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Stones Like Women’s Paps: 
Revising Gender in Jane Sharp’s Midwives Book

By Caroline Bicks

Abstract

I argue that Jane Sharp’s images of male and female bodies in her Midwives Book 
(1671) mark an intervention into the rhetorical constructions of gender and patriarchy 
in the early modern period. While there was more than one ideology around which bod-
ies were constructed in the early modern period, the parts Sharp most explicitly refigures 
were central to an especially pervasive imagining of the male body as a site of patriarchal 
masculinity: men’s testicles and penis, and the neck of the womb. In revising these spe-
cific parts, Sharp does more than manipulate a tradition of masculinist anatomical rhet-
oric: she intervenes in the production of patriarchy—a production that involved the de-
ployment of restrictive, gendering metaphors of the body. I argue that Sharp’s biological 
theory is rooted in her strategy of normalizing women’s bodies and experiences while 
measuring men against these female models; and that, furthermore, this strategy epito-
mizes her larger professional project. Sharp reworks the images of male and female bod-
ies that she found in her main sources in order to create both midwives and the human 
anatomy in her own image—that is to day, as bodies that are, at their most original and 
ideal, sexed female.

X

During the sixteenth century, medical men across Europe began to re-
veal the secrets of generation in their vernacular midwives’ books. 

Working primarily from Greek and Latin translations, they often deployed 
figurative speech, ostensibly to help their uninitiated lay readers envision the 
body’s hidden parts and processes. Ambroise Paré, for example, described 
the neck of the womb, or cervix, as “wrinkled with many crests, like the 
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upper part of a Dogs mouth” (90); while Thomas Bartholin imagined that it 
“gapes to receive the Yard, as a Beast gapes for its Food” (70). Such anatomi-
cal figures, of course, did nothing to clarify the truth about bodies. What 
they can reveal, however, are patterns of images that expose how rhetoric and 
ideology inform one another: “metaphors acted not only to explain function 
(or dysfunction) and structure,” Jonathan Sawday observes of these early 
modern texts, “but to constrain the body within the overarching organiza-
tion of patriarchal authority” (226). The descriptions above are a familiar 
case in point: the end of the vaginal passage becomes a devouring mouth, a 
beast in need of taming. The yard, in contrast, consistently appears as the 
“virile member” (Crooke 210), manly by virtue of its figured opposition to 
such feral bodies: as The Compleat Midwifes Practice asserts, “it is not of a 
bony substance, as in dogs, wolphs or foxes” (16). 

The patriarchal operations that underpin such figurative language 
emerge most vividly when metaphors are at their most fanciful: describing 
men’s stones, or testicles, the physician Helkiah Crooke imagines that they 
contain a “hearth as it were of the inbred heate, and these are the houshould 
Goddes which doe blesse and warme the whole bodye” (241). Crooke fash-
ions the stones as bearers of the household gods, spirits passed from father to 
son that ensured the endurance of the patriarch’s home and signified the 
power of his legacy in the domus and beyond.1 Stones literally made men, of 
course, but they figuratively made and sustained manhood: as Nicholas Cul-
peper wrote in his popular Directory for Midwives, men’s stones are called 
“Testes, that is, Witnesses, because they witness one to be a Man” (11).2 This 
creative etymology connected anatomical testes to the Latin testis, or wit-
ness, and helped figure the stones as the overseers and agents of manhood’s 
production as well as the markers of a man’s privileged place in organized 
patriarchal structures.3 Bartholin, for instance, connects the stones to “the 
courage and strength of a man, without which a man was no sufficient wit-
ness in the Roman Court” (54–55). The key testicular metaphors here, the 
witness and the household god, together imagine “Man” as the bearer and 
disseminator of patriarchal legacies and institutions, from the father’s gods 
to the Law of the land.

In 1671, the English midwife Jane Sharp interrupted this rhetorical tra-
dition with a simile of her own making: “[men’s] stones . . . are two whole 
kernels,” she writes in her Midwives Book, “like to the kernels of womens 
paps” (17).4 Readers familiar with Galen’s ubiquitous description of women’s 
reproductive organs as inverted versions of men’s will recognize the disrup-
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tive potential of Sharp’s rhetorical turn here: for at stake in her assimilation 
of men’s testicles to women’s paps—a feature on the traditionally less perfect 
female body—is a reordering of the gendered hierarchy that underpinned 
many ancient and early modern anatomical theories. While Sharp was not 
the first to challenge certain dominant ideas of the body (especially Galen’s), 
she goes much further here than a simple repudiation of the ancients: in this 
case, she uses the rhetoric of assimilation associated with the Galenic one-
sex model—one that made man the anatomical gold standard and woman a 
lesser homologous metal in comparison—in order to reverse it.5 By compar-
ing men’s stones to women’s breasts, Sharp makes women’s bodies the stan-
dard by which the other sex is measured and described.

Of broader significance, I argue here that Sharp’s simile—and her Mid-
wives Book more generally—were part of her larger intervention into the rhe-
torical constructions of gender and patriarchy in the early modern period. In 
recent years, scholars have turned to the figurative component of medical 
language in order to articulate the connection between bodies and ideology.6 
The successful revelation of these bodies paradoxically depended upon their 
artificial adornment; in this way, the medical writer resembled the poet, 
both of whom used rhetorical ornament to express mastery over their (typi-
cally feminized) subjects. George Puttenham describes the ideal poet as one 
whose “figurative speaches” conveys “our vulgar poesie . . . somwhat out of 
sight” by leaving no “lymme . . . naked and bare.” Speech that is not “artifi-
cially handled” is like “great Madames of honour” who “want their courtly 
habillements” (149–50). The deft use of figurative language imbues the writer 
with an invisible and insidious authority over his subject and his reader—a 
process that mirrors the power of ideology itself—by creating the illusion 
that one is seeing the naked truth, the limbs and not the garments. 

Sharp’s revisionist tropes are important to understanding these recently 
theorized operations because they expose the artificial rhetorical handling 
whereby early modern bodies became subjects dressed in gendered markers. 
While there was more than one ideology around which bodies were con-
structed in the early modern period, the parts Sharp most explicitly refigures 
were central to an especially pervasive imagining of the male body as a site of 
patriarchal masculinity against which the female body was measured: men’s 
stones that contain the father’s gods; the penis, or “virile member”; the neck 
of the womb, an empty “sheath” that men imagined “accommodates it self to 
the length of the Yard” (Bartholin 72). In targeting these specific parts, Sharp 
does more than manipulate a tradition of masculinist anatomical rhetoric: 
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she intervenes in the production of patriarchy—a production that involved 
the deployment of restrictive, gendering metaphors of the body.7 

As her stones-like-paps simile exemplifies, Sharp occasionally upholds 
models reminiscent of ancient theories, but not, as Thomas Laqueur suggests 
about Sharp, to insist on “the male as the standard” (65) ; rather, she envi-
sions for her readers a male body that at times is assimilated to an ideal fe-
male one. Sawday points to Sharp’s “richly metaphoric language” and sug-
gests that by attending to it we may see how “her biological theory is far more 
complex than the ‘one-sex’ model tends to allow” (214). In what follows, I 
argue that the complexity of Sharp’s biological theory is rooted in her strat-
egy of normalizing women’s bodies and experiences while measuring men 
against these female models; and that, furthermore, this strategy epitomizes 
her larger professional project. Sharp reworks the images of male and female 
bodies that she found in her main sources in order to create both midwives 
and the human anatomy in her own image—that is to say, as bodies that are, 
at their most original and ideal, sexed female.8 

As I have argued elsewhere, early modern midwives were in many ways 
authorized agents of cultural production—specifically when they declared 
one’s sex, paternity, and virginity, and when they baptized and shaped new-
born bodies (Midwiving Subjects). At the same time, this privileged position 
made midwives the target of increased scrutiny and attack by certain medi-
cal men invested in promoting their own self-authorizing versions of the 
truth about how bodies worked. The writers of vernacular midwifery texts, 
primarily physicians and surgeons, had much to gain by asserting their ana-
tomical visions and expertise over those of lay practitioners, a group com-
prised mostly of the female midwives to whom most Englishwomen still 
turned, even in 1671. 

As scholars have noted, medical men increasingly sought to take over the 
midwife’s role—a dream that they expressed in the figurative language of their 
midwifery treatises.9 Thomas Raynalde, for instance, editor of the earliest 
printed midwives’ book in English, imagined that his text would “supply the 
roome and place of a goud mydwyfe” (C8r–v) when gentlewomen would bring 
it into women’s households to read at their labors. Jacob Rueff, claiming that 
the midwife is “as a blind man, which is deprived of the benefit of the light,” 
advised her to look into his book as one might “a Looking-glasse” (44). As 
these images of domestic and scopic centrality illustrate, medical men often 
constructed their authority using the same trope of the witnessing overlord 
that defined manhood and patriarchy in their anatomical rhetoric. 



	 Bicks	 X	 �

It is precisely because of Sharp’s position as a female midwife, then, that 
her rhetorical revisions of both bodies and medical authority are such pro-
ductive sites for exploring how and why sexed bodies were implicated in 
larger social, intellectual, and economic ideologies.10 Sharp was the first 
woman to enter the dual male realms of print and anatomical theory; as 
such, she had to create a new vision of women as the natural and ideal au-
thorities on reproduction.11 In response to men’s rhetorical and increasingly 
real replacements of the midwife, she turns herself into a first-hand and, 
equally important, a hands-on witness to the physiological anecdotes she re-
lates. Most medical men, despite their claims to have seen inside female bod-
ies, handled them only after they had died in childbirth, if at all; midwives 
had access to them as they lived and reproduced. Sharp takes full advantage 
of this privileged vantage point by figuring herself as the gold standard of her 
profession—a woman who, far from being a “blind” practitioner in need of 
the physician’s or surgeon’s looking glass, is an independent observer and 
handler of women’s bodies—a natural seer into the art of midwifery. 

Sharp’s anatomical vision is significant not only, as Eve Keller argues, be-
cause it is capable of subverting the male (“Mrs. Jane Sharp” 107). Although 
some of Sharp’s tropes do turn men into the leaky, diseased bodies that their 
forefathers had invented and applied to women, her rhetorical turns ultimately 
serve a more innovative paradigm: rather than perpetuating phallic notions of 
gender by reassigning common markers of masculinity and femininity to the 
opposite sex, Sharp creates an anatomical model of female strength that does 
not rely upon a complementary notion of male weakness in order to define and 
sustain itself. In her description of the cervix, for example, Sharp echoes the 
popular simile likening it to the “Mouth of a Tench” (Bartholin 71), or fish, but 
weakens its figurative link to the gaping vagina by turning this “Mouth” into 
“the head of a Tench, or of a young Kitten” (33).12 The shift is subtle, yet power-
ful: it eliminates the dark hole that men from Saint Augustine forward had de-
scribed as the space “betweene the excrements and the urine” from which men 
are freed at birth;13 at the same time, it replaces this foul and confining mouth 
(shadow of the devouring vagina dentate) with an especially disarming image 
of a kitten. The female anatomy is no longer imagined in relation to the male’s 
anatomy or to man’s original state of entrapment, but rather in relation to the 
new life it brings forth.

Although Sharp performs a number of these key revisionist moves, it 
would be incorrect to say that she consistently does so throughout The Mid-
wives Book. Despite her refiguring of Bartholin’s fishy analogy, for example, 
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she later compares the cervix to “the mouth of a Place,” or flatfish (64). In the 
same vein, she repeats the Augustinian trope that places the neck of the 
womb between “the two great sinks of the body” (45). But by recycling other 
men’s theories, Sharp is consciously taking her place in an established tex-
tual history of medicine. She—like the authors who came before her—refer-
ences the learned, and often contradictory ideas about bodies that men had 
been compiling and passing on for centuries. In so doing, she displays her 
knowledge of the various textual traditions that the university-trained phy-
sicians around her had inherited from ancient Greek, medieval Arabic, and 
early modern continental anatomies.14 It is from this conventional position 
of authority that Sharp is best able to rework the threads of men’s rhetorical 
garments and, at key moments, spin her own. 

I

Sharp’s text was one in a long line of vernacular midwives’ books pub-
lished in England and throughout sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Eu-
rope.15 Authors justified delivering this potentially obscene material about 
generation to the eyes of lay readers by figuring their projects in life-saving 
terms: their goal was nothing less than the survival of their country’s most 
defenseless beings, mothers and babies. Richard Jonas, who brought the first 
such text to English readers in 1540 (The Byrth of Mankynde), mobilized im-
ages of maternity and birth to defend his translation of Eucharius Rösslin’s 
midwifery handbook, a text that was already being translated across Europe: 
just as other women enjoy “this lytle boke in theyr maternall langage,” so too 
might “all women in this noble realme of England/ if it be set forth in the 
Englyshe speche.” By figuring his text as a keeper of England’s “maternall 
langage,” Jonas figures himself as her midwife, a rhetorical move that be-
comes clear when he claims to be saving his countrywomen from “undyscre-
ate/ unreasonable/ chorleshe” midwives “throughe whose rudenesse and 
rasshenesse . . . a greate number [of women and children] are caste awaye 
and destroyed” (fol. VII–VIII). Thomas Raynalde, editor of the book’s 1545 
edition, expands on this rhetorical replacement of the midwife in his pref-
ace: there he describes how gentlewomen already can be seen “careinge with 
them this booke in theyr handes” on their way to visiting the homes of labor-
ing women where they then read it “before the midwife” (C8v).16

Like a household god, the physician’s book serves as the domestic scene’s 
focal point. At the same time, its power resides in its transparency—in its abil-
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ity to appear as a natural replacement of the midwife. At its most developed, 
this rhetorical move managed to get the physician entirely alone with the 
woman in her room: John Sadler, author of The Sick Woman’s Private Looking-
Glasse, claimed that any woman “being loth to divulge and publish [her body] 
unto the Physician,” can now read his treatise, “Wherein as in a glasse she may 
see her selfe in private” (Dedicatory Epistle). As we have seen, this trope of the 
looking glass was a popular one, used by medical men to figure a particularly 
insidious kind of medical authority based on an invisible specular presence. To 
say that a woman, by reading a man’s book, is merely looking at her self is to 
naturalize what is an artificial and ideological endeavor. 

In order to refigure authority about women’s bodies as a position best and 
most naturally held by women, Sharp confronts this rhetorical tradition head 
on. She begins by foregrounding her extensive experience with living women’s 
bodies and by addressing her book to her “Sisters.” She (or her market-wise 
publisher) advertises on the title page that the author is a “Practitioner in the 
Art of MIDWIFRY above thirty years.” At the same time, Sharp incorporates 
men’s book learning into her female experience in order to create a unique 
blend of “Speculative” and “Practical” knowledge (11). She uses the same fig-
ure of the blind woman in need of intellectual enlightenment that medical 
men frequently employed, but expands on the metaphor to make room for her 
revised rhetorical construction of medical authority: “She that wants the 
knowledge of Speculation, is like to one that is blind or wants her sight; she that 
wants the Practice, is like one that is lame and wants her legs” (11). Midwives 
must be “well versed in both” (11), and it is Sharp who will provide them with 
vision and limbs: as she states in the book’s opening dedication to the mid-
wives of England, she has been “at Great Cost in Translations for all Books, ei-
ther French, Dutch, or Italian of this kind. All of which I offer with my own 
Experience.” 

Sharp supports her case by turning to scripture, a common authorizing 
tactic in these manuals, but one traditionally used by medical men to keep 
midwives in a humble and subordinate position. The title pages to many of 
Sharp’s sources, for instance, cite variations on Exod. 1:17-21, verses that ref-
erence the story of Shiphrah and Puah, the midwives who disobeyed Pha-
raoh’s orders that they kill the male Hebrew babies. When medical men 
worked with this text, they often included the first part of 1:17, “But the mid-
wives feared God,” but left out the rest of it that stated the midwives “did not 
do as the king of Egypt commanded them, but saved the men children alive” 
(King James Version). The title page of The Compleat Midwife’s Practice, for 
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example, takes only this first part of 1:17 and then conflates it with 1:20, leav-
ing it to read: “But the Midwifes feared God. Therefore God dealt well with 
the Midwifes.”17 Sharp points to the same scriptural story but de-emphasizes 
the midwives’ humble obedience by reclaiming the part of 1:17 that her male 
contemporaries excluded. From this sanctioned textual base, Sharp is able to 
argue that women must disobey men, even kings, in order to be truly God-
fearing. Midwives serve God best when they are like “the Midwives of Israel, 
who were so faithful to their trust, that the Command of a King could not 
make them depart from it” (11). 

By naming them midwives of Israel, Sharp was going against many medi-
cal men who imagined Shiphrah and Puah as Egyptian. In doing so, she fash-
ions these biblical midwives as foundational rather than foreign to the culture 
within which she was living and practicing. Often medical writers would men-
tion Origen’s homily on Exodus as the textual basis for their claims, but then 
consistently misuse the source. Following Exod. 1:15, Origen calls them “He-
brew midwives” (239), yet William Sermon writes the following: “Origen men-
tions two Egyptian Midwives which were skilfull in the Art of Physick” (2). 
Jacques Guillemeau points to the exact location of Origen’s exegesis, but still 
writes, “Origen in his eleventh Homely upon Exodus speaketh of two Mid-
wives . . . which were Aegyptians” (80). By insisting on Shiphrah and Puah’s 
foundational place in Judeo-Christian history (both as saviors and members 
of the children of Israel), Sharp counters those men who willfully exiled the 
midwife from their own civilized and sanctified origins.

Sharp consistently uses scripture to imagine female midwives as the 
natural and anointed ones for carrying out the vital mission of saving man-
kind, while making medical men the less perfect exception to this female 
rule:

Though we women cannot deny, that men in some things may come to a 
greater perfection of knowledge than women ordinarily can, by reason of 
the former helps that women want [i.e. a University education and anat-
omy lectures]; yet the holy Scriptures hath recorded Midwives to the per-
petual honour of the female sex. There being not so much as one word 
concerning men-Midwives mentioned there that we can find, it being the 
natural propriety of women to be much seeing into that Art. (12)

By pointing to the distinction between “men-Midwives” and “Midwives,” 
Sharp creates the presumption of a female norm. When men attach them-
selves to the term, the result is an unnatural model of the midwife—a lesson 
that Sharp rhetorically enacts through the awkwardly prefixed figure of 
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“men-Midwives.” God does not recognize this misshapen version, “There 
being not so much as one word concerning men-Midwives mentioned” in the 
Bible; hence, it is only “natural” that women be the ones “to be much seeing” 
into the art of midwifery. 

It was vital to Sharp’s professional self-fashioning that she take a partic-
ularly masculine form of scientific inquiry—one coded as such via the rheto-
ric of scopic authority that we have seen—and reconfigure it as a naturally fe-
male act. Patricia Parker notably has demonstrated that the “ocular impulse 
of anatomy” was part of an emergent early modern epistemology grounded 
in the rhetoric of men opening and bringing to light the secrets of a rebel-
lious feminized nature (87).18 As the subtitle to Sharp’s book asserts, she is 
bringing to her readers “The whole art of midwifery discovered.” She has, 
after all, seen into what most medical men have not: the bodies of living 
women. Nicholas Culpeper inadvertently underscores this discrepancy when 
he boasts, “My self saw one Woman opened that died in Child-bed, not deliv-
ered, and that is more by one than most of our Dons have seen” (55–56). 
Sharp consciously exploits this gap through her rhetorical revisions: it is only 
natural that she, because of her sex, “be much seeing” (12) into this art—an 
exploration that, as we shall see, does not reveal a female nature that is rebel-
lious, but rather resilient.

Just as Sharp displays her knowledge of scripture in order to construct 
herself as both a well-read and natural-born seer and healer, she displays her 
fluency in the anatomical theories of her time. In this way, she figures herself as 
uniquely grounded in both speculative and practical knowledge. It is from this 
position that she then can create an image of women’s bodies as naturally 
healthy and strong. In her chapter “Of the likeness of the Privities of both sexes,” 
for instance, she describes the one-sex model that every early modern anato-
mist knew and frequently cited: “Galen saith that women have all the parts of 
Generation that Men have, but Mens are outwardly, women’s inwardly” (37). 
Just after citing Galen, however, she undercuts whatever ideas about women’s 
lesser status this theory might support. She continues: “so a woman is not so 
perfect as a man, because her heat is weaker, but the man can do nothing with-
out the woman to beget Children, though some idle coxcombs will needs un-
dertake to shew how children may be had without use of the woman” (37). 
Sharp counters the attempts of her predecessors to authoritatively “shew” 
readers men’s parthenogenic powers with her own show of idle coxcombs, a 
phrase that figures both sexual and intellectual inertia. She makes it clear that 
theory does not translate neatly into practice, and that—practically speak-
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ing—women’s bodies are not lesser versions of men’s but rather essential agents 
in the act of reproduction. As she writes in an earlier chapter, “we women have 
no more cause to be ashamed of what Nature hath given us than men have, we 
cannot be without ours no more than they can want theirs” (32). 

By ridding the female body here of any abnormality, Sharp levels the 
anatomical playing field and, in the process, figures midwifery as a profes-
sion whose provenance is securely rooted in the female sex: “the Art of Mid-
wifry chiefly concerns us, which, even the best Learned men will grant, yield-
ing something of their own to us, when they are forced to borrow from us the 
very name they practise by, and to call themselves Men-midwives” (13). Men 
might aspire to supersede the midwife and her practical experience with 
their speculative book smarts, but, according to Sharp’s rhetorical construc-
tions, they could never naturally and fully embody her. 

II

Having made her initial case that women, not men, are natural-born 
midwives, and that the female body is as normal as the male, Sharp next 
turns to her description of men’s generative parts. Following the traditional 
structure of the midwives’ book, she begins almost immediately with the tes-
ticles, a part that, as we have seen, her sources treated as the key anatomical 
site of masculinity’s production—the “witnesses of virilitie” itself (Crooke 
204).  But her chapter title explicitly removes them from this central posi-
tion: “Of the Cods, or rather the stones contained therein” (17). No writer be-
fore Sharp had foregrounded the cods, or scrotum, in this way. Culpeper, by 
way of comparison, leaves them out entirely: “As for the Tunicles or Skins 
that cover and enwrap the Stones,” he writes, “they conducing nothing to 
our present scope, I willingly omitted them” (12).   

What was at stake in Sharp’s decision not only to include the scrotum 
but to place it ahead of the father’s household gods? Sharp was familiar with 
how medical men ordered and categorized anatomical parts in their books: 
in a concession to generic convention, she writes in her preface, 

because it is commonly maintain’d, that the Masculine gender is more 
worthy than the Feminine, though perhaps when men have need of us 
they will yield the priority to us; that I may not forsake the ordinary 
method, I shall begin with men, and treat last of my own sex, so as to be 
understood by the meanest capacity. (13) 
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Sharp consciously signals to her readers that she knows the “ordinary method.” 
By fashioning herself as well read in the anatomical tradition, she thus marks 
her unprecedented foregrounding of the cods as a conscious rhetorical inter-
vention into it. Of more far-reaching significance, she troubles what Rebecca 
Ann Bach has termed the “testicular masculinity” that connected early mod-
ern man’s virility to his ability to breed and take his place as a patriarchal fig-
urehead. If, as Bach argues, “the ideology of the body in early modern England 
informs and is inseparable from an early modern ideology of masculinity” (3), 
then departing from the former inevitably weakens the latter. 

Sharp opens her chapter on the stones by directly and extensively de-
scribing the scrotum—and with an image that, at best, marks it as ambigu-
ously gendered: “The cods is as it were a purse for the Stones to be kept in” 
(17). Women’s genitals as well as men’s cods were commonly figured as 
purses. Culpeper, for instance, describes how the cervix “may be both di-
lated and shut together like a Purse” (31). Although Crooke, like Sharp, fig-
ures the scrotum as a purse, he places the metaphor well below his opening 
remarks on the stones as witnesses of virility; he also uses it to aggrandize 
rather than upstage the testicles: “because it was neither profitable nor hand-
some that they should hang bare; for the receiving and cloathing of them the 
scrotum or Cod was made as a purse or bagge, whereby also they are borne 
up” (204).  In this image, the cods seem to serve the stones, actively receiv-
ing, clothing, and bearing them up as one would a dignitary. Sharp explicitly 
turns these witnesses of virility into something passively hidden and si-
lenced: “kept” in a purse, the witnesses can neither see nor testify to any 
trace of manhood. 

Sharp’s rhetorical revisions of the cods directly respond to men like 
Daniel Sennert who records the following pronouncement on women’s 
stones: “It is apparent by Histories written by grave and learned Men that the 
Stones of women and their seed-vessels are many times grievously distem-
pered” (55–56). In Sharp’s anatomy, it is the man’s scrotum that “suffers 
many kinds of diseases and distempers” (17)—a state that inevitably ag-
grieves the stones themselves: 

the property of it is to be dilated and extended, by which means there 
arise sundry ruptures, the Watry Uly, the windy, the Humoral, the Fleshy, 
and the watry ruptures, and all this happens by reason of too much reple-
tion of the vessels of seed caused by too much gross or watry bloud. Within 
this pursy and sobbing and chaking of the stones which are two whole 
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kernels like to the kernels of women’s paps, their figure is Oval and there-
fore some call them eggs.19

Here Sharp transforms the cods into a shaky and fragile container reminiscent 
of the leaky early modern female bodies that Gail Kern Paster has identified 
(23–63).20 She repeats the word “watry” no less than three times in this one 
sentence, a noticeable departure from her sources who use the term very spar-
ingly when it comes to male bodies.21 On the humoral spectrum, men are hot 
and dry, women cold and moist. Crooke, for instance, writes that it is women’s 
testicles that “abound with a waterish humour . . . In temperament they are 
colder, whence womens seed is more moyst, thinne and waterish” (218). 

Sharp initially seems to be perpetuating phallic notions of gender here: 
she is using the most common marker of the weak, female body, its watery 
nature, to define a diseased male one. Immediately following her description 
of the diseased scrotum, however, she moves away from this model by direct-
ing her readers toward an image of the stones in their everyday, and appar-
ently healthy, state: they “are two whole kernels,” regardless of their contain-
er’s weakness. It is from this position of wholeness that she presents her novel 
vision of the stones as women’s paps—a rhetorical refiguring that imagines 
the female body as the standard to which men’s witnesses of virility must 
assimilate.

When Keller analyzes this passage, she argues that Sharp’s use of the egg 
image “deconstructs the male body and forces the reader to re-see it as a ver-
sion of the female” (“Mrs. Jane Sharp” 108). But it is Sharp’s comparison of the 
stones to women’s breasts, not her comparison to eggs, that is truly innovative 
here. Male anatomists commonly noted the stones’ egg-like shape. Bartholin, 
for example, writes that “Their Magnitude in men does commonly answer that 
of a small Hens Eg” (55); and Crooke writes that “the Testicles are round of an 
oval figure saith Laurentius, or like eggs depressed or flatted somewhat on ei-
ther side” (206). Sharp was the first writer, however, to compare their shape to 
women’s breasts. The human ovum would not be discovered for over a cen-
tury, but women’s paps were indisputably part of the human female body.

In order to appreciate more fully how Sharp is manipulating anatomical 
theory to create this female-centric model, it is useful to trace how other writ-
ers imagined the similarity between the female breasts and the male stones. 
Working from a Galenic comparison, a fourteenth-century commentator 
wrote, “There is a similarity in nature between the female breasts and the male 
testicles, for just as milk flows through the breasts, so sperm is emitted through 
the testicles” (Magnus 73).22 Sharp’s contemporary sources continued this tra-
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dition of noting a “similarity in nature” between the parts. Crooke writes, 
“How then may some say are they [the testicles] nourished with bloud? I an-
swere as the Paps are nourished with Milke” (207). Bartholin enacts an even 
more graphic connection with his description: “If you squeeze them [the semi-
nary vessels], presently seed is forced into the Pipe of the Yard, just like Milk 
out of the Dug” (58). Sharp takes all of these anatomical analogies one critical 
step further. She is not simply comparing the production and movement of 
sperm or blood to that of milk; her simile actively brings men’s stones—the 
witnesses of virility—to an anatomical level that is indisputably female.

Although male and female stones were considered homologous in Ga-
lenic theory, Sharp’s figurative speech pointedly separates male stones from 
female: she compares men’s to the kernels of women’s paps, but likens wom-
en’s to the “small kernels of the Kall [caul]” (52), the membrane that envel-
ops the fetus. Sharp’s tropes position both men’s and women’s stones within 
a system of representation that is entirely keyed to parts and processes of the 
female body. At the same time, her disparate analogies produce a hierarchy 
of reproductive involvement—one in which man’s body, while certainly a 
positive part of the process, is figured as one step removed from the main 
event: his stones are like the breasts that nourish an infant after birth; but 
hers, through the power of figurative speech, are like the caul that first nour-
ishes it in utero. Perhaps playing with mater’s maternal resonances, Sharp 
later compares this caul “which compasseth the Child” to “the dura mater 
[of] the brain” (104). At the same time, Sharp’s comparison of the caul that 
is created in utero to the unisex dura mater forges a graphic and specific con-
nection between a woman’s womb and everyone’s brain—one that furthers 
her vision of the female body as a universal human model.

Perhaps Sharp was familiar with T. H. Johnson’s popular translation of 
Ambroise Paré’s writings: in that text, the cotyledons (veins in the womb 
that are “the dependences” of the caul) are figured as “a rude piece of flesh,” 
a “shapeless . . . lump” that is then likened to the paps: “For thus,” Paré de-
scribes, “the womb brings the Cotyledones, or veins, degenerating into them, 
through the coats like certain paps to the Infant shut up in them” (90–92). 
Although the process itself is vital to the nourishment of the fetus, Paré fig-
ures it as remarkably unfruitful. The caul becomes a prison into which the 
pap-like veins are “degenerating.” Sharp rescues both caul and paps from 
these degrading analogical models; in her vision, they become separate ana-
tomical standards, each rooted in the female body and worthy of the sexes’ 
individual emulation. 
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III

Having assimilated the witnesses of virility to an indisputably female 
ideal, Sharp takes her rhetorical revisions one critical step further when she 
turns to her next section on the female parts. In these chapters Sharp contin-
ues to refigure the male’s relationship to the female, but does not just do so 
via analogy; rather, she explicitly recalibrates the physical relationship be-
tween the neck of the womb (what we now call the vagina) and the penis—
one that is central to patriarchal reproduction at both a biological and ideo-
logical level. Culpeper epitomizes the assumptions about gender that the 
vagina/penis relationship figures when he writes that “the neck of the Womb, 
is nothing else but the distance between the privy passage and the Mouth of 
the Womb, into which the mans Yard goes in the act of Copulation” (30). 
Sharp copies this description verbatim, save for the phrase “nothing else but” 
(45). Her silent emendation speaks volumes, for in Sharp’s text the neck is 
not defined solely in terms of a “distance” for the yard to travel on its way to 
creating a patriarchal legacy. It is in this section, in fact, that Sharp most bla-
tantly critiques men’s delusions of anatomical grandeur. As expected, she in-
cludes the standard deprecating description of the vagina’s placement be-
tween the “two great sinks of the body” (45). She also relates an anecdote, 
however, that would have been new to her readers: “I have heard a French 
man complain sadly, that when he first married his Wife, it was no bigger nor 
wider than would fit his turn, but now it was grown like a Sack: Perhaps,” 
Sharp quips, “the fault was not the womans but his own, his weapon shrunk 
and was grown too little for the scabbard” (46). 

Sharp’s story of the Frenchman’s shrunken weapon epitomizes her 
larger strategy of standardizing the female body while making the male’s the 
anatomy of accommodation. Her anecdote responds to a tradition that 
Sennert exemplifies when he writes, “the laxity or largeness of the womb” 
from too much copulation and childbearing “causeth barrenness and falling 
out of the womb” and “makes women unpleasant to men” (2). The woman’s 
body here must fashion itself according to the man’s or else face the blame for 
sexual and reproductive failure. Although the term vagina was not yet in cir-
culation in these vernacular texts, its literal translation from Latin as “scab-
bard” clearly was: “[R]eceiving the Yard like a sheath,” Bartholin writes, the 
neck of the womb “accommodates it self to the length of the Yard. . . . That it 
may more close embrace the Yard” (72). He goes on to describe how “the 
length thereof is eight fingers breadth commonly, or seven; so as to be as long 
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as a Mans longest finger” (72). Like his image of the embracing sheath, this 
one suggests that the vagina is measured in terms of a man’s size—whether 
the length of his finger or yard. The woman’s body “accommodates” the 
man’s, fitting itself accordingly. One can see Sharp playing with both Senne-
rt’s and Bartholin’s claims in her story of the Frenchman, for it is up to the 
weapon, and not the scabbard, to make the fit work: the fault and failure lie 
entirely with the man’s inadequate size. 

Although male writers acknowledged that penis size was variable, they 
described its flexibility in terms of man’s place on Nature’s spectrum. As 
Crooke writes, “it is of such a length and magnitude as the necessity of the 
kinde requireth for procreation.” Unlike the vaginal passage, which exists to 
fit the male standard in men’s texts, the primary scale against which the penis 
is measured is the individual male body, “because it is formed commonlie 
according to the proportion of the members” (210). Bartholin adds another 
comparison, but one that serves to elevate man above lesser species and races: 
it is “proportionately shorter then in many Beasts, because Mankind couples 
after another manner then those beasts do,” and “Some Nations have this 
Member larger than ordinary, as the Aethiopians or Black-mores” (59). De-
spite acknowledging variations in penis size, male writers did tend to stan-
dardize its length: The Compleat Midwifes Practice, for instance, records that 
“it is by most esteemed to be of a just length, when it is extended the breadth 
of nine thumbs” (22). 

Responding perhaps to this notion of the yard’s “just length,” Sharp in-
stead standardizes the length of the vaginal passage—not in terms of men’s 
fingers or yards, but in terms of a woman’s height: “the neck of the womb is 
eight inches long if the woman be of reasonable stature” (45). In Sharp’s 
anatomy, “nine thumbs” would not be a “just length,” but rather one that is 
too long when measured against the eight-inch female standard. Although 
this eight-inch description appears in Culpeper as well, Sharp’s context—one 
that, as Elaine Hobby notes, critiques “the importance credited to the penis 
in the masculinist model” (“Gender” 151)—gives a different meaning to the 
detail. Whereas Culpeper had described the neck of the womb as “nothing 
else but” a distance for men’s yards to travel, Sharp’s anecdotes and figures 
turn the vagina into a yardstick of sexual normalcy against which men must 
measure their own anatomical adequacy. 

Sharp writes relatively little on the topic of penis size, a fact that under-
scores her investment in readjusting the rhetorical terms of anatomical nor-
malcy that typically circulated around a male standard. When she does ad-
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dress the topic, she speaks in practical terms. She writes, “if the Yard be too 
long, the spirits in the seed flee away; if it be too short, it cannot carry the 
Seed home to the place it should do” (24). Rather than fetishize its length for 
the sake of elevating man above beasts, Sharp discusses size here in terms of 
the penis’s potential reproductive ineffectiveness, a point she punctuates 
with her claim that “Some men, but chiefly fools, have Yards so long that they 
are useless for generation” (25). 

In order, ostensibly, to underscore this connection between length and 
what Crooke describes as the “foecundity” of the “virile member” (210), 
Sharp turns to a controversial belief about how penis size is determined: 
namely that midwives could control it based on where they tied the infant’s 
umbilical cord. This piece of anatomical lore appeared in ancient Greek 
anatomies, but was openly contested when Sharp brought it before her read-
ers. Nevertheless, Sharp writes, 

this beside the general opinion, stands with so much reason, that all Mid-
wives have cause to be careful to cut the Navel string long enough, that 
when they tye it, the Yard may have free liberty to move and extend itself,” 
but that “it be not left too long, which may be as bad as too short. (25)

Sharp emphasizes the power of the midwife over the size and effectiveness of 
the virile member without making reference to the controversies that sur-
rounded this belief. Such a move is consistent with her project of refiguring 
professional and anatomical inequalities to the female’s advantage.23 More 
important to my argument here, however, the image Sharp puts forward of 
future patriarchs depending upon the midwife’s handiwork graphically em-
bodies what is at stake in Sharp’s rhetorical revisions: just as Sharp inter-
vened in the construction of masculinity by assimilating men’s stones to 
women’s paps, here she gives the midwife the power to make a man’s yard—
the instrument that ultimately determined his reproductive success and his 
“liberty to move and extend” himself over all he surveyed—into whatever 
she pleased. 

IV

   Although Sharp is not above doing so at certain strategic moments, 
she is not interested primarily in diminishing men in order to elevate women. 
What her visions of the female body and female practice repeatedly show us 
is that women do not need a weaker male body against which to measure any 
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relative superiority. Her female-centric models tend to focus on male inade-
quacy only when men themselves have initiated an attack—by, for example, 
disparaging the female anatomy as lax and unfit or accusing midwives of 
blind incompetence.

It is within this paradigm of men’s self-destruction that Sharp presents 
the bulk of her most emasculating rhetorical turns. While Sharp does focus on 
the “Many diseases . . . incident to the Yard” (25), for instance, she does so 
within the context of men’s willful acts, and not according to a model of an in-
nately weak male anatomy: all of the disabling diseases she pictures are sexu-
ally transmitted. In certain extreme cases of gonorrhea, for example, “the 
Chirurgeon is forced to cut off the top of the yard” (27). Unlike conventional 
constructions of women’s bodies as naturally hysterical, leaking vessels, then, 
Sharp’s visions of men’s anatomical shortcomings do not place the blame on 
their bodies, but on their poor choices. And, in some cases, on medical men’s 
incompetence—an effective way to dramatize the professional shortcomings 
of her male competitors.24 For instance, Sharp describes a thin skin between 
the bladder and the prostate that can be broken by an unskilled surgeon: “If the 
Chirurgeons be not careful when they thrust the syringe in near that place, 
they will soon break this skin and undoe their Patient” (27–28). She lifts this 
anecdote practically verbatim from The Compleat Midwifes Practice (23), but 
adds the disconcerting conclusion that surgeons can “undoe their patient.” 
This image of one man coming undone at the hands of another brilliantly rep-
resents Sharp’s strategy of removing herself from the process of anatomical re-
vision that her text enacts. In effect, she creates the same illusion of transpar-
ency that medical men had been mobilizing for centuries in their efforts to 
insinuate themselves into the birthroom. She is not the one constructing the 
male anatomy (even though it is her rhetorical figures that are comparing their 
stones to women’s paps and cutting off the tops of their yards); men are mak-
ing and unmaking their own bodies.

Supporting her construction of a resilient female standard, Sharp de-
scribes a similar possible scenario in which a syringe intended for a woman’s 
bladder might accidentally enter the mouth of the womb. Unlike the undone 
man, the woman in Sharp’s anecdote remains untorn: Sharp writes merely 
that one should “take heed they thrust not the syringe into the mouth of the 
Matrix instead of the passage of the bladder” (42). Given the heightened em-
phasis in early modern medical texts on women’s hymens being accidentally 
broken, the absence of such concerns in this particular description is palpa-
ble.25 Sharp does discuss the unreliable nature of the hymen later on (a move 
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consistent with her fashioning as a book-smart midwife), but she also in-
cludes in her text a detail not commonly included in other anatomies: “a lig-
ament or bridle” that ties the foreskin to the nut and “is usually broken, or 
gives way the first time that a man lyeth with a woman” (28). She likely found 
this marker of male virginity in the Compleat Midwifes Practice (17), but she 
departs from her source when she adds that “no man were able to endure it 
[the pain]” if not for “the abundance of pleasure that takes it off” (28).

While Sharp does gesture toward a naturally fragile male body here, she 
again figures its dismemberment within the context of men’s lustful and ex-
cessive desires; in this way, she casts men’s physical shortcomings as the con-
sequence of their own choices. For instance, she describes adult male cir-
cumcision, but does so to show how men let their pleasure rule their wills. 
She admonishes men not to get circumcised purely to see if sex without a 
foreskin is better, but implies that they will not all listen to her, for “the world 
was never without some mad men who will do anything to be singular” (31). 
She then cryptically warns men to “be careful . . . how they enter too far, for 
it will be hard to say which were the greater loss, of the Stones or the nut” 
(31). She seems to be suggesting that if a man enters a woman too deeply, if he 
allows his lust to rule his reason, the head of his penis will be sacrificed 
through no fault but his own.

As she does with the one-sex model and the penis/vagina relationship, 
Sharp takes a popular way of imagining gender relations—here, one in which 
sex is an amorous battle between men and women where the woman’s maiden-
head is always conquered—and recalibrates it.26 Now it is the man who loses 
his head to the female body. The image indubitably recalls the vagina dentate; 
at the same time, it constructs men’s emasculation as a consequence of their 
own unwillingness to see the vagina as the yardstick of sexual normalcy. Like 
the Frenchman who blames the scabbard instead of the weapon, the man who 
loses his head by entering the woman too deeply is likewise guilty of an inabil-
ity to measure himself correctly against the female standard.

 V

As her descriptions of the diseased watery scrotum and the headless 
penis demonstrate, Sharp does at times retain and reassign conventional 
markers of masculinity and femininity. At the same time, however, the bulk 
of her rhetorical revisions are not grounded in an ideology that conceives of 
power in relation to a patriarchal center; rather, they figure power as distinct 
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from men and original to a universal female body. We have seen this exem-
plified in a number of key rhetorical moments: for example, in her presump-
tion, when parsing the term “midwife,” of a female referent; and in her com-
parison of women’s stones to the caul, a part that itself figures the dura mater 
of the brain.27

The paradigmatic innovation of Sharp’s vision is best illustrated by 
turning to her descriptions of the womb, for it is here that she most blatantly 
disarticulates the connection between the female body and the larger orga-
nization of patriarchy. Just as the stones witnessed manhood, the womb, as 
Crooke writes, “is called locus, or rather loci, the place of the woman” (222). 
To revise this part, then, was to shift the place of woman, to re-imagine her 
relation to early modern ideologies of gender. Critics like Gianna Pomata re-
cently have argued that the womb was not always constructed as impure in 
medical discourse.28 This interpretation finds support in comments like Bar-
tholin’s that the womb is a “clenser of the whole Body” (70), and in Cul-
peper’s claim that “The Blood which a Woman avoydeth once a month is not 
so bad as they make it to be” (77). Still, Culpeper’s qualifier gestures toward 
another, less reverential, view of the womb. While men could imagine its 
healthy operations, they also could “make it to be” bad. 

Sharp, as expected, acknowledges the bad; at the same time, however, she 
figures the womb as ultimately tangential to a woman’s long-term health. 
Without pause, she describes how “It is subject to all diseases, and the whole 
womb may be taken forth when it is corrupted, as I have seen, and yet the 
woman may live in good health when it is all cut away” (36). Note that Sharp 
calls attention to herself here as an authoritative witness when describing the 
womb’s removal: “I have seen” this, she claims, whereas Thomas Bartholin can 
only cite the witnessing authority of other men when he describes how “very 
many women have lived very long, and happily without it, witness Abenzoar, 
Aegineta, Wierus, Zacutus” (70). Although his words resemble Sharp’s descrip-
tion of a hysterectomy, his logic returns the reader to an entrenched notion of 
the womb as a site of unhealthy production: “nor is it without reason, because 
the womb is the Mother of many Diseases” (70). He follows his examples of re-
moved putrefied wombs with a story from Pliny that relates how sows “had 
their stones and wombs cut out, that so looseing the use of Venery, they might 
become more fat and delectable to the Palace” (70). Without a womb, a female 
loses her libido and ipso facto her ability to orgasm and reproduce; without the 
“place of the woman,” Bartholin suggests, a woman cannot, by definition, exist 
as a sexual female body. 
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Sharp, however, follows up her allegedly eyewitness account of a cor-
rupted womb’s removal with a story that suggests the opposite. She describes a 
Milanese woman who had her womb cut out and “did afterwards follow her 
ordinary business, and as she and her Husband confest and reported, she kept 
company with her husband, and cast forth seed in copulation, and had her 
monthly courses as she was wont to have before” (37). This anecdote (which 
does not appear in any of her known sources) is remarkable on two levels: 
Sharp conveys the idea that a woman’s sexual feelings and activities are not de-
termined by her womb—that she can sleep with her husband, emit seed, and 
even menstruate without it; furthermore, her body is so resilient that it can re-
juvenate and return to its “ordinary business” even after “the place of the 
woman” has been cut away.29 Sharp redefines what makes a woman “ordinary,” 
or normal. In her vision, the womb does not witness one to be a woman, for 
womanhood does not reside in a wife’s successful reproduction of her hus-
band’s children and of patriarchy at large; rather Sharp situates it in a woman’s 
ability to experience sexual feelings and processes—to menstruate and cast 
forth seed for no other purpose perhaps than to please herself.30 

VI

Sharp had opened her Midwives Book with a declaration against the “hard 
words,” the learned speech and languages that university-educated medical 
men especially had used to keep lay practitioners in the dark. Turning to meta-
phor, she quips, “It is not hard words that perform the work, as if none under-
stood the Art that cannot understand Greek. Words are but the shell, that we 
oftentimes break our Teeth with them to come at the kernel, I mean our brains 
to know what is the meaning of them” (12). Certain physicians like John Sadler 
imagined that they had “stooped to your [women’s] capacities in avoiding hard 
words and Rhetoricall phrases” (Dedicatory Epistle); Sharp instead looks down 
on those learned men who insist on basing their knowledge in “hard words” in-
stead of hard work. Sharp returns to this idea at the close of her book on the 
generative parts when she writes that she has plainly “laid down a description 
of the parts of generation of both sexes, purposely omitting hard names” and 
not “giving you the meaning of them where there is no need, unless it be for 
such persons who desire rather to know Words than Things” (65). 

Sharp’s claim to plainness is, like most of her poses, a consciously rhetori-
cal move. She clearly recognized the power of figurative speech and “Rhetori-
call phrases” to cover naked things and imbue them with particular meanings. 
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When she chooses to end Book One with her one and only use of the Greek lan-
guage, then, one can be sure that she is not blindly imitating her learned prede-
cessors. Borrowing a simile from Crooke, she describes the mouth of the 
womb: “The whole Orifice with the slit transverse is like the Greek Letter Theta 
Θ” (64).31 Sharp’s decision to include this particular trope, one that detaches 
the Greek figure from its learned referent, epitomizes her larger revisionist 
project. Through the power of figurative speech, men’s Greek no longer repre-
sents an obscure meaning, but rather becomes the exposed female Thing itself. 
Significantly, Sharp chooses not to include Crooke’s complementary simile 
that the figure of the penis “doth in some sort represent the greeke ζ” (211). 
The move is entirely consistent with her creation of a universal model that pre-
sumes a female norm and that does not need obverse male terms to help con-
struct and define it. Women indeed do not “understand Greek” in the way 
men do, and that is Sharp’s point. Her selective revision of men’s figures resitu-
ates them squarely and exclusively—through the work of a female midwife—at 
the very mouth of the female body. Men had constructed their midwives’ books 
as transparent displays of their authority, looking glasses in which women 
could think they were simply viewing themselves. Sharp’s final image of the 
cervix as “Theta Θ” reverses this trope and reflects it back at her predecessors: 
should men look inside women or her text, they would think they were seeing 
their own learned figures—blind all the while to the female-centric ideology 
on the mirror’s other side.

Notes

	 1. The connection between the household gods and the father’s sovereign 
legacy beyond the domus has a long tradition. Virgil, for instance, describes Caesar 
Augustus at the Battle of Actium with “the great gods of the Penates” (Latin for the 
household gods) and his “father’s star” dawning on his head (8. 678–681). 
	 2.	Unless otherwise noted, citations to Culpeper are to the first edition of his 
Midwives Book (1651).
	 3.	Testis is the Latin word for “witness.” The etymology of the anatomical term 
testis, however, is uncertain. The OED notes that “an assumed identity with testis 
witness . . . is rejected by Walde, who suggests connexion with testa pot, shell, etc.” 
	 4.	Although Sharp was unique in visually keying the male stones to the female 
body, she was not the first to analogize them to something associated with women: 
Aristotle compares men’s testicles to “the stone weights which women hang on their 
looms when they are weaving” (17a10). Significantly, this image does not appear in 
early modern texts, a fact that suggests Sharp’s more recent predecessors may have 
been uncomfortable comparing the witnesses of manhood to something that was so 
clearly womanish.
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	 5.	Scholars recently have argued that the Galenic one-sex model in particu-
lar was coming under attack by English anatomists influenced by Arabic and con-
tinental writers. See, for example, Schleiner and Adelman. Cohen further argues, 
“the ancient belief that women’s reproductive organs were inferior because they 
were inverted and internal versions of male organs was bound to be undermined 
by the accounts of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century medical writers like Sharp 
who emphasized the differences and the (at least) equal importance of female sexual 
anatomy to reproduction” (131). Keller takes this idea even further to argue that, for 
Sharp, “the telos can be woman as often as it is man” (“Mrs. Jane Sharp” 108).
	 6.	As Laqueur famously has argued, “Believing is seeing” in early modern 
anatomy (79). He makes the case that the one-sex model dominated pre-Enlight-
enment anatomical theory. Many critics since then have argued that early modern 
minds did not subscribe as fully as Laqueur claims to this way of seeing the body. For 
a representative critique of Laqueur’s one-sex theory, see Park and Nye. For a reading 
of how the early modern male body in particular was implicated in larger systems of 
cultural production, see Spear. 
	 7.	The scholarship on the construction of patriarchy and its complicity with a 
larger network of social, political and economic forces is enormous. For representa-
tive work on the topic, see Rubin and Amussen.
	 8.	Sharp’s major sources were Bartholin, Crooke, Culpeper, The Compleat 
Midwifes Practice, and Daniel Sennert’s Practical Physick. For more on how other sev-
enteenth-century European midwives were intervening in men’s textual imaginings 
of reproduction and childbirth, see Perkins and Marland.
	 9.	Early scholars of this topic include Smith and Donnison. For more recent 
accounts of this competition, see Evenden and McTavish. Fissell reads the move by 
medical men to disparage women and their bodies as a response to the broader gen-
der upheavals of the 1640s: “if gender hierarchies were not reproduced socially, per-
haps they could be enacted within the theatre of the body” (Vernacular Bodies 5). 
	 10.	As Hobby argues, Sharp’s work “evidences a keen awareness of gender poli-
tics, an implicit and explicit engagement with the position of women in the emergent 
new medicine” (“Gender” 149). 
	 11.	Evenden argues that the writers of the 1656 Compleat Midwifes Practice, identi-
fied only as T.C., I.D., M.S. and T.B., are female (8). There is evidence that complicates 
this claim, however. Although the authors identify themselves on the 1656 frontispiece 
as “the most knowing professors of midwifery now living in London,” and criticize 
male-authored texts like Culpeper’s Directory as the “most desperately deficient of 
them all” (A4r), a note to the reader in Culpeper’s posthumous Directory for Midwives 
(1656) claims that the authors are in fact male: the publisher retorts that those who have 
spoken against the book are impudent forgers “(pretending to be four women) having 
only subscribed eight letters to their Names viz; T.C. I.D. M.S. T.B.” (A3r). The French 
midwife Louise Bourgeois did publish before Sharp, but she does not write about the 
male anatomy. Her Observations Diverses sur la Stérilité, Perte de Friuict, Foecundité, 
Accouchement et maladies des Femmes et Enfants Nouveaux Naiz appeared in 1609. 
	 12.	Fife’s claim that figurative speech is a hallmark of female-authored medical 
texts, whereas “in the manuals written by men, analogies and metaphors are almost 
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non-existent” (188) is misleading, since she is comparing Sharp’s 1671 Midwives Book 
to male-authored texts written eighty years later. Furthermore, in his study of the 
eighteenth-century midwife figure, Erickson provides many examples of medical men 
using metaphoric language in their midwifery texts (Mother Midnight 198–216). 
	 13.	The description of the birth between urine and feces here comes from 
Crooke (223), but it was found in virtually every text on human generation from the 
period. 
	 14.	For an overview of this early transmission of medical knowledge, see Green.
	 15.	As King points out, there was a long tradition of the midwives’ book in man-
uscript form going back to antiquity. She argues that many of the tropes figuring 
male versus female forms of knowledge that I explore here are evident in manuals as 
far back as Soranus’s second-century AD Gynaecology. See “‘As if None Understood’” 
184–98. 
	 16.	Keller provides an illuminating reading of these midwifery texts “as rhe-
torical performances that construct newly fashioned identities for their authorial 
subjects” (“Subject of Touch” 80). 
	 17.	The title page to Culpeper’s Directory similarly displays the following from 
Exod. 1:21: “It came to pass, because the Midwives feared the Lord, that God built 
them Houses.” William Sermon’s Ladies Companion has on its title page a warning 
from Prov. 14 that was clearly meant as an admonitory addition to the Exodus pas-
sage: “Every wise woman buildeth her house, but the foolish plucketh it down with 
her hands.” 
	 18.	See as well Harvey’s argument that the male anatomist’s mastering touch 
was as important as his ocular domination of feminized bodies: “Matter, the flesh, 
and the body are recurrently coded as feminine in a way that accentuates the interi-
ority of the body as a site of the unknowable and the secret” (96). 
	 19.	I am citing directly from Sharp’s 1671 edition here (10), since Hobby emends 
the original passage.
	 20.	Gilbert notes that early modern images of male pregnancy in monstrous 
birth texts similarly display men as “overspilling the boundaries of their own bod-
ies” and taking on “some of the grotesque characteristics of openness, excess and 
what has been termed ‘leakiness’ traditionally attributed to women in early-modern 
culture” (165). 
	 21.	Hobby argues that by focusing on the scrotum’s diseases, Sharp is enacting 
an effeminizing reversal (“The head” 20). 
	 22.	For Galen’s description, see On the Usefulness 712.
	 23.	Bartholin mentions this belief, but also writes, “Spigelius is herein of a quite 
contrary mind” (59). I discuss this particular piece of medical lore and Sharp’s en-
gagement with it at length in my Midwiving Subjects 42–59. 
	 24.	Crooke, a physician who would have shared Sharp’s desire to distinguish 
himself from certain medical men (surgeons especially), also includes scenes of un-
skilled and mutilating operations. He laments the fact that surgeons’ lack of knowl-
edge “hath cost many a man a good joynt” (211).
	 25.	Early modern medical writers almost always included sections in their mid-
wifery handbooks on the hymen and its tendency to break outside of heterosexual 
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intercourse and/or to be misinterpreted as either missing or intact. See, for example, 
Culpeper 97 (1662 ed.); Sharp 42; and Pechey 34. 
	 26.	See, for example, Puttenham’s description of the wedding night in his Arte 
of English Poesie—one in which the bride and groom engage in “friendly conflictes” 
that result in “the skreeking and outcry of the young damosell feeling the first forces 
of her stiffe and rigorous young man” (66).
	 27.	In her exploration of Sharp’s reproductive metaphors, Fissell argues for a 
similar kind of paradigmatic shift. Noting Sharp’s comparison of conception to co-
agulating milk, Fissell observes that “she is the only writer to provide an analogy for 
conception drawn from women’s work” (“Gender” 447).
	 28.	Pomata argues, via early modern case studies on menstruating men, that the fe-
male body provided a positive model to explain male anatomical phenomena (109–52). 

	 29.	There are two possible explanations for continued menstruation follow-
ing a hysterectomy, neither of which appear to have been widely understood at the 
time Sharp wrote. In the first case, women can have two uteruses, a condition called 
uterine didelphys: women can have one removed and still retain normal sexual and 
reproductive functions. In the second case, when the cervix is left behind following 
a hysterectomy (a supracervical hysterectomy or SCH), some endometrial tissue can 
be left behind which continues to be responsive to hormones and can produce “mini 
periods.” It is interesting to note, and possibly relevant to Sharp’s Milanese woman, 
that this type of hysterectomy recently has been associated with higher levels of post-
operative sexual satisfaction when compared to a total abdominal hysterectomy in 
which the uterus and cervix are removed (Saini, et al). 
	 30.	In her important work on the psychomorphology of the clitoris, Traub cri-
tiques the kind of anatomical essentialism that connects particular body parts to 
signs of female desire and to lesbian identity. Although Sharp’s Milanese woman 
casts forth seed while copulating with her husband, I think that she speaks in pro-
vocative ways to Traub’s call for an expression of female pleasure that is not linked to 
a female body part (153–86). 
	 31.	Crooke writes: “the whole orifice, with the transverse slitte, is like the letter, 
Θ, small and wondrous narrow” (233).
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