
WOMEN'S HEALTH CARE AND TROTULA 
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The unknown w r i t e r o f Hali Meidenhad, seeking to g a i n female r e c r u i t s 

f o r the r e l i g i o u s l i f e , g r a p h i c a l l y p o r t r a y s the m i s e r i e s o f mediaeval 

marriage. A p a r t from being beaten and mauled " l i k e a purchased s l a v e , " 

the w ife must endure c h i l d b e a r i n g : 

T h i r u d i e neb s c h a l leanen and as gres grenen. T h i n ehnen schulen 

d o s k i n and underthon wonnen; and o f t h i b r e i n e s turnunge t h i n 

heaved ake s a r e . Inwith t h i wombe s w e l i n the b i t t e , t h a t beoreth 

f o r t h as a water bulge. . . . A f t e r a l t h i s , cumeth o f t h a t b e a m 

i- b o r e n thus wanunge and wepunge t h a t s c h a l abute m i d n i h t makie 

thee t o wakien.^ 

(Your glowing face w i l l grow le a n and green as g r a s s . Your eyes 

w i l l c l o u d and grow p a l e underneath, and your head w i l l ache 

s o r e l y from the w h i r l i n g o f your b r a i n ; w i t h i n your b e l l y your 

womb w i l l s w e l l and bulge out l i k e a water bag. . . . A f t e r a l l 

t h i s , from the c h i l d born thus w i l l come lamentation and weeping 

t h a t must make you wake up at midnight. . . .) 

In the l a s t sentence the w r i t e r o v e r s t a t e s h i s case: the housewife 

c o u l d draw on the a s s i s t a n c e and experience o f o t h e r women. In La Grant 

Danse Macabre des Femmes three women are d e p i c t e d as t a k i n g care o f the s i c k , 

la nourrice, the wet-nurse, garde d'accoucher, a g e n e r a l nurse, and 
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2 
ia religieuse, a nun. Other French sources r e v e a l a v a r i e t y o f women h e a l e r s , 

and t h e i r c o u n t e r p a r t s might be found i n the l a r g e r c i t i e s i n Europe and many 

i n more r u r a l a r e a s . There were fisciennes, a l s o c a l l e d miresses and 

medicines — women p h y s i c i a n s concerned with the treatment o f i n t e r n a l com­

p l a i n t s ; chirurgiennes and Jbariieres who d e a l t with s u r g i c a l treatment and 

phlebotomy; sages femmes and ventieres who act e d as mid-wives; and 

gua r i s s e u s e s and vielles femmes — a group whose use o f the su p e r n a t u r a l seems 

to be regarded by medical h i s t o r i a n s as f a r more r e p r e h e n s i b l e than the 

uroscopy and a s t r o l o g i c a l diagnoses o f u n i v e r s i t y - t r a i n e d p h y s i c i a n s . 

Evidence o f the a c t i v i t i e s o f women h e a l e r s comes from many sources: 

r e p o r t s o f conventual v i s i t a t i o n s , Custumals, h o s p i t a l r e c o r d s , and p a t r i s ­

t i c w r i t i n g s r e v e a l the work o f nuns i n medicine; l e g a l records inform us o f 

the p e r s e c u t i o n s o f l a y women doctors and the r e s t r i c t i o n s p l a c e d on them. 

Such f a c t u a l i n f o r m a t i o n must be supplemented w i t h more s u b j e c t i v e gleanings 

from medical handbooks and h e r b a l s , and a l s o from r e f e r e n c e s to contemporary 

medical p r a c t i c e s t h a t o c c a s i o n a l l y appear i n l e t t e r s , conduct books, and 

ot h e r l i t e r a t u r e . Whether the glamorous women h e a l e r s i n the romances, 

chansons de geste, and lais who, on o c c a s i o n , even c a r r i e d t h e i r medicine 

bags on to the b a t t l e f i e l d to h e a l wounds and d i s l o c a t e d shoulders had many 

co u n t e r p a r t s i n d a i l y l i f e we may doubt; but re f e r e n c e s such as those i n the 

t h i r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y fabliau. La Saineresse,^ to a male do c t o r who posed as a 

woman h e a l e r t o seduce a compliant p a t i e n t o r i n the fourt e e n t h - c e n t u r y Piers 
4 

Plowman to a c e r t a i n Dame Emma o f Sh o r e d i t c h who was c o n s u l t e d f o r cramps, 

h e a r t t r o u b l e , ague, o r f e v e r when a l l o t h e r medical a t t e n t i o n f a i l e d , may 

be i n f o r m a t i v e . Even a Middle E n g l i s h vocabulary book i s i l l u m i n a t i n g : a 

"Fysy c i a n o r Leche" i s d e f i n e d as "Mann o r Woman: Medicus, Hedica ."5 

The a c t i v i t i e s o f women i n r e l i g i o u s houses are comparatively w e l l 

documented. In medicine the B e n e d i c t i n e s , emphasizing the importance o f the 

a c t i v e as w e l l as the contemplative l i f e , appear t o have s e t a p a t t e r n f o r 

the n u r s i n g nun, and much has been w r i t t e n on the medical work o f such 

famous women as Euphemia, Abbess o f Wherwell, H i l d e g a r d , Abbess o f Bingen, 

and H e l o i s e , Abbess o f P a r a c l e t e . 6 Documents and d e s c r i p t i o n s o f h o s p i t a l s , 

d a t i n g back to e a r l y i n the t w e l f t h century i n the case of the P a r i s H o t e l -

Dieu and the M i l a n h o s p i t a l o f the B r o l o , p r o v i d e us with some conception o f 

the o r g a n i z a t i o n o f h o s p i t a l s , i n f i r m a r i e s , and c h a r i t a b l e i n s t i t u t i o n s a t 

a time when they were r a p i d l y i n c r e a s i n g i n number throughout Europe. 

In England the documentation was s p a r s e r than t h a t on the C o n t i n e n t , 7 

but the system d e s c r i b e d i n the e a r l y f i f t e e n t h - c e n t u r y Rule o f Syon 
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Monastery, a convent o f the B r i g i t t i n e s , may be regarded as t y p i c a l o f the 

l a r g e r r e l i g i o u s houses where the d u t i e s o f c a r i n g f o r the s i c k and o f 

a t t e n d i n g to the convent's farms, l i v e s t o c k , and gen e r a l maintenance, were 

d i v i d e d up by the Abbess among the s i x t y nuns and t h e i r s e r v a n t s , with 

g e n e r a l a i l m e n t s , mental d i s t u r b a n c e s , and l e p r o s y b e i n g t r e a t e d i n d i f f e r e n t 

b u i l d i n g s . "Wherefor l i k e as t h e r be dyvers i n f i r m i t i e s , " the Rule s t a t e d , 

"so t h e r owen t o be dyvers howses t o kepe hem i n . One f o r a l maner sekenes, 

as i n the comen p a r l o u r ; another f o r them t h a t be d i s t r a c t e o f t h e r mendes, 
Q 

another f o r l e p r e s , stondyng f e r from a l o t h e r . . . . " Wel l educated as 

some o f these women were compared w i t h l a y women, they had to r e l y on 

t r a d i t i o n a l leechdoms, hot baths, and o l d wives' remedies. They a l s o p r e ­

pared p a t i e n t s f o r b l o o d l e t t i n g , an o p e r a t i o n performed on both s i c k and 

w e l l a l i k e by the i n f i r m a r i a n , with the nuns themselves b e i n g b l e d as o f t e n 
9 

as f o u r times an n u a l l y to exp e l unhealthy humours. 

In many i n s t a n c e s women worked al o n g s i d e the men. "The l a y s i s t e r s 

s h a l l observe what we have above o r d a i n e d to be observed by the b r e t h r e n , 

as f a r as b e f i t s t h e i r sex," s t a t e d Archbishop Gray f o r S t John's, Nottingham 

i n 1 2 4 1 . ^ In most s i t u a t i o n s a man, m e d i c a l l y t r a i n e d o r not, was i n 

charge and i n t h i s i n s t a n c e a b r o t h e r o f N o r t h a l l e r t o n h e l d the o f f i c e o f 

procurator infirnorum in lectulls, two s i s t e r s watched by the s i c k , e s p e c i a l l y 

a t n i g h t , and a t h i r d managed the household a f f a i r s . A t Bridgewater, women 

"not o f g e n t l e b i r t h but s t i l l f i t f o r the purpose" undertook any s e r v i c e 

r e q u i r e d o f them.*'* Some nuns worked i n h o s p i t a l s t h a t took care o f the 

e l d e r l y and the i n d i g e n t , as w e l l as the s i c k o f a l l k i n d s ; o t h e r s i n hos­

p i t a l s l i k e S t John's, Oxford, which excluded a l l those a f f l i c t e d w ith 

l e p r o s y , e p i l e p s y , f i s t u l a , p a r a l y s i s , and any dis e a s e b e l i e v e d to be 

i n c u r a b l e , and others again i n h o s p i t a l s t h a t admitted leprosi and gave them 
a t t e n t i o n t h a t the l e p e r - s p i t a l , o f t e n a rude s h e l t e r on the edge o f a town, 

12 
d i d not g i v e . In the fourt e e n t h and f i f t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s , when there was 

a sharp i n c r e a s e i n the number o f h o s p i t a l s founded under v a r i o u s auspices 

i n England, some nuns worked i n i n s t i t u t i o n s s p e c i f i c a l l y s e t as i d e f o r 

women i n l a b o u r , orphans, and e l d e r l y l a d i e s i n reduced circumstances. Some 

o f the l a s t named group, i f w e l l enough, assumed a d v i s o r y , s e m i - o f f i c i a l 

p o s i t i o n s i n h o s p i t a l s , a s s i s t e d by s e r v a n t s . Indeed, w i t h the i n c r e a s e o f 

endemic d i s e a s e s , women from a l l ranks o f s o c i e t y began to p l a y a p a r t i n 

t a k i n g care o f i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d p a t i e n t s . Some j o i n e d s m a l l o r d e r s such as 

the Antonines, c a r i n g f o r people a f f l i c t e d w ith e r y s i p e l a s ; o t h e r s , such as 

the H u m i l a t i i n Milan, cared f o r l e p e r s ; the Poor C l a r e s took care o f the 
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s i c k and o f t h e i r F r a n c i s c a n b r o t h e r s ; o t h e r s , known as the Grey S i s t e r s , 

nursed the v i c t i m s o f the plague. 

Such h o s p i t a l s were most commonly s u p e r v i s e d by men. Some o f these 

were u n i v e r s i t y - t r a i n e d p h y s i c i a n s , but t h e i r p o s t s as wardens may have 
13 

been s i n e c u r e s . Some o f the women's posts may have been honorary a l s o . 

The s i s t e r s h i p s a t S t Catherine's near-the-Tower used t o be given by the 

Queen to her l a d i e s . N e v e r t h e l e s s , some women are named i n s u p e r v i s o r y 

posts t h a t were c l e a r l y p r a c t i c a l , e s p e c i a l l y i n the l a r g e r i n f i r m a r i e s : 

S t Leonard's a t York had a s i s t e r named Ann Medica i n 1276, a p r i n c i p a l 

s i s t e r known as Mati l d a la hus-wyf i n 1385, and i n 1416 d i s t r i b u t i o n o f 

money i n a w i l l was l e f t to the d i s c r e t i o n o f A l i c e materfamilias; St John's, 
Cambridge appointed S i s t e r Maria Swetman p r o c t o r i n 1465, with a l i c e n c e to 

14 
c o l l e c t alms. 

With a few exce p t i o n s , there i s l i t t l e evidence t o suggest t h a t nuns 

d i d more than g i v e n u r s i n g care and simple treatment. On the other hand, 

l e g a l documents r e v e a l t h a t women o u t s i d e the c l o i s t e r made strenuous 

endeavours to p r a c t i s e medicine p r o f e s s i o n a l l y . T h e i r o p p o r t u n i t i e s v a r i e d 

from country to country. In Spain and the south o f I t a l y the u n i v e r s i t i e s 

and the medical f a c u l t i e s were under governmental and not e c c l e s i a s t i c a l 

j u r i s d i c t i o n , and women were ab l e to o b t a i n a l i c e n c e t o p r a c t i s e . In 

Germany, a l s o , women p r a c t i s e d medicine and were g i v e n the t i t l e o f A r t z i n . 

In F r a n k f u r t alone, between 1394 and 1500, more than a dozen women doctors 

are r e c o r d e d . Some o f them were Jewish, f o r , d e s p i t e s t r i n g e n t Church p r o ­

h i b i t i o n s , Jewish p h y s i c i a n s were h i g h l y r e s p e c t e d f o r t h e i r knowledge o f 

Arabic-Greek medical works i n Hebrew t r a n s l a t i o n s . Although i n 1494, i n 

F r a n k f u r t , a Jewish Artzin was fo r b i d d e n to p r a c t i s e e i t h e r general medicine 

o r gynaecology, Jewish women doctors continued to be r e g i s t e r e d , some o f 

them b e i n g designated o c u l i s t s (Augenartzin) .* 5 On the o t h e r hand, i n 

France, i n 1311, the medical f a c u l t y o f the U n i v e r s i t y o f P a r i s took steps 

to p r e v e n t the p r a c t i c e o f medicine by u n l i c e n s e d persons. The f i r s t 

p r a c t i t i o n e r to whom the f a c u l t y o f the U n i v e r s i t y o f P a r i s o b j e c t e d was a 

woman. In 1352 King John o f France forbade anyone o f either sex to give 

medical treatment unless he o r she were a master o r a l i c e n t i a t e i n the 

s c i e n c e o f medicine o f a u n i v e r s i t y o r a c t i n g under the advice and d i r e c t i o n 

o f a master o f the U n i v e r s i t y o f P a r i s , o r otherwise approved by the f a c u l t y 

o f medicine. In 1390 Charl e s VI i s s u e d a f u r t h e r ordinance. N e v e r t h e l e s s , 

as the reco r d s show, women were not e a s i l y d e t e r r e d . D i j o n d u r i n g the next 
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50 years had a t l e a s t three women p h y s i c i a n s who were excommunicated, two" 

o f them being the wives o f barbers who c a r r i e d out the surgery.*^ 

In England the records t e s t i f y t h a t women d i d p r a c t i s e medicine d e s p i t e 

i n c r e a s i n g o p p o s i t i o n . F i v e women leeches are recorded and three f o r whom 

we have i n f o r m a t i o n seem to have been harassed because o f t h e i r p r o f e s s i o n , 
17 

one o f them even be i n g thrown i n t o the r i v e r as a w i t c h . P h y s i c i a n s 

p e t i t i o n e d P a r l i a m e n t i n 1421 to l i m i t the p r a c t i c e o f fysyk to u n i v e r s i t y -
18 

t r a i n e d graduates and to d e c l a r e t h a t "no woman use the p r a c t y s e o f fysyk." 

Women were, o f course, unable t o o b t a i n a re c o g n i z e d t r a i n i n g , i n England, 

a male p h y s i c i a n a t Oxford s t u d i e d f o u r years f o r a B.A., three f o r an H.A. 

f o l l o w e d by a regency o f two ye a r s i n which he d e l i v e r e d o r d i n a r y l e c t u r e s . 

Then he took another f o u r years f o r h i s B.H. which gave him admission t o 

p r a c t i s e , another two years f o r the D.M., and he was r e q u i r e d t o l e c t u r e f o r 

a f u r t h e r two y e a r s . Chaucer's p h y s i c i a n , i f he went t o Oxford, spent some 

17 years o f study and te a c h i n g before he c o u l d devote h i m s e l f t o p r i v a t e 

p r a c t i c e . 

Not s u r p r i s i n g l y , women and men doctors without u n i v e r s i t y t r a i n i n g f a r 

outnumbered the l e g a l l y r e c o g n i z e d p r a c t i t i o n e r s . In Chaucer's l i f e t i m e the 

t o t a l number o f q u a l i f i e d p h y s i c i a n s was no more than eighty, the m a j o r i t y o f 

whom were i n Holy Orders. Some o f these were e s s e n t i a l l y s c h o l a r s and church­

men and probably never p r a c t i s e d ; some p r a c t i s e d only i n t h e i r monasteries, 

and one d i s t i n g u i s h e d bishop was s a i d t o have been e x p e l l e d from h i s monas-
19 

t e r y " p r o p t e r medicandi e t i n c a n t a n d i a r t e s " ; a few p r a c t i s e d i n l a r g e 

c i t i e s such as York and London; o t h e r s were a t t a c h e d to r o y a l and noble 
20 

households. Smaller c i t i e s , towns, and v i l l a g e s were not commonly s e r v i c e d . 
Even i n the middle o f the f i f t e e n t h century when the general country 

21 
p r a c t i t i o n e r such as John C r o p h i l l o f Wix began to emerge, the i n f l u e n t i a l 

county f a m i l y o f Paston i n N o r f o l k had d i f f i c u l t y i n g e t t i n g a p h y s i c i a n . 

A d o c t o r was requested from O r w e l l , from Cambridge, and was even sought out 
22 

i n S u f f o l k by the p a t i e n t h i m s e l f . 

Yet these p h y s i c i a n s were most h o s t i l e to anyone who attempted t o take 

t h e i r p l a c e , e s p e c i a l l y women. In h i s t r e a t i s e on sur g e r y , Guy de C h a u l i a c , 

surgeon and r e s i d e n t p h y s i c i a n o f the Papal household a t Avignon i n 1363, 

d e s c r i b e d women medical p r a c t i t i o n e r s as ydeotis (the unlearned) and foles 
23 

( f o o l s ) whose work was u s e l e s s . John Arderne, 1307-92, a famous surgeon, 
s c o r n f u l l y recorded the u n s u c c e s s f u l treatment o f a p a t i e n t who "was under 

24 
the cure o f a lady by h a l f e a y e r e . " L a t e r i n the same century John 

M i r f e l d , a s e c u l a r p r i e s t connected with S t Bartholomew's H o s p i t a l , London, 
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who openly confessed t h a t he had not s t u d i e d medicine p r o f e s s i o n a l l y , 

wrote an enormous medical t r e a t i s e i n which he denounced the "worthless and 

presumptuous women" who "usurp t h i s p r o f e s s i o n to themselves and abuse i t ; 

who, p o s s e s s i n g n e i t h e r n a t u r a l a b i l i t y nor p r o f e s s i o n a l knowledge, make the 

g r e a t e s t p o s s i b l e mistakes (thanks to t h e i r s t u p i d i t y ) and very o f t e n k i l l 
25 

t h e i r p a t i e n t s . " 

Although these and many s i m i l a r d i a t r i b e s f u r n i s h f u r t h e r c o n f i r m a t i o n 

t h a t women d i d p r a c t i s e medicine, we cannot t e l l how many women worked f u l l -

time i n medicine as a p r o f e s s i o n . When we tu r n to o t h e r l i t e r a t u r e o f the 

p e r i o d we sense t h a t most housewives r e l i e d mainly on t h e i r own experience 

and on t h a t o f t h e i r neighbours to t r e a t the s i c k , and o n l y c a l l e d i n some­

one c o n s i d e r e d more knowledgeable i n time o f c r i s i s . The r i c h had h e l p e r s 

to t a c k l e the more menial tasks i n the sickroom and were ab l e t o a f f o r d more 

e x p e r t a d v i c e , but an exemplary t a l e i n a manual o f i n s t r u c t i o n very p o p u l a r 

i n f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y Europe i m p l i e s t h a t the v i r t u o u s w i f e , however w e l l ­

born, spared h e r s e l f n o t h i n g . 

She was f a i r e and yonge and o f noble lynage, and her husbonde 

was r i g h t auncien, and turned ayen i n t o childhode f o r age; and 

f o r s i k n e s s e and f e b i l n e s s e he made the i s s u e s o f h i s purgacions 

o u e r a l and i n h i s bedde, as a yonge c h i l d e ; but t h i s good lady 

was euermore entendaunt aboute hym, and serued him i n as humble 

wise as thou she had be a chaumbrere. 2 6 

The medical treatment t h a t she r e s o r t e d to would no doubt be s i m i l a r to t h a t 

g i v e n i n every o t h e r household. Apart from animal and min e r a l i n g r e d i e n t s , 

the p r i n c i p a l remedies, whether taken i n t e r n a l l y o r a p p l i e d e x t e r n a l l y as 

s a l v e s , ointments, and p l a s t e r s , had a predominantly h e r b a l base and were 

pr e p a r e d by mixing the herbs with wine, honey, v i n e g a r , c l a r e t , o i l , o r 

m i l k . The more d i f f i c u l t to o b t a i n , the more p r e c i o u s the medicine. In 

J u l y 1451 Margaret Paston i n N o r f o l k asked her husband i n London to send 

" t r e a c l e , " a compound which was o r i g i n a l l y an a n t i d o t e f o r poison but which 

came to be regarded as a panacea f o r a l l kinds o f a i l m e n t s . In these 

p l a g u e - r i d d e n years there were many " t r e a c l e r s " on the Continent and i n 

England, i n c l u d i n g one a t York, but the Pastons p r e f e r r e d to get t h e i r pots 
27 

from Genoa. The Paston women t r e a t e d t h e i r f a m i l i e s and acquaintances 
28 

with " t r e a c l e " f o r p s y c h o l o g i c a l d isturbances and the common c o l d ; 
29 

w i t h quince p r e s e r v e s to combat the unwholesome a i r o f the town; and with 
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water o f mint and m i l l e f o i l to a i d the d i g e s t i o n . 3 " To these treatments 

might be added common beverages and soups f o r the s i c k as recommended by an 

e l d e r l y P a r i s i a n to h i s i n e x p e r i e n c e d young wife i n the l a t e f o u r t e e n t h 

century, such as tizanne doulce, c o n s i s t i n g o f l i q u o r i c e , b a r l e y , and f i g s 

b o i l e d i n water and s t r a i n e d , bochet t h a t had a base o f fermented honey, 

Flemish caudle t h a t r e q u i r e d f o u r egg y o l k s and white wine. The Pastons 

were so obsessed with p r o p e r t y , so unsentimental i n t h e i r o b i t u a r i e s o f 

r e l a t i v e s , t h a t we might wonder how a s s i d u o u s l y they c a r r i e d o u t t h e i r 

o b l i g a t i o n s to a i l i n g s e r v a n t s . But the bourgeois o f P a r i s d e f i n e d these 

c l e a r l y : 

I f one o f your s e r v a n t s f a l l i l l , do you l a y a l l common concerns 

a s i d e , and do you y o u r s e l f take thought f o r him f u l l l o v i n g l y 

and k i n d l y , and v i s i t him and t h i n k o f him o r h e r very c a r e f u l l y , 

s e e k i n g to b r i n g about h i s cure.''''' 

Our sources have so f a r enabled us t o look a t the h e a l t h care g i v e n 

by the r e l i g i o u s , who had a unique s t a t u s i n the community throughout the 

p e r i o d , by women o f unusual a b i l i t y and circumstance who sought t o make 

medicine t h e i r p r o f e s s i o n , and, i n a l i m i t e d way, by housewives. Of the 

medical a c t i v i t i e s o f t h i s l a s t group we can l e a r n f u r t h e r from the t e x t ­

books, some o f which appear t o have been intended f o r t h e i r use. A scene i n 

the f i f t e e n t h - c e n t u r y i l l u m i n a t e d manuscript Historla Scholastica i l l u s t r a t e s 

what may w e l l have been a common occurrence: a t the back o f a handsomely 

f u r n i s h e d room, an e l d e r l y man l i e s i n bed; i n the foreground, h i s w i f e , 

attended by a s e r v a n t , prepares a medication by the f i r e , c o n s u l t i n g a t e x t -
32 

book on her l a p as she s t i r s a p o t w i t h a spoon. In the l a t e f o u r t e e n t h 

and e a r l y f i f t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s t r a n s l a t i o n s d e a l i n g with d i e t , g e n e r a l h e a l t h , 

and every d i s e a s e from head to f o o t , appeared i n E n g l i s h , the purpose b e i n g 

t h a t "every man, both l e a r n e d and lewed might be h i s own p h i s i c i e n i n tyme 

o f nede. . . , " 3 3 

I n s t r u c t i o n f o r a l l may have been the i n t e n t o f such t r a n s l a t i o n s , but 
i t can h a r d l y have reached "pore f o l k i n c o t e s , / Charged with c h i l d r e n e and 

34 
c h i e f l o r d e s r e n t e , " v i l l e i n s o r bondmen engaged i n the g r u e l l i n g 

a g r i c u l t u r a l l a b o u r t h a t was the common l o t o f the g r e a t e r p a r t o f the humble 

r u r a l p o p u l a t i o n . Changes i n the economy i n f i f t e e n t h - c e n t u r y England which 

not o n l y improved women's h e a l t h and hopes f o r s u r v i v a l but pro b a b l y a l s o 

enabled some o f them to escape from the country to the town, t o p o s s i b l y 

l e s s arduous work i n the t e x t i l e t r a d e , ^ s h o u l d n ot b l i n d us t o the misery 
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common throughout the Middle Ages to the woman peasant i n the sm a l l v i l l a g e s 
36 

i n which at l e a s t 90% o f the p o p u l a t i o n l i v e d . A scene p o i g n a n t l y des­

c r i b e d i n an anonymous poem i n 1392 must have been f a m i l i a r enough throughout 

the Middle Ages: a woman ploughs the f i e l d s a l o n g s i d e her husband, her bare 

f e e t b l e e d i n g from the i c e on the hard ground; c l o s e by are her three 

c h i l d r e n whom she has been f o r c e d to b r i n g with her, an i n f a n t l y i n g i n a 
37 

b a s i n and two two-year o l d s , c r y i n g i n c e s s a n t l y . How such women coped 

w i t h c h i l d b i r t h , f a m i l y i l l n e s s e s , a c c i d e n t s , the heavy m o r t a l i t y o f the 

plague, i n t h e i r s m o k e - f i l l e d shacks, and the ex t e n t to which they sought to 

am e l i o r a t e c o n d i t i o n s by i n f a n t i c i d e , c o n t r a c e p t i o n , and a b o r t i o n , we do 

not know. We assume t h a t they r e s o r t e d to the h e r b a l l o r e t h a t was p a r t o f 

a n c i e n t o r a l t r a d i t i o n and to charms, both pagan and C h r i s t i a n , t h a t were 

re p e a t e d from g e n e r a t i o n t o g e n e r a t i o n . 

The textbooks to which I have r e f e r r e d r e l a t e t o the women from the 

more prosperous s e c t o r s o f the community, t o the wives o f f r e e - l a b o u r e r s , 

a r t i f i c e r s , t r a d e r s , craftsmen, merchants, town-dwellers w i t h p r o f i t a b l e 

o c c u p a t i o n s , as w e l l as to the wives o f landowners and o f the n o b i l i t y . A 
few o f these women may have read L a t i n . Many by the f i f t e e n t h century 

38 
c o u l d r e a d E n g l i s h . One o f the e a r l i e s t and most w i d e l y c i r c u l a t i n g 

t r e a t i s e s i n England and i n Europe was the g y n a e c o l o g i c a l manuscript De 

passionibus mulierum a t t r i b u t e d to T r o t u l a and a s s o c i a t e d with the f l o u r i ­

s h i n g m e d i c a l s c h o o l o f Salerno i n the e l e v e n t h century. I t e x i s t s i n more 

than s i x t y L a t i n manuscripts d a t i n g from the t h i r t e e n t h century, and was 
39 

p r i n t e d i n e l e v e n e d i t i o n s i n the second h a l f o f the s i x t e e n t h century. 

In the p r e f a c e the author says t h a t a sense o f shame and embarrassment p r e ­

vents women from r e v e a l i n g t h e i r ailments to male p h y s i c i a n s . The w r i t e r 

c o n t i n u e s : "Therefore I , p i t y i n g t h e i r m i s f o r t u n e s , and a t the i n s t i g a t i o n 

o f a c e r t a i n matron, began to study c a r e f u l l y the s i c k n e s s e s which most 
40 

f r e q u e n t l y t r o u b l e the female sex." The t e x t , much o f which d e r i v e d from 

e a r l i e r a u t h o r i t i e s , deals w i t h mainly female medical problems such as 

r e t a i n e d , e x c e s s i v e , or scanty menses, p r o l a p s e o f the u t e r u s , s t e r i l i t y , 

t e s t s f o r f e r t i l i t y and f o r determining the sex o f the f e t u s , methods o f 

i n d u c i n g l a b o u r such as causing the woman to sneeze, shaking her i n a sheet, 

t y i n g an eaglest o n e to her t h i g h , g i v i n g her a snakeskin g i r d l e to wear, 

a p p l y i n g v a r i o u s herbs, o i l s , and baths. The work a l s o d i s c u s s e s p o s t ­

partum c o m p l i c a t i o n s , i n c l u d i n g r e p a i r i n g a l a c e r a t e d perineum with s i l k 

t h r e a d , the su t u r e d area to be covered w i t h a l i n e n c l o t h soaked i n t a r , 

and the p a t i e n t to be kept i n bed f o r e i g h t o r nine days with the f e e t 
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e l e v a t e d . L i t t l e i s s a i d here about c h i l d b i r t h i t s e l f o t h e r than t h a t the 

f o e t u s , f a s t e n e d to the womb l i k e f r u i t on a t r e e , w i l l f a l l o f i t s e l f when 

r i p e , and t h a t a d e l i v e r y head f i r s t i s b e s t . The recommendation t h a t the 

wet-nurse s h o u l d be moderately f a t "with n e i t h e r weak nor too heavy t e a t s , 
41 

but b r e a s t s f u l l and generous" i n d i c a t e s t h a t t h i s book was not f o r the 

poor, who c o u l d n ot a f f o r d wet-nurses. I t was an E n g l i s h t e x t , a l s o a s c r i b e d 

to T r o t u l a but d i f f e r i n g s u b s t a n t i a l l y from the L a t i n t e x t and making no 

mention o f a wet-nurse, t h a t was no doubt read by women from many c l a s s e s . 

T h i s t e x t t h a t appears with v a r i a t i o n s i n a number o f manuscripts w r i t t e n i n 

E n g l i s h not on l y t r e a t s o f g e n e r a l complaints but a l s o g i v e s d e t a i l e d 

i n s t r u c t i o n s to the midwife on d e l i v e r i n g the c h i l d and p r o v i d e s diagrams 
42 

o f s i x t e e n modes o f unnat u r a l c h i l d b i r t h . Such procedures f o r d e l i v e r y 

would have been e a g e r l y f o l l o w e d . O b s t e t r i c s by t r a d i t i o n was i n the hands 

o f women and even i n the case o f n o b i l i t y i n England r a r e l y was a male 
v. • • 43 p h y s i c i a n p r e s e n t . 

Indeed, many well-known p h y s i c i a n s and surgeons avoided any d e t a i l e d 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f c h i l d b i r t h . V i n c e n t de Beauvais i n h i s Speculum d e a l t w i t h 

pregnancy, s t e r i l i t y , i n v o l u n t a r y a b o r t i o n , but r e f e r r e d t o c h i l d b i r t h o n l y 

b r i e f l y and s t a t e d as d i d T r o t u l a t h a t i t was f a c i l i t a t e d i f the woman was 
44 

made to sneeze ("Sicut Hippocras a i t " ) . The famous surgeon Guy de C h a u l i a c 

paused b r i e f l y to c o n s i d e r women's d i s e a s e s ("Of passiouns o f be matrice") 

between t r e a t i n g o f hermaphroditism and " s i c k n e s s " o f the th i g h s and f e e t . 

He gave i n s t r u c t i o n s f o r removing a dead c h i l d , but o f c h i l d b i r t h i t s e l f 

he observed o n l y t h a t "A newe borne c h i l d gob out p r o p r e l y vpon h i s hede, 
pe fa c e turned toward pe e r t h e . A l l ober goyinge oute f o r s o t h e i s vnkyndely 

45 
and harde." 

However, the v e r n a c u l a r t e x t s put an end to such r e t i c e n c e . In Germany 

where, b e g i n n i n g i n Regensburg i n 1452, midwives were l i c e n s e d f o r t h e i r 
46 

p r o f i c i e n c y by the S t a d t a r t z , O r t o l l f u s von Bayerland produced Das 
47 

F r a u enbuchlein. Here he enumerated many o f the women's complaints c i t e d 

i n both the L a t i n and E n g l i s h T r o t u l a manuscripts, but h i s recommendations 

appear to be e m p i r i c a l with s c a n t r e f e r e n c e t o the t r a d i t i o n a l medical 

a u t h o r i t i e s , a minimal use o f herbs, and no r e l i a n c e whatsoever on the 

s u p e r n a t u r a l . A woodcut i n the p r i n t e d e d i t i o n o f 1500 shows the p h y s i c i a n 

h i m s e l f i n s t r u c t i n g the midwife. The E n g l i s h Trotula, on the other hand, 

i s designed f o r the woman to f o l l o w without a p h y s i c i a n b e i n g p r e s e n t . 

The q u e s t i o n a r i s e s : How d i d women use t h i s i n f o r m a t i o n ? F u r t h e r , 

what e f f e c t d i d i t have on medical treatment i n the home? The E n g l i s h 
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T r o t u l a manuscript i n Sloane 2463 i s e l e g a n t l y decorated with c a p i t a l s i n 

red, b l u e , and g o l d l e a f , and was probably c o p i e d by a p r o f e s s i o n a l s c r i b e 

a t the re q u e s t o f a wealthy woman. I t s appearance p o i n t s to the p r a c t i c e 

which l a s t e d f o r many c e n t u r i e s o f noble l a d i e s v i s i t i n g the s i c k on t h e i r 

e s t a t e s w i t h h e r b a l r e c i p e s and i n s t r u c t i o n s . T. Raynald i n 1545 d e s c r i b e d 

how gentlewomen were i n the h a b i t o f v i s i t i n g confinements "carienge w i t h 

them t h i s booke i n theyr handes, and causynge such p a r t o f i t as doth c h e i f l y 

concerne the same pourpose, to be r e d before the mydwife, and the r e s t o f 
48 

the wemen then beyng p r e s e n t . " I t i s t h e r e f o r e not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t 

E u c h a r i u s R o s s l i n ' s Dei Swangern Frauen und Hebammen Rosegarten (a r o s e -

garden f o r pregnant women and midwives) p u b l i s h e d i n 1513 was d e d i c a t e d to 
49 

the Duchess o f Brunswick, and the f i r s t e d i t i o n o f h i s work by R. Jonas/ 

The Byrth of Mankynde, p r i n t e d i n London i n 1540, was d e d i c a t e d t o Ka t h e r i n e 

Howard, w i f e o f Henry V I I I . But i r r e s p e c t i v e o f such d e d i c a t i o n s , these 

t r e a t i s e s remained the guide f o r o r d i n a r y women f o r s e v e r a l c e n t u r i e s , con­

t a i n i n g as they d i d the b a s i c m a t e r i a l o f the E n g l i s h T«"otu2a p l u s d e t a i l s 

o f the b i r t h s t o o l and p o d a l i c v e r s i o n which, i n a d d i t i o n to the b i r t h 

diagrams themselves, have been t r a c e d t o the famous second-century gynae­

c o l o g i s t S o r a n u s . 5 0 The v a r i o u s E n g l i s h T r o t u l a manuscripts s e t the p a t t e r n 

to be f o l l o w e d by the women themselves: "be cause whomen o f oure tong 

conne b e t t y r rede & undyrstande bys langage ban eny ober & every whomen 

l e t t y r d e rede h i t to oper u n l e t t y r d & h e l p hem. . . I have bys drawyn & 

wryttyn i n englysh"; and "wemen l e t t y r d maye red to o t h e r unlernyd. 

The p i c t u r e t h a t these t r e a t i s e s p r e s e n t i s o f women i n the home 

d e d i c a t e d t o p r e s e r v i n g l i f e , d i l i g e n t l y s e a r c h i n g f o r v a r i o u s h e a l i n g herbs, 

making the p o t i o n s , s a l v e s , and fumigations p r e s c r i b e d , and produci n g new 
52 

l i f e w i t h , as the t e x t says, the grace o f God and the midwife's "connyng." 

Outside the home we have .evidence o f s i m i l a r d e d i c a t i o n by nuns i n i n f i r m a r i e s 

and h o s p i t a l s and by courageous women empirics p r a c t i s i n g t h e i r a r t o f t e n i n 

the fa c e o f p e r s e c u t i o n . 

T r a d i t i o n a l l y and with a t i n g e o f misogyny, medical h i s t o r i a n s have 

z e a l o u s l y a s s a i l e d the medical ignorance o f mediaeval women h e a l e r s , imply­

i n g t h a t the p h y s i c i a n ' s knowledge o f a n c i e n t t r e a t i s e s on the humours, 

u r i n e s , f e v e r s , p u l s e s , and h i s p r a c t i c e o f a s t r o l o g y , phlebotomy, and, i n 

some i n s t a n c e s , o f charms, s p e l l s , and sympathetic magic made him somehow 

s u p e r i o r . Even more v i g o r o u s l y and with a cu r i o u s l a c k o f p e r s p e c t i v e , 

these c r i t i c s have c a s t i g a t e d the midwives' l a c k o f elementary hygiene, the 

most v o c i f e r o u s o f these be i n g Dr J.H. A v e l i n g i n 1 8 7 2 5 3 who was h i m s e l f 
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emerging from an e r a when the male o b s t e t r i c i a n s ' unwashed hands and bloo d -

caked aprons were a common featu r e o f the l y i n g - i n rooms i n B r i t i s h h o s p i t a l s . 

The t r u t h i s t h a t although p r a c t i c a l experience, e s p e c i a l l y on the b a t t l e ­

f i e l d , l e d t o an advance i n s u r g i c a l techniques, there was no comparable 

improvement i n i n t e r n a l medicine. For the average housewife, the most 

important p a l l i a t i v e l a y i n a sense o f s o l i d a r i t y w i t h o t h e r women, i n a 

mutual sympathy expressed simply i n words t h a t have as much meaning today as 

when they were s e t down i n the pr e f a c e to the E n g l i s h T r o t u l a : "Let one 

woman h e l p another." 

York U n i v e r s i t y 
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