Muscio’s Gynaecia: Can we trust the text that we are reading?

A late antiquity Latin handbook, written by an otherwise unknown author with midwives specifically in mind, is a novel redrafting of Soranus’ Greek Gynaecology (Ilberg 1910, 1927; Burguière, Gourevitch and Malinas 1988, 1990, 1994, 2000) into a simplified question and answer treatise ‘so that even inexperienced obstetrices could easily understand the sense of it’ (Gynaecia Prologue). This presentation proposes to look at just one of the manuscripts that Valentin Rose, eminent German classicist and textual critic, used in his edition of Muscio’s Gynaecia (Rose 1882).  Rose’s edition is the only edition for this important medical text.
The influence of Muscio's Gynaecia on obstetrical texts of the Middle Ages was profound, while Soranus' text barely survived. Muscio’s text enjoyed enormous popularity, especially amongst compilers such as Eucharius Rösslin in his famous 1513 Der swangern Frawen und Hebammen Rossgarten (‘The Rose Garden of Pregnant Women and Midwives’), a much copied and translated work throughout Europe. Equally popular were the fetus-in-utero illustrations that accompanied Muscio's text and which developed a circulation all of their own in their varying formats. 
The 9th century manuscript (ms. b), the earliest of those consulted by Rose, shows some unusual features not present in the later manuscripts, features that are mentioned only in passing by Rose in his critical apparatus, or are not addressed at all. This presentation will look at three of these elements that are ignored and omitted in his edition. Firstly, a portion of the manuscript that has been deliberately cut away, presumably to excise material that was considered socially inappropriate, since it deals with the topic of abortion; secondly, the instructions for making an unusual birthing amulet that invokes superstition rather than the rational medical practice advocated by Soranus; and finally, the set of increasingly cryptic labels that accompany the illustrations and ultimately reveal the enigmatic message non garrit infans antequam nascetur ‘the infant does not chatter before it is born’.
There is no doubt that we owe a great debt to Rose for his unrelenting work in editing manuscripts and compiling critical editions; this is especially true in the area of the history of medicine, where he is responsible for numerous editiones principes. But, in this instance at least, Rose has sacrificed the text in front of him in favour of what he believes the scribe and, therefore, Muscio should have written, namely something that is entirely true to Soranus’ original. If further proof of this were needed, one need only consider the title that Rose gives to the Gynaecia – Sorani gynaeciorum vetus translatio Latina ‘An ancient Latin translation of Soranus’ Gynaecology’, a title that entirely belies the originality of Muscio’s work. The product of Rose’s textual interference is a bowdlerized and censored version of a vitally important medical writer who deserves to be much better known. 
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