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SUMMARY

This article discusses the hypothesis that the ram’s heads on the speculum 
recovered in Pompeii in 1881-82 had some symbolic significance - on 
the basis of the connection between the ram and the human reproductive 
organs, well testified in Egyptian mythology. In fact, there is ample evidence 
of Egyptian influence in Pompeii, particularly nearby the houses where we 
presume the discovery of the speculum was made. 

Attractive décor is commonly found on Greco-Roman surgical instru-
ments and paraphernalia. This may consist of abstract motifs such as 
raised rings, lattice patterns, striation, and finials resembling balusters, 
door-knobs, etc. In many cases the motifs are recognizable as acanthus 
and ivy leaves, a knotty limb or club, the head of a wolf, a snake or it’s 
head, a lion’s head, even the bust of the god/hero Hercules2. 
Many of these motifs may have had the practical effect of helping to 
secure the surgeon’s grip; but often they have recognizable symbolic 
value. The wolf’s head, for example, alludes to Apollo Lykios, there-
fore Apollo Medicus, father of Asclepius, while the bust of Hercules 
or his knotty club and lion skin with head suggest endurance in the 
face of suffering3. The limb/club design could also allude to Asclepius’ 
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staff and, if one were inclined to doubt that, the snake sometimes 
wound around it clearly signifies the healing presence of that deity.
The head of the snake alone appears in particular on a familiar gy-
necological instrument, the worm driven uterine speculum, certainly 
the most intricate of all Greco-Roman surgical tools to come down 
to us. Dilation of the female genitalia made possible by this special 
tool allowed for complex and efficient gynecological interventions 
under the Roman Empire. Specifically, the speculum was deployed 
to relieve a host of conditions affecting the vagina and uterus, in-
cluding abscess, ulceration, cancer, fissures, and growths such as po-
roi, thyme, myrmecia, and acrochordon4.
Two trivalve models in particular with the snake’s head motif have 
been known for a long time.  These were recovered at Pompeii in 
1818 and 1887 respectively and clearly mark locations in the city 
where gynecology was practiced (Fig. 1). The snake’s head appears 
at the terminus of each of the bars used to steady these instruments, 
which, according to the literary sources, were manipulated by the 
physician’s assistant during use5.
Yet a third model has surfaced in Pompeii, having been recovered in 
excavations conducted in Regio VIII in 1881-82, though its precise 
find spot in Regio VIII remains unclear. More about that in a moment.
Of the eleven uterine specula or their worms/screws that survive, 
this one is completely unique (Figs. 2 and 3). For one thing, it fea-
tures four valves as opposed to the usual trivalve type; for another, 
it is structured differently in that it lacks the steadying bars featured 
on those models. Most striking is the décor: the familiar Asclepiean 
snake’s heads found on the trivalves have been supplanted on this 
quadrivalve by a pair of ram’s heads, one mounted at each end of the 
cross bar through which the worm is run. By analogy with figural 
motifs on other surgical tools, and especially with the snake on tri-
valve specula, it is quite likely these ram’s heads had some symbolic 
significance.  Curiously, there seems to have been no speculation on 
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Fig. 1: Trivalve Uterine Speculum, Pompeii, Nat.Arch. Mus., Naples, L. 20.5 cm. Photo 
courtesy of the Römisch-Germanisches Zentralmuseum, Mainz L1038/7
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what this might have been, perhaps because associations of the ram 
and medicine in Greco-Roman myth are hard to come by.  
Of course the story of the Golden Fleece comes to mind, and Medea, 
who is a key figure in recovery of the Fleece by Jason, has asso-
ciations with sorcery, witchcraft and, most important, with rejuve-
nation. Still, connecting Medea, herself an infanticide, with child-
birth is a stretch at best, and the ram too has no such associations in 
Greco-Roman myth6. In fine, the quest for the Golden Fleece simply 
functions as a test for Jason, and Medea simply acts as his helper.   
On the other hand a connection between the ram and the organs of 
human reproduction can be made in Egyptian mythology, specifical-
ly with regard to what are called creator gods. These divine beings 
represent creative and rejuvenative power, hence health and fertility. 
As is common with Egyptian deities, creator gods can assume the-
riomorphic form, and the form assumed is sometimes that of a ram. 
The gods Amun-Re and Khnum, for example, are so depicted in their 
images, as is the god of resurrection, Osiris7. The connection with 
fertility is well represented on the Egyptian Papyrus of Tameniu, now 
in the British Museum. There we find a panel depicting the mating of 
Sky and Earth; that is of Nut and Geb (Fig. 4). To the left of the mat-
ing pair there appear two animal gods, both interpreted as represent-
ing creative power. One is a ram, said to be a manifestation of Osiris8. 
Magical spells may also be brought to bear. Among those for facili-
tating the birth process we find at least one attributed to Khnum9.
This brings us back to the quadrivalve. If it’s owner/operator was 
Egyptian, or simply had an Egyptian connection, such as training or 
practice in Alexandria, the image of a ram with creative power on an 
instrument applied to maintain the health and fertility of the female 
genitals would not be inappropriate.  
 To return to Pompeii, there is ample evidence of Egyptian influence 
in the city. The focal point of Egyptian cult there was the well-docu-
mented Temple of Isis where Osiris was also worshiped. The location 
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Fig. 2: Quadrivalve Uterine Speculum, Pompeii, Nat. Arch. Mus., Naples, L. 31 cm.  Photo 
courtesy of the Römisch-Germanisches Zentralmuseum, Mainz L1037/1
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of the temple is interesting as it is situated in Regio VIII (7.28); that 
is, just steps away from the find spot of the speculum of interest10.
Unfortunately, as noted above, it is not clear in which nearby house 
the discovery was made.  There are two candidates: The House of 
Acceptus and Euhodia (VIII 5.39) and the Casa del Medico Nuovo I 
(VIII 5.24), both of which might lay claim11. The former reflects that 
connection most vividly, as it contained ‘five statuettes of Egyptian 
divinities made of glazed pottery’, a painting of the goddess Fortuna-
Isis, and a table leg inscribed in Greek with the Egyptian name 
Sarapion12. Several German investigators have favored this house 
as a birthing clinic operated by freedmen (Freigelassene) from 
Alexandria.  In addition to the Egyptian evidence just cited, they 
collectively point to a marble relief of a child holding what is inter-
preted as a feeding bottle (ampolla) and to the speculum, believed to 
have been found on this site13.
The Casa del Medico Nuovo I, while not furnished with such ready 
associations does  provide a viable hint of Egypt in the well known 
paintings that decorated the walls of its pseudo peristyle. These paint-
ings show pygmies in combat with a hippopotamus and a crocodile and 
are considered nach alexandrinischen Manier, or in English as Nilotic. 
Executed in the fourth style they are thought to have been painted not 
too long before the fatal eruption of 7914. In recent times the Casa del 
Medico Nuovo I has been favored as the find spot of the speculum  for 
two reasons: a) its association with the well known wall painting inter-
preted as the Judgement of Solomon also found in the pseudo peristyle 
or viridario, and b) the fact that the Casa del Medico Nuovo I was 
clearly, based on the surgical instruments found therein, a medical site, 
even without the speculum15. This is not apparent in the case of the 
House of Acceptus and Euhodia in the absence of that instrument16. 
The truth is that in 1882 the two houses were confused with one 
another and we will probably never know for sure in which dwell-
ing the ram’s head speculum was found17. If it were recovered in the 



The Ram’s Heads on the Pompeian Quadrivalve Speculum

255

Fig. 3: Quadrivalve Uterine Speculum, Pompeii, Detail. Photo courtesy of the Römisch-
Germanisches Zentralmuseum, Mainz L1042/10

Fig. 4: Papyrus of Tameniu, Brit. Museum papyrus EA10002,3. © Trustees of the British 
Museum
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House of Acceptus and Euhodia, that would most strongly support 
the proposal made here.  But both houses in proximity to the Isis 
Temple vividly underscore the presence of Egyptian influences in 
Pompeii and both provide suitable venues. 
It is received opinion that Alexandria was a center of surgical innova-
tion and training in the Greco-Roman world18. A smattering of indis-
putable archaeological evidence reflects this.  I refer to the little con-
tainer in the form of a hippopotamus mounted by a uraeus found in 
the rich instrumentarium of a surgeon’s grave at Bingen-am-Rhein.19  
A piece like this certainly reflects Egyptian if not Alexandrian influ-
ences, perhaps even pointing to the Bingen doctor’s place of training 
(if not nationality) and/or to the container’s place of manufacture.  
I should like to think the Pompeian quadrivalve also reflects such 
associations.
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