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Abstract 
While the Bible, and later the exegesis of theologians, gave 
meaning to childbirth pain, the acceptance and alleviation, if 
not the total elimination, of such pain is still a topical issue 
in the current age of increasingly safe medical intervention. 
Some historians have stated that suffering was long taken for 
granted in the West as God’s will, and therefore passively ac-
cepted without any possibility of change. But is this true? Can 
we apply such an assumption to the past generally, or would a 
greater historical contextualisation lead to different considera-
tions, particularly if coupled with an evaluation of individual 
texts, above all in the medical field? The aim of this article is 
to show that the idea of abandoning women in labour to their 
painful fate seems at times to have been unacceptable, particu-
larly in the Middle Ages.
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Introduction
“I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing: in pain you shall bring forth chil-
dren” (Gen. 3:16).
This is God’s curse, bestowed on Eve for the original sin committed by both proto-
genitors. Adam and Eve’s rebellion against their Maker not only leads to expulsion 
from the Garden of Eden but also introduces death and disease into the human realm, 
along with the severe pain experienced by women in childbirth. Such distress would 
have been spared before the sin. Indeed, contrary to the claims of some exegetes, the 
sexual act for the purpose of reproduction would not have been excluded from the 
divine plan; as St Augustine recounts, it would have taken place “without the tumul-
tuous ardour of passion”, while the child, generated from the seeds of both parents, 
would have been born “without any labour and pain”1.
Through the original sin, humankind thus experienced the impure pleasure of coitus 
for the first time. Only the Virgin Mary would later defeat the post-Edenic law, con-
ceiving without carnal sin or suffering from the pangs of childbirth.
While the Bible, and later the exegesis of theologians, gave meaning to childbirth 
pain, recent centuries have often spawned heated discussion about the acceptance 
and alleviation, if not the elimination, of such afflictions, with developments in the 
use of chemicals for this purpose (for example, Queen Victoria of England gave birth 
using chloroform in 1853). It is still a topical issue today, with gradual improvements 
in the safety of medical procedures2. With regard to women’s suffering in the past, it 
is sometimes written that the pain of childbirth has always been unquestioningly ac-
cepted in the Western world. In her overview of a vast subject matter, including the 
history of generation, childbirth, and birth from antiquity to the present day, Nadia 
Maria Filippini writes: “In western culture suffering has thus been naturalised in the 
sense that it has been seen as intrinsic to a nature regulated by divine law, and as 
such fixed and not subject to change”3. The scholar refers in particular to the work 
of Scipione Mercurio (c. 1540-c. 1615), a physician and friar who, as we shall see, 
justifies women’s pain in relation to Eve’s sin. In a work on the history of childbirth 
before the age of the clinic, Mireille Laget explained that “the woman who gives birth 
without suffering is suspect. Her victory over physical evil has something diaboli-
cal about it”4. This summarised a passage from Naître by Bernard This, who attrib-
uted these behaviours, sometimes associated with witchcraft, to “backward medieval 
times” (“temps medievaux, obscurantists”)5. The latter definition is now known to be 
outdated and perceived as anti-historical, as is referring to witchcraft throughout the 
Middle Ages6. In fact, no concrete example has been cited by scholars to support such 
a claim. Evelyne Berriot-Salvadore employed greater historical precision in more fo-
cused research based on French medical sources from the sixteenth to the eighteenth 
centuries. Her studies identified the seventeenth century as the point when acceptance 
of and resignation to pain became an integral part of the devotion and religious feeling 
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that women were supposed to display towards childbirth, which can also be inferred 
from the prayers of the time. Medical discourse sometimes also became an “instru-
ment of pastoral care”, especially in the following century7. This was the result of the 
Catholic Reformation, with the mother’s health (not only her pain) becoming second-
ary to the salvation of the baby’s soul8.
On the basis of these assumptions, and without claiming to be exhaustive, this article 
analyses a number of written sources from the Middle Ages, mainly medical texts, and 
the early modern period, which saw a sharp increase in treatises on gynaecology and 
obstetrics9. As far as the latter period is concerned, it focuses almost exclusively on 
works written in the vernacular, since they were addressed to a wider public, and on 
the geographical area of the Italian peninsula and France, where a remarkable number 
of such treatises flourished10. The article stresses the redundancy of generalising about 
childbirth pain in Western culture from a single, fixed idea, underlining the need to 
think in diachronic terms, and how the perspective of abandoning women in childbirth 
to their painful fate seems to have been unacceptable at times.

1. Medicine and Labour Pains
Late antiquity bequeathed several works on gynaecology and obstetrics, the most im-
portant of which is the Gynaecia by Mustio or Muscio, written between the fifth and 
sixth centuries. In a simplified and reworked translation, the author offered western 
readers parts of the Greek treatise (Gynaikeia) by Soranus of Ephesus, written be-
tween the first and second centuries. Although this was the most exhaustive medical 
source on childbirth in antiquity, it was not translated into Latin except in some  re-
worked sections, including Mustio’s treatise, which is set out like a handbook11. No 
passage in the text mentions religious matters, or, therefore, Eve’s sin. 
In one of the three texts of the Trotula (eleventh-twelfth century), the author of the 
Liber de sinthomatibus mulierum, a compendium of Greco-Roman and Arabic medi-
cine, refers to the creation of the world in Genesis (2, 20-25), explaining it in Galenic 
physiological terms12. Created with a cold, moist complexion, woman acted as a check 
on man’s excesses because she counterbalanced his hot, dry nature. Her own nature, 
however, was a source of weakness. The author writes: “Therefore, because women 
are by nature weaker than men and because they are most frequently afflicted in child-
birth, diseases very often abound in them, especially around the organs devoted to the 
work of Nature”13.
Not only is there no mention of the divine curse, but the text includes ways to help 
soothe a woman in distress, including some carmina, about which more below.
There was no lack of philosophical-medical treatises on the anatomy and physiology 
of women, and indeed conception, over the following centuries14. However, Western 
physicians and surgeons only began to include instructions on obstetrics in their trea-
tises on diseases of the human body in the fourteenth century, following the tradi-
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tion established by Arabic-speaking authors like al-Zahrāwī (Albucasis) and Ibn Sīnā 
(Avicenna) (translated into Latin at least a century earlier)15. 
A reference to women’s sin and pain can be found in the gynaecological-paediatric 
treatise written in the Paduan-Ferrarese vernacular by Michele Savonarola (1385-
1468), a court physician and prolific author of moral works16. In one passage, a rhe-
torical device is used to simulate a consultation with a woman who asks: “tell me now, 
why has nature given so much pleasure to the man in impregnating and conceiving, 
and so much pain to the woman in giving birth? Just as coitus is necessary for gen-
eration and the conservation of the living species, so is childbirth, because without 
childbirth an individual could not multiply”17.
The author regrets his inability to answer the question and affirms that God indeed dem-
onstrated greater intransigence towards women despite the guilt of both proto-parents 
and the female constitutional weakness. In this regard, it is probable that Savonarola 
wanted to echo the theories of theologians who, from Augustine onwards, variously re-
read the original sin on the basis of the relative culpability of Eve, symbolising the low-
er part of the soul, and Adam, representing the rational will18. At the same time, as seen 
above with regard to the Trotula, women were also thought to have a weaker physical 
constitution, described as cold and wet on the basis of Aristotelian and Galenic thought. 
As a result of this implicit ‘injustice’, the author declares his full compassion towards 
women in labour, for whom he says he will write down “methods and rules” for a 
straightforward delivery. The treatise is dedicated to the (noble) women and mid-
wives of Ferrara, but it is actually addressed to a male reader, a noble and wealthy 
pater familias. Indeed, as midwives were mostly illiterate, they were unlikely to have 
any contact with the text19. The discourse on women’s pain thus seems to be an ex-
pedient adopted to make husbands more sympathetic to the sufferings of their wives, 
especially as such a statement is not included in the lengthy section on gynaecology 
and obstetrics in the same author’s influential Practica maior, a work in Latin intend-
ed for a specialist readership on which the vernacular text relies heavily. Moreover, 
Savonarola points out that if a man were to endure some pain during his wife’s deliv-
ery, “he would have greater certainty of his actual paternity”20. With what is probably 
a touch of irony, he invites a woman in labour to dramatise her expression of pain–– 
as if this were necessary–– by exaggerating her screams. If she does this, he claims, 
family members will shower her with pity and attention after the event: “and know 
frontosa, that screaming loudly in such a situation is very beneficial to you, which is 
why Avicenna says ‘do let her cry out’, and even if it does not hurt so much, I recom-
mend that you scream loudly, so that your pain is believed, and your husband and fam-
ily will feel compassion for you, lighting a great fire for you and serving you capons, 
sweets, and excellent wines”21.
Avicenna had explained that a woman should lie down for a while and then go up 
and down stairs while screaming (“ascendat gradus et descendat et clamet”: Liber 
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Canonis, Lib. III, fen 21, tract. 2, c. 23).  After that she had to hold her breath and push 
down, as Savonarola explains in the Practica maior (VI, 22) and in the vernacular 
text: “she should take in as deep a breath as possible and then close her mouth and 
nose, and then hold her breath as long as she can in the lower parts of her abdomen”22. 
Similar instructions are offered by Antonio Guaineri, a fifteenth-century physician 
from Pavia, who also displays feelings of compassion towards women and their cruel 
pain: “When she [the parturient] feels sharp pains and a great weight in her lower ab-
domen which cruelly, ceaselessly and powerfully molests her, the poor woman must 
cry out, and raise her mournful voice to the heavens”23.
The way in which the pain takes shape is said to foreshadow the duration of child-
birth: a brief delivery is signalled by discomfort in the anterior part of the abdomen. 
Following Avicenna’s indications (Liber Canonis, Lib. III, fen 21, tract. 2, c. 23), 
Savonarola (Practica Maior, VI, XXI) and Guaineri specified that posterior abdomi-
nal pain pointed to a more problematic childbirth.
It is significant that the parturient’s pain becomes paradigmatic as a form of suffer-
ing also ‘appropriated’ by men in their accounts of illness, as seen in the collections 
of healing miracles attributed to some saints. It is written for example: “Patiebatur... 
sicut dolores parturientis” (they suffered the same pain as women in labour)24. When 
the miracle in such texts concerns childbirth, the saint’s thaumaturgical powers, with 
rare exceptions25, are directed towards saving the mother before the baby. Although 
hagiographical texts, by their very nature, always aim to demonstrate the saint’s 
qualities in every way possible26, this aspect points to a multifaceted outlook, contra-
dicting the assumption, sometimes even reiterated by historians, that the Church was 
only interested in saving the baby. This does not apply to the medieval period, and 
there are various examples in which saintly thaumaturgical abilities are demonstrated 
through the complete elimination of labour pains. One such miracle was ascribed 
to Louis of Toulouse; after an invocation by the parturient and her vow to donate a 
candle, the saint brings her relief27. Another miracle, performed by Charles of Blois, 
features a woman in labour with a dead foetus in uterus, described by medical sourc-
es as a dramatic eventuality that was difficult to resolve; thanks to the mediation of 
the saint “liberata fuit absque dolore et angustia” (she gave birth without pain or 
anguish)28. Finally, Ivo of Treguier worked a miracle in which even a ‘contracta’29 
woman managed to give birth while sleeping, without even the help of midwives30. 
Such examples also show that women who gave birth without pain were not neces-
sarily viewed with suspicion.
This aspect can also be glimpsed in the vernacular treatise dedicated to midwives, 
La Comare o ricoglitrice, published in 1596 by Scipione Mercurio, a medical expert 
and member of the Order of Preaching Friars. Although he makes a point, as written 
above, of mentioning the sin of Eve (“the instrument of the devil”)31, he tells of wom-
en who gave birth with almost no labour pains due to their constitution. While admit-
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ting that only the Virgin Mary had that genuine privilege, he goes to write: “however, 
there are women who suffer so little when giving birth naturally that they are able to 
stay at home until the very last hour before birth. I have often heard some of them say 
that they suffer more from baking a cake than from giving birth. It is very true that 
tall, young, robust and very active women, and the ones who are naturally cheerful, 
feel less pain”32.
Unlike his medieval counterparts, Scipione did not advocate shouting, as he explains 
in De gli errori popolari d’Italia: “A serious mistake that pregnant women often make 
is screaming loudly during childbirth. In fact, although it seems that screaming be-
cause of pain soothes the soul, the opposite happens in childbirth”33. For him, it was 
necessary to go straight to the stage where the woman had to hold her breath, because 
“holding one’s breath speeds up the delivery process and makes it a lot easier”34. Even 
in cases of unnatural childbirth, with the baby in a podalic position, in La Comare 
o ricoglitrice he specifies that the woman should be exhorted “a non gridare, ò pi-
angere” (not to shout or cry)35.
Parturients who followed these instructions would therefore neither have expressed 
their pain nor given cause for suspicion. Moreover, although it is never explicitly 
stated, Scipione might have seen the avoidance of crying and screaming as a way for 
women to visibly submit to a just punishment.
This is made even more likely by the fact that he takes a totally different line from 
medieval treatises and Renaissance authors who wrote treatises on obstetrics and 
gynaecology a few years before him. One such text was Eucharius Rösslin’ Der 
Schwanngeren, Frawen vnd Hebammen Rosengarten, the most famous and influen-
tial work on teaching the practice to midwives, published in German in 1513 and 
translated into at least eight languages including Latin (1532), French (1536) and 
Italian (1538). Rösslin also recommends that women scream out loud while ascend-
ing and descending stairs, before holding their breath36. This advice is not surprising 
since Rösslin’s work borrows from Savonarola’s Practica37. The same can be said of 
the physician Giovanni Marinello’s treatise Le medicine partenenti alle infirmità delle 
donne, written in 1536, although the link between the two works has not yet been 
highlighted or studied in any detail38.
Marinello also writes that the birthing woman should jump from one foot to the other 
when in severe pain. Following this, she should shout and breathe deeply39. He goes 
on to specify: “Therefore, we advise that as soon as the woman feels oppressed by 
severe pain, she should scream, as this is known to bring great relief to the ailment. 
And while she is screaming and feeling the pain, walk around the room... Movement 
will relieve and shorten the pain”40.
Neither Marinello nor Rösslin refers to God’s curse for Eve’s sin. While no personal 
experience of childbirth can be ascertained among the authors mentioned so far41, the 
same cannot be said for the surgeon Ambroise Paré (1510-1590), who certainly wit-
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nessed the event several times. Not only does he refrain from mentioning original sin, 
but by giving ‘scientific’ explanations of pain, God’s work is referenced to emphasise 
the extent of his power in the providence of Nature. This allowed the closed orifice of 
the vagina to dilate to the point where a baby could come out, which was perceived as 
far beyond human comprehension42. Scientific explanations of the difficulty of child-
birth can also be found in the physician Laurent Joubert’s Erreurs populaires (1578-
79). He argued that the most severe pain was due to the displacement of the coccyx 
by the movement of the baby. Furthermore, he admitted that childbirth was easier 
for some women, including prostitutes and the apparently more lascivious Genoese, 
because this bony part of their bodies had been softened by their gyrations during 
frequent intercourse43. 
The only sixteenth-century French gynaecological text which emphasises that ‘just’ 
pain is reserved for women in labour is that of the fervent French Catholic Gervais de 
la Tousche. Despite electing to write a treatise on the subject, albeit one with limited 
circulation, he was a nobleman with no experience in the art of medicine, let alone ob-
stetrics. Unlike Scipione, he did not write a treatise for midwives. In fact, in address-
ing noble ladies, he violently criticised the work of professionals for being useless, if 
not harmful, as well as the use of the birthing chair. He recommended that the parturi-
ent should position herself on the ground, like a female animal, in order to return to 
the primal order of nature. Help could only be provided by friends and relatives, who 
were responsible for ensuring that the birth followed the rhythms of nature. Moreover, 
the parturient “with patience and modesty would suffer the anguish and pain that God 
the creator would reserve for her at his pleasure because of the sin committed against 
him by Eve” 44.
These statements foreshadow the prayers written from the seventeenth century on-
wards, which women in labour were urged to recite to demonstrate their devotion and 
supine acceptance of pain. See, for example, an excerpt from one penned by Francis 
de Sales (1567-1622): “And above all because your righteous anger made the first 
mother of humans, with all her sinful posterity, subject to many pains and sorrows of 
childbirth, O Lord I accept all the pains that it will please you to permit me to experi-
ence for this event”45.
While it is true, as Berriot-Salvadore writes, that medical discourse was sometimes 
used as an instrument of pastoral care at the time, thereby recalling Eve’s sin, it would 
be wrong to generalise. Although this is an issue that goes beyond the temporal limits 
of this study, it is impossible not to mention at least the work of the surgeons Jacques 
and Charles Guillemeau and their extensive experience in the delivery room. They 
pointed out that painless childbirth was rare as God himself had condemned women to 
give birth in agony. Nevertheless, it was an eventuality that could not be entirely ruled 
out. To this end, they referred to stories with a mythological flavour about childbirth 
in the New World46. Most importantly, though, the same surgeons also supported the 
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practice of embryulcia-embryotomy on a living foetus in order to save a woman un-
able to give birth. This involved dismembering and removing the foetus using hooks, 
since, they specified, “the mother is dearer than the child” 47.  A few decades earlier, the 
Bolognese anatomist Giulio Cesare Aranzio (1530-1589), had opposed this practice, 
thereby allowing the woman to die, even if he did not invoke divine punishment48.

2. “partum accelerare ac dolores mitigare multum” 
“If you want a woman to give birth quickly and without great pain, place this charm in 
her right hand and she will give birth without danger... ‘Anne gave birth to Mary, Mary 
to the Saviour, Elizabeth to John the Baptist’... So this woman will give birth safely. ‘In 
the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, child in the womb, whether you are male or female, 
come forth: Christ calls you to see the light and desires you. Do not delay’”49.
The formula transcribed above comes from the Rituale of Lyon of 1498, a manual 
of prayers and gestures that priests were obliged to use in various circumstances. It 
refutes the notion that the Church was indifferent to the pain experienced by women 
during childbirth and shows that passive devotion such as the prayer by Francis de 
Sales was anachronistic in the late Middle Ages.
References to the births of Anne, Elizabeth and Mary are a constant in medieval birth 
formulae, but the latter is mentioned most often as she was the only one privileged 
enough to give birth without pain. In theological thought, Mary is the second Eve, 
who “conquered the post-Edenic natural law that man and woman couple in lust to 
produce children and the woman suffers the pains of labour”50. For the sake of com-
pleteness, however, it should be pointed out that a theory was developed, starting at 
the end of the twelfth century, according to which she too experienced the painful 
spasms of labour, albeit at the time of her son’s crucifixion51.
Formulae, or carmina, for childbirth are no exception, as they were developed for 
many different illnesses in the Middle Ages in association with a more ‘traditional’ 
pharmacopoeia, including various herbs. The formulae and their accompanying ritu-
als cannot simply be classed as superstitious rites, as they often are, since they were an 
integral part of the medicine of the time. Indeed, they were also justified by a holistic 
view of the sick52. For example, the De phisicis ligaturis, an eleventh or twelfth cen-
tury text, likely translated by Constantine the African from a lost ninth-century Arabic 
text of Qustā ibn Lūqā (a Melkite Christian scientific and medical writer) endorses the 
use of ligatures, amulets, or incantamenta, which are said to influence the patient’s 
mind and consequently also the ‘complexion’ of the sick body53.
It is impossible to give an account here of the numerous birthing formulae and ac-
companying rituals. Suffice it to say that they are to be found in various works includ-
ing religious texts (one is transcribed by Hildegarde of Bingen54) and medical texts, 
especially recipe books. Perhaps the most original is the fifteenth-century physician 
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Thomas Fayreford, who, in his still unpublished handbook on medicine, suggested 
writing the names of the three persons of the Trinity on three hosts, which were then to 
be fed to the parturient one at a time. If she gave birth after the first, the other two were 
to be destroyed and so on. The author demonstrated great confidence in the remedy, 
and he was almost certain that the baby would leave the maternal womb before the 
woman had eaten all the hosts55. 
The formulae do not always state the intent to soothe the woman’s pain, as is the 
case with the Rituale of Lyon. However, the acceleration of childbirth implicitly had 
that function, along with safeguarding the woman’s health. Indeed, this took prece-
dence over the wellbeing of the baby, which was sometimes ‘commanded’ to leave the 
womb with the imperatives adiuro and coniuro, echoing the terms used in exorcisms56. 
Various items were used in addition to formulae, as well as herbs that were believed 
to speed up childbirth and remove pain, like cyclamen root when held in the right 
hand, as stated in a text by a late antique author known as Pseudo-Priscian (“radix 
cyclaminis dextra manu parturientis tenta mulieres sine dolore parere cogit”57). Other 
texts feature magnets or vulture feathers, or snake skin after moulting58. Drinking the 
milk of another woman could also aid the birthing process, especially if the foetus had 
died, as also specified in the Liber de Sinthomatibus Mulierum in the Trotula, in which 
there are various formulae for giving birth59. As Guaineri explains, several authors 
write about objects and substances with intrinsic and extrinsic properties, most of 
which have the property of speeding up childbirth and greatly relieving pain (“partum 
accelerare ac dolores mitigare multum”)60. In this case, he mentions a magnet, coral, 
a heart freshly extracted from a hen and cyclamen root. Although some of these items 
were still mentioned by authors in the early modern period, formulae tended to dis-
appear, viewed with increasing suspicion by the Church61. At most, it was suggested 
that prayers taught by the Church be recited, in keeping with orthopraxis, but no more 
mention was made of rituals.
Marinello is an exception in this respect, although he qualified his words by stating 
that midwives behaved in the manner he went on to describe: “many midwives... ad-
dress God with prayers such as this one, saying into the parturient’s right ear Memento 
Domine filiorum Edon in Hierusalem, followed by three Pater Noster, and imme-
diately she gives birth. Some midwives have virgin paper on which is written the 
psalm dixit dominus meo up to tecum. The paper must be attached with thread to the 
woman’s neck by the hand of a virgin girl while reciting three Pater noster”62.
This is actually no more than a translation of a passage from Savonarola’s Practica, 
which stated (in Latin) that Christians generally believed in the efficacy of words 
spoken and written in this way63. Savonarola had also mentioned the use of the Agnus 
Dei, a wax disc commemorating the papal coronation which depicted the mystical 
lamb–– hence the name–– and an effigy of the commissioning pope on one side. It 
was a Church-endorsed sacramental object which was ritually blessed to protect peo-
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ple from a series of nefarious events ––including corruption of the air, which was be-
lieved to be a cause of pestilence, fire, and catching death–– and to provide assistance 
to women in labour “just as the Virgin Mary had escaped all the perils of childbirth”64.
Marinello shows no interest in the Agnus Dei but recalls another ritual for giving 
birth quickly, which is steeped in incomprehensible words. It is said to have been re-
vealed to a physician, whose identity is not specified, by a woman from Salerno. The 
Renaissance physician writes: “an excellent physician wrote that an old woman from 
Salerno confided to him under oath that she had caused many women from Salerno 
to give birth quickly in this way: she took three peppercorns one after the other at the 
moment of delivery, and for each grain she said a Pater noster. And when she had 
to say ‘deliver us from our evils’, she said ‘deliver this woman N. [at this point, the 
woman’s name was elicited] from the difficult birth’. The parturient then had to swal-
low these three peppercorns one after the other, with water, in order to not break them 
with her teeth. After three Pater Noster she [the old woman] said these words three 
times into the parturient’s right ear: bizamie, lamion, lamiad, azerai, etc... Sabaoth. 
pleni sunt coeli et terra gloria tua Osanna in excelsis Benedictus qui venit in nomine 
domini Osanna in excelsis”65. 
Here again, Marinello ‘forgets’ to specify that the physician in question was the 
Catalan Arnaldo da Villanova (c.1240-1312), or, more specifically, that the ritual de-
scribed could be found in the Breviarium practicae, falsely attributed to Arnaldo, 
which was available in printed form at the end of the fifteenth century66.
It is interesting to note that the Trois Livres appartenant aux infirmitez et maladies des 
femmes, a volume by the physician Jean Liébault published in 1582, does not contain 
a description of the ritual. It is generally referred to as a translation of Marinello’s 
work, but a comparison of the two texts suggests that it is actually a free and original 
rewrite67. It only mentions the usual pharmacological remedies or the use of items 
such as a magnet, a vulture feather, and the familiar cyclamen root tied to a thigh68.

Conclusions
The sources examined reveal a strong desire to alleviate the pain of childbirth in the 
Middle Ages despite the biblical explanation. This aim was entertained by both phy-
sicians and churchmen, as the Rituale of Lyon demonstrates. Stories of miracles in 
which the saint intercedes to eliminate labour pains in their entirety are also notable, 
as is the flourishing of formulae and carmina to accelerate childbirth. Eve’s sin is not 
mentioned in medical texts, apart from in Savonarola’s vernacular work. However, the 
author shows compassion towards women by suggesting that the divine punishment 
did not treat them equally to man. Sources from the Middle Ages show the opposite 
end of the spectrum from passively abandoning the parturient to her pain. In the six-
teenth century, at least in Italian and French territory and in vernacular medical works, 
the only references to original sin are made by Scipione Mercurio and Gervais de la 
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Tousche. The latter’s text reads more like the ravings of a misogynist who, standing 
in opposition to the work of the midwife, wants to return childbirth to a hypotheti-
cal primordial order. However, he had no medical expertise. For his part, Scipione 
Mercurio, unlike the other authors, urged women not to scream or cry even in the 
case of difficult deliveries like breech births. If women had managed to follow such 
advice, they would not have been able to express their grief without being suspected 
of witchcraft. It is certainly true that the humble acceptance of pain tended to become 
an integral part of the devotion and religious feeling that women were expected to 
display towards childbirth. As Evelyne Berriot-Salvadore points out, though, this phe-
nomenon can only be ascribed to the seventeenth century and beyond. In any case, we 
cannot generalise, at least as far as medical texts are concerned. This is illustrated by 
the briefly outlined example of Jacques and Charles Guillemeau, who supported the 
practice of embryulcia-embryotomy on a living foetus in order to save a woman un-
able to give birth. But this period and this context are beyond the scope of this study.
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de la Borderie A, Daniel J, Perquis R P,  Tempier D (eds), Monuments originaux de l’histoire 
de saint Yves. Saint-Brieuc: Imprimerie L. Prud’Homme; 1887.
de la Rosa Cubo C, Cum auxilio Dei. La ayuda divina en los textos médicos latinos. In: de la 
Rosa Cubo C, Martín Ferreira AI (eds), Que los Dioses nos escuchen. Comunicación con lo 
divino en el mundo gre colatino y su pervivencia. Valladolid: Universidad de Valladolid; 2012. 
pp. 65-87.
de la Tousche Gervais, La tres haute et tres souveraine science de l’art et industrie naturelle 
d’enfanter. Contre la maudicte et perverse impericie des femmes que l’on appelle saiges 
femmes (...). Paris: chez Didier Millot; 1587.
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dalla tarda antichità al Medioevo. In: Foscati A, Gislon Dopfel C, Parmeggiani A (eds), 
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