
The Roman Witch as Midwife Perversion 

 Literary depictions of Roman witches often emphasize the hags’ delight in torturing and 

murdering children to facilitate magic spells; the association of child-sacrifice with magic was 

commonplace in antiquity (Ogden). Less familiar is the Roman witch’s interest in harming 

infants in utero. But such episodes suggest that this aspect of the Roman witch prefigures the 

medieval myth of midwives as witches, providing an early example of the perversion and 

subsequent demonization of a midwife’s duties. 

 This perversion appears explicitly in Lucan’s Erictho, who slashes the bellies of pregnant 

women and tears out the fetus (Phars. 6.558-9; cf. 6.710-11). Horace makes both an explicit 

connection between witches and midwives (Epode 17) and an implicit connection by bringing 

specific attention to the witches’ untrimmed fingernails (Satire 1.8.26-7, Epode 5.48; cf. Phars. 

6.541-2, Propertius 4.5.16). A midwife’s fingernails were important in the child-birthing process, 

being used to cut the frenulum to avoid ankyloglossia (tongue-tie) and to pierce the amniotic sac 

when necessary (Soranus, Gyn 2.2.3-2.3.4; Rieder, 668). Though Soranus advises that midwives 

keep their nails short (Gyn. 1.1.3), folkloric accounts relate that midwives kept one sharp nail 

(pinkie or thumb) for this purpose (Forbes). 

 The Roman witch’s fingernails—and the rest of her unkempt appearance—comprise part 

of her bestial, uncivilized nature and elicit comparisons to child-killing daimones such as lamiae 

(Dickie). But evidence also suggests a perversion of the midwife’s role, particularly in the use of 

fingernails to kill rather than save babies. Though midwives were respected in Roman society 

(French), the high mortality rate of infants in the pre-modern world led to a longstanding 

connection between witches and infanticide (Bailey, Ehrenreich). And although historical 



records show that very few midwives were actually accused of witchcraft, the myth of the 

midwife as witch prevailed at least through the seventeenth century (Harley). 
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