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Summary

The condi t ion of  the skeleton of  a new-born infant  f rom the Romano-Br i t ish Cemetery at  Poundbury
Camp is descr ibed.  The body had been dismembered before bur ia l .  Cut  marks on rhe neck,  shoulder and
hip indicate that  a surgical  operat ion had been performed to remove the baby f rom the morher 's  womb.
The text  of  Soranus,  a second century doctor ,  contains a descr ipt ion of  the procedure for  an embryotomy
that  could have been c losely fo l lowed in carry ing out  the operat ion that  is  descr ibed here.  The impl ica-
t ions are that  the populat ion at  Poundbury had access to Roman medical  expert ise.

The Cemetery of  Poundbury Camp, immediately to the north-west of  the Roman
town of  Durnovar ia (Dorchester) ,  Dorset,  has y ie lded the remains of  over 1400
inhumations dat ing f rom the f i rst  century to the f i f th century AD. Indiv iduals of  a l l
ages have been recovered and burial which was usually east-west was probably in
fami ly plots.  This is possibly one of  the ear l iest  Chr ist ian cemeter ies in England
(Green 1982).

The skeleton of  a neonate infant,  PC 1414, was recovered from among a group of
infant burials within the area of a defunct building in the eastern part of the ceme-
tery. The building had been in use during the first quarter of the fourth century
before i ts demol i t ion and the expansion of  the cemetery into the area (Green 1987 ) .
There is no reason to suppose that the situation of the burial was related to the for-
mer bui ld ing.  There were a number of  nai ls associated with the grave implying that
the infant had been placed in a coffin for burial. An unusual quantity of f l ints, t i le,
burnt l imestone fragments, animal bones and pottery were associated with the
grave. l t  was noted at  the t ime of  excavat ion that the preservat ion of  the skeleton
was excellent with the bones in very good condition and almost all presenr (fig. I ).

The body had been la id out on i ts back, wi th the shoulders to the easr and the hips
to the west.  The skul l ,  however,  was ly ing at  the west end and obviously had been
removed from the body and placed there. The remains of the left arm - the region
of the elbow - also lay at this end and possibly the distal end of a tibia was beside
it. The right femur lay beyond the right scapula and what are believed to be the right
radius and ulna lay in a similar position beyond the left scapula. The body had
clearly been dismembered before burial (f ig. 2).
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Figure l. Field drawing of PC l4l4 as excavated by Lucy Vinciguerra in 1979.
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F i g u r c  2 .  R c c o n s t r u c t c d  l a v o r r l  o l ' t l r c  * k e l c l o l r  o l ' l ) ( '  l l l - 1 .  T h c  l l r r g c  r i z c  o l  l l r c  l t r - l r r r  i .  i l p p a r c n l  \ \ l l c , l

t l r c  h r r r n c r r r s  l l a b c l l c c l  I - l l l ) i s  e ( ) n l p a r c r l  t ( )  t l l u t  o l  l r  n o r n l a l  ' i z c c l  t ( È t u \  ( l l r b c l l c c l  I - i l 6 ) .
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Close examination of the excavated remains revealed cut marks on four or f ive
bones. The inferior articular process of the right neural arch of the third cervical
vertebra has been severed cleanly without damage to the neural arch of the fourth
vertebra. The shaft of the right humerus is cut through obliquely medially just about
the proximal third to below the surgical neck laterally. There is also a cut across the
humerus head and there may be a nick mark on the glenoid area of the right scapula.
The right femur has been severed at the proximal end with a cut that must also have
removed the tuberosi ty of  the r ight  ischium ( f ig.  3 ) .

Since most of  the skeleton of  th is baby is preserved i t  is  possible to assess i ts s ize,
stage of development and sex. The stage of development of the basi-occipital which
is wider than i t  is  long, and of  the temporal  bones in which the petrous and squa-
mous parts are fused indicate that PC | 414 was a full-term fætus. The annular rings
of the external  audi tory meatus have not fused. This normal ly occurs short ly af ter
bir th.  The cusps of  the lower deciduous second molar have just  uni ted and the
crown of  the lower deciduous second incisor is not complete,  so that the stage of
dental  development also points to a fu l l - term neonate.

' fhe 
baby was large for a neonate especial ly as regards the l imb bones (compare

the  s ize  o f  the  two humer i  shown in  f igure  2 ,  the  humerus  o f  PC |  4 l4on the  r igh t ,
that  of  a more normal s ized neonate PC I  416 on the lef t  ) .  Crown-heel  length is est i -
mated to have been about 54-56 cm, fo l lowing the method of  Fazekas and Kôsa
(  1 9 7 8 ) .  T h e  i l i u m  w a s  p a r r i c u l a r l y  l a r g e  ( t a b l e  l ) .

In that  the sciat ic notch is long, shal low and symmetr ical  the baby was probably
female.  Radiological  examinat ion of  the skeleton showed no bone abnormal i ty.

Given the large size of  the baby i t  seems to us that  the best interpretat ion of  the
cut marks on the bones is that  they were sustained as a resul t  of  an embryotomy per-
formed to remove, f rom the womb of the mother,  her baby that had died dur ing
del ivery and become wedged in the pelv is.  That the operat ion was performed impl ies
that the mother was st i l l  a l ive and i t  is  to be hoped that she survived her ordeal ,  cer-
ta in ly she is not bur ied wi th the baby. Removal of  the fætus to comply wi th the
ancient Roman Law of Numa Pompi l ius would surely have been carr ied out in a
much simpler fashion i f  the mother were already dead; and elsewhere in the ceme-
tery there is at  least  one female bur ied wi th a fætus in s i tu (e.g.  pC gl2).

Several  of  the l imb bones are broken, but the nature of  the break on the lef t
humerus in part icular and possibly the lef t  t ib ia raises the quest ion as to whether
these bones had been broken dur ing the at tempts to del iver the baby. The photo-
graph of the skeleton as excavated shows them to have been broken already at this
stage. By contrast the bones of the skull are not crushed. Fracture of the clavicle or
the humerus may occur in diff icult breech delivery, particularly if the arms are
extended, while fracture of the femur may occur during attempts to bring down
extended legs (Llewel lyn-Jones 1986).
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F igu re  3 .  Cu t  marks  on  bones  t rom the  ske le ton  o f  PC l4 l , t

a )  the  r i gh t  neura l  a rch  o f  ce r l i ca l  ' ue r teb ra  3 .

b )  r i gh t  humerus .

c )  r i gh t  i sch ium and  femur .

d )  r i gh t  femur .
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Table l .  -  Bone dimensions of pc l4l4 from poudbury camp, England.

t Figures in parentheses are the mean for the rest of the Poundbury perinatal infants. The mean crown-
heel length for this group is 49.65 a t.g cm
tr Formulae for crown-heel length from Fazekas & Kôsa ( r97g).

A description of the procedure that should be followed in carrying out an embryo-
tomy is given by Soranus, a Greek gynaecologist  who worked in Rome dur ing the
second century AD. An extract  is  g iven here of  re levant parts of  h is text  (Soranus
I  t ( 6 3 ) )  :

< If thefætus is already dead, one should throw a piece of ctoth over it to
prevent it slipping and draw it forward stightly. Then depressing it in order
thst the parls lying above may become more visible, one should omputate
al lhe shoulder ioint ... Then one should turn the rest of the body with rhe
fingers and deliver by inserting the hooks... If however the impaction is
caused by too big a head ... one should sptit it wirh an embryotome or o
knife for removing polypi, covered during irs inrroduction berween the
forefinger and the litttefinger. If, however, because of the large size of the
whole body, the fætus does not respond even if so putted ... one musl
plunge the knife into the iugular region until it has peneîrated deeply into
thefæîus. For when the btood is drained off, the body becomes rhin.

If the fætus is dead and of excessive size, it is dangerous to morcellate it
enîirely within the uterus. It is better to cut each of the ports as it presents.
In theses cases amputotions at the joints ore indicated, for at their ends
even the bones are easilyfreedfrom their connections. But it is necessary to
put together the removed parts and to pay heed test (any) have been lefr
behind >>.

(Extracts from Soranus gynaecology book IV. III (XtX ) on extraction by
hook and embryoromy. Translation by o. Temkin ( 1956). A copy of the
manuscript by Muscio is in the National Library Brussels-Ms 3714 IX-X
century ).

Bone Length mm Width mm Crown-heel length cm**

Basi-occipital

Mandible
Humerus metaphysis
I l ium

13.04 (t2.69)*

5t.94

35.47

r6 .3s  (  15 .3e)

18 .63

39.79

x42 .97  -  5 .86 :50 .14
x30.96 +5.94:56.46
x10 .78  -1 .73 :54 .26

x28.30 + 3.95 :56.67
x14.24+4.05:54.55
x  15 .07  +  6 .23  :66 .19
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The cut on the cervical vertebra would then have occurred when the knife was plun-

ged into the jugular vein to drain the blood. The other cuts at the shoulder and hip are

perfectly compatible with the separation and removal of the l imbs one by one.

The position of presentation, normal or breech is diff icult to deduce, but given the

angles of the cuts and assuming that the surgeon was right-handed, the back would

have been uppermost and the head presented first. This is the normalposition for deli-

very.

Sources indicate that most doctors, indeed most professional men - apothecaries,

teachers, etc., practising in Rome in the early Roman Empire were Greek or Greek

trained. The Romans revered Greek science and its practical application in the field of

medicine was assimilated into Roman culture and therefore became widespread by

the later Roman period.

The importance of  th is embryotomy in histor ical  terms is that  i t  shows that Roman

medical theory had been adopted in Roman Britain by the fourth century, possibly

even that the nat ive populat ion already had the knowledge and used i t .
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