of the prayers included on the prayer rolls or in the charms. Emotions are
lacking from the scholarship. Why do so many studies of birth rituals neglect to discuss
the experience of the women who utilized them? Many scholars studying medieval birth
rituals are themselves women, perhaps avoiding including emotional history in the
discourse about birth rituals due to fear of criticism of including their own emotions
about their own experiences into their scholarship. Criticisms of emotional history
regarding birth rituals could emphasize that the women scholars are too connected to the
subject and are thus using their scholarship as a method to express their own grievances.
However, it is necessary to discuss emotion when discussing birth, as it is an emotionally
and physically taxing process, which is represented in the rituals themselves and by the
use of these rituals.

Il.  Global

The birth rituals stem from a rich global tradition, with a particularly strong
connection to the Arabic medical tradition that was being developed in the Islamic world
concurrently. The origins of many medieval European magical traditions stem from the
translation projects of Alfonso X of Castile to Constantine the African.** A popular ritual

amulet, loadstones, were a classical tradition and have been found in Cyprus, Africa, and

41 Jones and Olsan, "Performative Rituals for Conception": 406-433.
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the Middle East.*? 2QH FDQQRI VIIXG\ ZRPHQTV REVIHIULFV LQ IKH PHGLHYDO SHULRG ZLIKRXI



19

Although the texts were often written in their original Arabic context as medicinal or
scientific texts, through translation and interpretation in medieval English contexts, the

texts were understood through the lens of ritual, in addition to science and medicine. The



1. Holistic
As discussed in the literature review, birth rituals have often been studied as
unique and individual occurrences. Birth girdles have been studied as a distinct birth

girdle tradition. The

20
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of birth girdles. Due to the varying accessibility of the rituals as well as the multi-faceted
use of the rituals, it is necessary to understand how the rituals work in use with each

other, as this understanding will elucidate the experience of late medieval childbirth.

New Additions

My thesis incorporates all three of the previously outlined methodologies: it
adopts the framework of understanding the global origins of birth rituals, analyzes the
emotional impacts of the childbirth rituals on women, and offers a unique discourse by
studying the rituals in tandem with one another. The project takes into account that birth
rituals were accessible to women of varying social strata. Overall, the project assesses the
FRQYHUJHQFH RI ULIXDO ZRPHQIV PHGLFLQH VFience, and religion through the
comprehensive study of multiple childbirth rituals. By placing the thesis in a global
framework, a new understanding of childbirth rituals in late medieval England emerges.
The goal is to understand the birthing experience of late medieval English women
through an emotional history, as well as to understand the combination of rituals used and

how those rituals inform the scholar about the emotions of parturient women of the
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and taking it out of its traditional therapy context. Moreover, a holistic study of the rituals
portrays a new avenue of study for birth rituals and cements birth rituals as a tradition
rather than just understanding birth rituals as individualized phenomena. The global
framework is necessary to break down the myth of England as insular and to further
contribute to increasing scholarship on the global Middle Ages, attesting to the
interconnectedness of the medieval period. Thus, the study of late medieval English birth
rituals elucidates not only the emotional experience of medieval women but also cements
birth rituals as their own subfield and asserts the need to keep the global Middle Ages at
the forefront of scholarly discourse.

Although the thesis focuses on three main goals and methodologies, it also studies
two main sub-themes throughout its analysis of the four main childbirth ritual types=
accessibility of rituals based upon varying socioeconomic status and the continued usage
of childbirth rituals over multiple time periods to demonstrate the importance of the
rituals for women. By showing that price, availability, and literacy affect the accessibility
of different childbirth rituals, I clarify how the use of these rituals depends on the
VRFLRHFRQRPLF FODW RI WKH SDUIXULHQH ZRPDQ RU UDIKHU KHU RU KHU KXVEDQGV IDPLO\ ,Q
the chapters, | aim to represent that the childbirth rituals did not just pop up in 1300 and
disappear in 1500, but rather demonstrate the origins of each tradition, as well as the
lasting impacts of the tradition. In demonstrating that the rituals were often practiced far
into the Early Modern period, even after the Dissolution of the Monasteries and shift to
Protestantism in England, the rituals still maintained relevance for parturient women,
illustrating a continued solace found in the rituals by pregnant women. Moreover, in

demonstrating that the rituals often came from earlier contexts and time periods, it
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demonstrates that women had needed childbirth rituals prior to the period of study,
showing that women have always needed something supernatural to promise protection
in the perilous experience of childbirth.

While the thesis attempts to make new additions to the field, | admit that | cannot
research medieval birth rituals in their entirety. The goal of the thesis is not to understand
the religious impacts of the rituals, nor is it to fully understand medieval obstetrics. | will
not be analyzing the birth girdles from a religious perspective, nor will I be fully
analyzing the prayers and imagery included, as well as the many nuanced religious
inclusions on the prayer rolls. Most importantly, that scholarship has been done by Mary
Morse and others who are interested in analyzing the prayers included on the prayer rolls.
Further, | am not a medical historian; thus, I will not be fully analyzing the history of
English obstetrics from 1300 to 1500. The goal of the thesis is to understand medieval

birth rituals in terms of new methodologies, building upon older scholarship and
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Midwifery & Birth in Medieval England

In order to understand the emotional impact of rituals throughout the following
chapters, this chapter describes midwifery, the feminine space of the birthing chamber,
childbirth, quickening and abortion, and cesarean sections. The aim of this chapter is to
elucidate the experience of women in late medieval England during pregnancy, but
especially during childbirth, testifying to the painful and traumatic experience of
childbirth. By understanding the traumatic experience of childbirth more holistically, the
need for childbirth rituals, which promised protection from the many perils discussed in
this chapter, is uncovered.

Scholars such as Alaya Swann, Carmen Caballero Navas, Renate Blumenfeld-
Kosinski, and Carla Spivack have published important works discussing the childbirth
experience of medieval women. Alaya Swann provides valuable insight into the
connections between midwifery and Christianity in late medieval England.? In both her
dissertation and her article, Swann emphasizes the connection between midwifery and the
religious tradition in England, with midwives acting as intermediaries in the birthing
chamber and process. Carmen Caballero Navas discusses the Jewish midwifery tradition
in medieval Europe, discussing the interreligious role played by midwives during the
period.? Renate Blumenfeld-Kosinski studies the cesarean section in medieval Europe,

acknowledging the global origins of the cesarean section, as well as noting that it was not

1 Alaya Swann, "By Expresse Experiment': The Doubting Midwife Salome in Late Medieval England,"
Bulletin of the History of Medicine 89, no. 1 (2015):1+24; Alaya Swann, "Childbirth and Midwifery in the
Religious Rhetoric of England, 1300-1450," PhD diss., (Arizona State University, 2014).

2 Carmen Caballero Navas, "She Will Give Birth Immediately. Pregnancy and Childbirth in Medieval
Hebrew Medical Texts Produced in the Mediterranean West," Dynamis 34, no. 2 (2014): 377-401.
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pregnancy, and childbirth?® *UHHQ LQFOXGHV D 3GHVFULSILRQ RI IKH PLGZLIH V IXQFILRQ LQ IKH

thirteenth-century Latin encyclopedia of Bartholom the Englisan6hm-2(a)-3( n (wi)-0(1)-3(hi w)3a an6
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medical practitioners, abortion happened naturally between months seven and nine of the
pregnancy, emphasizing the conflation between miscarriages and abortions, for which the
Trotula provides an herbal remedy.?? Similar to abortion or miscarriages, cesarean
sections also dealt with the loss of life during the birthing process; however, they were
performed in instances when the life of the mother could not be saved.

Debates regarding the legality of abortion were present throughout medieval
Europe, especially starting in the 12th century. Abortion was first deemed a criminal

offense in Bologna under Roman law.
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external aggressors and granted women aggrieved by the violent termination of their
pregnancies the right to press felony FKDUJHV DIDLQW SHUSHIUDIRWY “2° Trials for the loss of
the unborn child, done by someone or something outside of the mother, acted as a space
for the mother to grieve and gain justice for the unborn life.

Debates emerged in the early 14th century about the ability of doctors and
PLGZLYHV iR VDYH IKH PRIKHUTV OLIH EX\ LQGXFLQJ WKH GHDIIK R1 IKH XQERUQ FKLOG 30 However,
in England, unborn fetuses were not considered living and able to have souls until birth,
so it was not a crime for medical professionals to remove the fetus to save the life of the
pregnant woman. Even though this ruling about the life of a fetus being official at the
ILPH RI ELUIK HQGHG LQ LQ (QJDQG 30HJDO KLVWRULDQV KDYH \HIl'fiR GLVFRYHU DFFXVDILRQV
or indictments concerned with the sla\LQJ RI LQIDQIV > @ DIIHU WKH \HDU 31 Until the
SXEOLFDILRQ RI' = LOOLDP GIDXQIRUGYV Les plees del corone in 1557, abortion remained
unpunished by royal justices in England.3?

Midwives, or wise-women, proved essential to the development and

understanding of the use of plants for abortive measures. Miller enforces the concept of
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quickening and abortion, and finally, to understand the ideologies and practices regarding
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Medical Rituals

36XITHULQJ IURP SHULRG SDLQ™ 7KLV ULKXDO ZL00 KHOS ~
- Somedays (a natural period pain relief company)*

As | was writing this chapter, | received the above email tagline in my inbox.
BOIKRXIK PHQWIUXDILRQ LV QR FKLOGELUIK WKH UHVRQDQFH RI IHDILQJ ZRPHQYV UHSURGXFHive
pain with a ritual rings true from the late Middle Ages to the 21st century. Medical birth
rituals present a continuity in history. It is very easy to feel disconnected from history,
especially from history that happened almost 500 years ago; however, subtle reminders in
our pop culture, media, vernacular, and habits remind us that modern women, with
regards to birthing anxieties, differ little from medieval women. Medieval women,
although they had access to different forms of medicine, were still navigating the pain
and trauma of birth and menstruation in their own ways. To this day, the method of
medical rituals in order to soothe pain and anxiety remains relevant, as seen by the email
| received on Thursday, September 22, 2022 at 11:43 AM CST.

The project draws on the long history of women as healers and begins to explain
IKH FRQILQXDO LQYDOLGDILRQ RI ZRPHQYV PHGLFLQH DV UHD0 PHGLFLQH 2 . DIKDULQH 3DUNYV
Secrets of Women: Gender, Generation, and the Origins of Human Dissection provides
crucial scholarskLS DQG H[ SODQDILRQ RI iKH FRQIURYHUILQJ Rl ZRPHQIV PHGLFLQH DQG

women as medical practitioners. Katharine 1605752604B004129 0.157 0.176 R1C2hr129 -3(n)10(eu 0 0
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the medieval period, women were seen as objects to be studied, rather than capable of
their own ability to perform and study medicine, further destabilizing and restricting

ZRPHQYV DFFHW IIR 0HDUQHG PHGLFLQH DQG VFLHQFH 3DUN IXUIKHU HP SKDVL]HV WKH GLITHUHQFHV
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wave feminist movements.* The shift to a focus on women follows wider transformations
within medieval history to study women from a revisionist perspective, as the scholarship
had primarily emphasized men or exceptional women. Thus far, medical and
J\QHFRIRJLFDO IVHDILVHV KDYH WN\SLFDO0O\ EHHQ VIXGLHG ZLIK UHJIDUG IR IKHLU HITHFI RQ ZRPHQIV
medicine and the medical tradition, rather than in the context of a more broad, social
history and the effect on women in the period.

ORQLFD *UHHQYV ZRUN LV GRPLQDQW LQ WKH HYHU-growing, but relatively small niche
Rl PHGLHYD0O ZRPHQYV PHGLFDO KLVIRU\ ° Green takes a markedly feminist perspective in
GLVSHOLQJ IIKH P\IIK KD 3ZRPHQIV PHGLFLQH ZDV ZRPHQIV EXVLQHW ~ SURYLQJ WKDW IKHUH
were licensed women medical practitioners throughout Europe, as well as vouching for
the treatment, by midwives, of non-reproductive issues and even remedies geared
towards men in the Trotula %\ SURYLGLQJ D IX00HU SHUVSHFILYH RQ ZRPHQIV PHGLFLQH
*UHHQ GLVSOD\V IKH 0LYHG UHDOLILHV RI ZRPHQYV PHGLFDO SUDFILFHV LQ OHGLHYDO (XURSH ,Q D
collaborative article with Green, Linne MoRQH\{V ZRUN RQ IIKH Sickness of Women
provides critical insight into English medical treatises in the vernacular, as well as their

prescribed rituals.® The work of these two scholars independently and in their joint article

4 An example of earlier scholarship can be found in Wilfrid Bonser, The Medical Background of Anglo-
Saxon England: A Study in History, Psychology, and Folklore, Publications of the Wellcome Historical
Medical Library, New Ser, 3, (London: Wellcome Historical Medical Library, 1963).

5 Monica H. Green, "Gendering the History of Women's Healthcare," Gender & History 20, no. 3 (11,
2008): 487-518; Monica H. Green, "Women's Medical Practice and Health Care in Medieval Europe,"
Signs 14, no. 2 (1989): 434+73; Monica H. Green, Women's Healthcare in the Medieval West: Texts and
Contexts, (Aldershot: Ashgate/Variorum, 2000); Monica H. Green, Introduction to The Trotula: An English
Translation of the Medieval Compendium of Women's Medicine, edited by Monica Helen Green,
(Philadelphia: PENN, University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 1-63.

6 Monica H. Green, and Linne R. Mooney, "The Sickness of Women." In Sex, Aging, and Death in a
Medieval Medical Compendium: Trinity College Cambridge MS R.14.52, Its Texts, Language, and Scribe,
edited by Mary Teresa Tavormina, (Tempe (Ariz.): Arizona center for medieval and Renaissance studies,
2006), 455-






The Trotula

The Trotula,

40
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The compendium is a curation of three medical texts, one or more of Arabic
RULJLQV GHPRQVIUDILQJ WKH JOREDO QDIXUH Rl ZRPHQYV PHGLFLQH DQG PHGLFDO ULIXDO GXULQJ
the time period.*? The twelfth century in Salerno proved to be a critical time period for
HUDQVODHLRQ SURIHFIV RI SUDELF PHGLFDO IH[IV LQWR ZDILQ 3IIKH 6DOHUQLIDQ HQIHUSUise that was
to make this new Arabic medicine truly functional in the West by fusing it with the older
/DILQ WH[W DQG WDGLILRQDO HPSLULFDO SUDFILFHV “*3 In a monastery in Monte Cassino
northwest of Salerno, translation projects from Arabic into Latin occurred between 1070-

1090.14
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of gynecology, informed by the medical writings of Galen of Pergamon (ca. 130-ca. 215
CE).!® His writings were transferred into the Arabic world through the spread of Islam in
Asia Minor in the 7th century.2® *UHHQ HPSKDVLJHV IKDI LQ 3*DOHQLF J\QHFRORI\ DV LQ
Hippocratic gynecology before it, the basic physiological process unique to the female
ERG\ ZDV PHQWIUXDILRQ >ZKLFK<« @ ZDV D QHFHVVDU\ SXUJDILRQ QHHGHG #R NHHS IIKH ZKR0H
IHPDOH RUJDQLVP KHDOKK\ “2° Thus, the Arabic and Greco-Roman medical traditions
ZRUNHG LQ IDQGHP ZLIK RQH DQRIKHU DQG FRQILQXHG IR IRUP WKH RIKHU DV ZRPHQ{V PHGLFLQH
continued to develop in the ancient period and into the medieval period.?

In Conditions of Women, the section of the Trotula IKDIl IRFXVHV RQ ZRPHQfV ELUIK
pregnancy, and other issues, rituals and charms are present stemming from the tradition

of the sato()10(mEMC /Span <4001 1 81/F2 6a 0 0 1 108.r44>3004F>28048-380b t)-6(he)-3( s)4(a)-3(t
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While the Trotula GRHV QR VROHO\ IRFXV RQ ELUIKLQJ ULIXDOV 32Q WKH = LIILFXOIN\ RI
%LUIK™ LQ IKH Book on the Conditions of Women, includes birthing rituals. In other
sections of the Trotula, remedies are included for other illnesses and maladies=*for lice
in pubic regions, a recipe for ointment for sunburn, a remedy for stench of the mouth, and
a remedy for warts to name a few.? 7KXV ZRPHQ{V PHGLFLQH LV QRN VRIely relegated to
birth, pregnancy, and menstruation. However, birth is a focus of the Trotula. The
IRWORZLQJ DUH VRPH RI lIKH PHGLFDO ULIXDOV LQFOXGHG LQ 32Q IKH = LILFXOMN R1 %LUIK ~

[91] Treatment. [...] Let sneezing be provoked with powder of frankincense

placed in the nostrils. [...]
[92] And those men who assist her ought not look her in the face, because women
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how joyful, is a traumatic, dangerous, and harmful process for the expectant mother. The
Trotula depicts the physical harm of bLUIK IKURXJK WKH UHPHGLHV 32Q IKH = DQJHURXV
7KLQJV +DSSHQLQJ IR = RPHQ *LYLQJ %LUIK™ GLVFXVVHV iKH WHDULQJ RI WKH YDJLQD ¥R WKH
anus, as well as what to do when the womb falls out of the mother.*® The use of the word
3GDQJHURXV” LQ IKH HLIOH R1 WKH VHFILRQ further elucidates the known danger and peril of the
birthing experience, and hints at the anxieties experienced by women who went through
such a dangerous process.®* Similar to surgically stitching up the ripped vagina today,
IKH\ ZRX0G 3VHZ WIKH UXSIIXUH EHtween the anus and the vagina in three or four places with
D VLON WKUHDG “22 The remedies themselves depict the lived experiences of medieval
women and the trauma experienced during birth.

7KH SK\VLFDO WIUXJJOH R1 SDUNXULHQI ZRPHQ LV DOVR HFKRHG LQ 32Q 6XIfocation of
IKH = RPE ~ 7KLV VHFILRQ VIDIHV 3VRPHILPHV IKH ZRPDQ LV FRQIUDFIHG VR HKDIi KH KHDG LV
joined to the knees, and she lacks vision, and she looses [sic] the function of the voice,
the nose is distorted, the lips are contracted and she grits her teeth, and the chest is
HOHYDIHG XSZDUG EH\RQG ZKDW LV QRUPD0 “33 6XIIRFDILRQ RI IKH ZRPE RU 3ZDQGHULQJ RI

IKH ZRPE~ FRPHV IURP &IDVWLFDO DQG $UDELF EHOLHIV WKDW IKH ZRPE FRX0G PRYH DERXI I