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Vernacular Texts

The Cruel Midwife. Being a True Account of a Most Sad and Lamentable Discovery 
that has been Lately Made in the Village of Poplar in the Parish of Stepney. At the House 
of one Madame Compton alias Norman a Midwife, wherein has been discovered many 
Children that have been Murdered … Also an Account of the Seizing or Apprehend-
ing, Behaviour, and Commitment to Newgate, of Madam Compton alias Norman, the 
Midwife, on the Account of Murthering these Infants (London, R. Wier, 1693). British 
Library shelfmark 1132.f.66.

The Man-Midwife Unmasqu’d: Being the Case of a certain Young Lady, who Apply’d to 
the noted Doctor D— for his Advice. Containing, the Discourse that Pass’d between the 
Fair Patient, and the Doctor – His Inspection into her Case – Her Attempts to Indict 
him for a Rape – The Questions ask’d her by the Jury, with, the Lady’s Answers – The 
Deceit Discover’d, and the Bill Returned Ignoramus, &c. &c. &c. (London, J. Dormer, 
1734). British Library, shelfmark 1607/5444.

For centuries midwives have been associated with infanticide, witchcraft, drunk-
enness, prostitution, illegitimacy, thievery and other lewd and illegal acts. With 
the proliferation of cheap print in the 1640s and 50s, and rising concerns about 
political and social institutions during the Civil War and Interregnum, a new 
wave of vernacular texts about cunning midwives, murderous mothers, headless 
babies and unnatural births began to appear. The Cruel Midwife aligns with these 
texts as it links midwifery to serial murder, child abandonment and neglect, and 
the trafficking of bastard children. 

After opening with religious rhetoric, the story of the midwife and the 
unfortunate children under her care unfolds in a matter-of-fact fashion, much 
like a newspaper story. Left alone in the house to care for an infant, a young 
boy ‘almost starved’ cries out and arouses the attention of a neighbour boy who 
subsequently seeks help, and the story of the murderous midwife is discovered. 
Bodies of numerous children lay scattered throughout the house and property, 
and while the cause of the deaths is not revealed – starvation and neglect seem 
likely – their suffering is apparent. In some texts of this genre, the scenario is 
reversed, and the midwife or mother is the one who suffers, not the children. 
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Anne Green, a servant who gives birth to a stillborn illegitimate child in W. Bur-
det’s broadside A Wonder of Wonders (1651), is hanged, viciously beaten, falls 
into a coma, dramatically recovers, and praises God’s goodness. Sent to trial and 
condemned to death, Green’s story is retold in another pamphlet, A Declara-
tion from Oxford, of Anne Green (1651), with additional material included on 
her near-death experience, ‘the great handiwork of God’ in her recovery, and an 
additional short tale of a young woman who died in child-bed, was buried, and 
was delivered of a son in her grave. The text reprinted here, The Cruel Midwife, 
which ends with the midwife’s arrest, also has a companion piece or sequel: A 
Particular and Exact Account of the Trial of Mary Compton (1693), a broadside 
poem which focuses on Compton’s subsequent trial and the role of the two 
women who allegedly functioned as her accomplices. Additional broadsides of 
this genre include The Cruel Mother (1670), about a mother who murdered her 
child, spent time in prison and was executed, and The Mistaken Mid-Wife, or, 
Mother Midnight Finely Brought to Bed (1674–9), which relates the story of a 
barren woman who procured a dead infant and pretended she had delivered it, 
only for her scheme to be discovered and for her to be sent to prison. These 
types of sensational texts not only illustrate the public’s fascination with death 
and the topic of murderous mothers and midwives, but they reveal a certain cal-
lous attitude toward children – a petty, or lesser, offense is the midwife’s charge 
for serial murder in The Cruel Midwife – as well as anxiety and hostility toward 
women and their sexual and reproductive functions. Women, it seems, are like 
animals. They cannot be trusted to control their sexual bodies or their dangerous 
impulses, and even when they give birth, as in the example of the woman in the 
grave, they cannot seem to follow the rules of nature. Punishment, imprison-
ment and death keep them in check and the society around them safe. 

By the turn of the eighteenth century, vernacular texts that emphasized 
mothers’ and midwives’ pernicious and dangerous qualities largely died out, only 
for these qualities to reappear in new forms in the fiction of Defoe, Richardson, 
Sterne and other writers. The rise of empirical midwifery treatises, by contrast, 
tended to refashion the image of female midwives away from sexuality, murder 
and overtly transgressive behaviour to seemingly more innocuous traits such 
as incompetence, ignorance and drunkenness. Moreover, particularly after the 
Mary Toft case of 1726, vernacular literature had a new object to examine: male 
midwives. We see this shift in The Man-Midwife Unmasqu’d. First published in 
1733, it is a bawdy verse set in couplets that aligns male midwives with lechery 
and female patients with sexual extortion. Everything is turned upside down in 
this poem, as the beautiful young woman who seeks the male midwife’s assistance 
in terminating her pregnancy is really a calculating whore who wants money. The 
doctor in question, Doctor D—, is James Douglas (bap. 1675–1742), the famed 
anatomist and man-midwife who was involved in the Mary Toft case in 1726. 
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After the Toft hoax was exposed, Douglas wrote his own self-serving reaction to 
events, An Advertisement Occasion’d by Some Passages in Sir. R. Manningham’s 
Diary (1727), which spawned a sexually-scripted satire levied against him – A 
Shorter and Truer Advertisement … or, Dr. D—g—l—s in an Extasy (1727). Both 
texts are included in Volume 2 of this collection. The Man-Midwife Unmasqu’d 
reads like a companion piece to these earlier works, particularly the satire, since 
sex is the common topic in both works. In The Man-Midwife Unmasqu’d, the 
doctor says he will help the woman but, inflamed by desire, he turns his clini-
cal examination into an opportunity to have sex with his patient. Much fun is 
made with double meanings: the clinical inspection of the woman’s reproductive 
organs becomes foreplay, cunnilingus and sexual penetration; what the doctor 
will ‘put in with Ease, with Ease will come out’ (below, p. 163) suggests both an 
abortifacient as well as the doctor’s penis; the woman vowing she will be passive 
and obedient suggests both a docile patient, and, with her ‘case’ open, a woman 
who allows the man sexual freedom over her body. 

Douglas probably cringed to see this satire published since it renewed pub-
lic awareness of his association with Toft, something he likely wanted to forget. 
That said, he might have taken some comfort in the fact that The Man-Midwife 
Unmasqu’d is a more diffuse sexual satire than the earlier one levied against him. 
Both the man-midwife and the female patient are presented as objects of deri-
sion, and as the satire’s title suggests, the piece can be read as a critique of all male 
midwives, not just Douglas. The woman clearly has no shame, invites the doc-
tor’s sexual advances, and has her case thrown out of court; still, just seeing the 
woman’s beauty inflames the man-midwife to such a degree that all semblance of 
professional duty is lost, and lust overtakes his reason. The perceived impropri-
ety and indecency of male midwives seeing women unclothed, and the fear that 
this would lead to sexual arousal and women’s sexual violation is a common argu-
ment against male midwives throughout the eighteenth century, and is more 
fully explored in texts on the male/female midwifery debates found in Volume 
7 of this collection. 
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