
INTRODUCTION

Images of a birth scene were rare in the 
time of the Roman Empire. An ivory 
plate from Pompeii (fig. 1) is frequently 
presented as a birth scene. In this article, 
I will examine some objects that form 
the context of the scene in figure 1. 

Where does the act take place, what 
is happening, and who is present?

The ivory plate (fig. 1) was found 
in 1873, together with another plate of 
the same shape. Both plates are (now) 
bent and have a scene carved on both 
sides. On the pendant plate, we see 
the abduction of Persephone by Hades 
and on the other side, we see Dem-
eter’s hunt for her daughter. The func-
tion of the two plates is still unclear1. 
Ivory plates with the same shape and 
similar holes2 were found in the begin-
ning of the 20th century in Cologne and 
in Ostia. We see mythological scenes 
on all of these plates.

BIRTH OR TREATMENT OF A LEG?

In the 19th century, the sitting figure with 
a stick was described as a woman, for 
example, a wounded Amazon or Aphro-
dite3 wounded by Diomedes. The scene 
was described as a birth scene4 for the 
first time in 1912. 

When the necropolis of Ostia, Isola 
Sacra, was excavated in ca 1930, the 
fronts of the tombs showed terracot-
ta relieves with scenes that referred to 
the occupations of the tombs’ erectors. 
Tomb nr 100 (ca. 2 AD) had two terra-
cotta relieves5 situated at both sides of an 
inscription6. The relief on the right side 
(fig. 2), in which we see a midwife, Scri-
bonia Attice, sitting opposite a pregnant 

woman who sits on what is probably a 
birth chair, is well-known. In the 2nd cen-
tury AD, the physician Soranus of Ephe-
sus described what a birth-chair looked 
like in those days7. The front of a birth 
chair was open and the seat had a cres-
cent-shaped cavity, so that the parturient 
mother could sit up straight during birth. 
Birth also took place, however, on the 
lap of another woman or the parturient 
mother had to slid down to the edge of 
the seat of a normal chair. To prevent 
falling from the seat at a pang of labour, 
it was important that someone, who 
stood behind her, supported her under 
her arms8. 

Apparently, the discovery of the relief 
with the midwife was very inspiring, for, 
from this moment, more publications ap-

peared that described figure 1 as a birth 
scene. As we will see, this is not proper-
ly observed, because the pendant relief 
(fig. 3) on the left side of the inscrip-
tion is a closer match to the scene on the 
ivory plate (fig. 1). On this relief, we see 
the physician Marcus Ulius Amerimnus 
at work. He is treating a wounded leg. 
He keeps, in his right hand, a sponge to 
wash the wound. This matches exactly 
with the right hand of the kneeling fig-
ure on the ivory plate! 

Therefore, it is a sponge in the hand 
of the kneeling figure and certainly not 
the head of a newborn baby9. The left 
hand of the kneeling figure is also not 
in a position to catch a baby at birth. In-
stead, this position accords with a care-
ful touch of a wounded leg.
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1. Bas-relief on the convex side of an ivory plate (h. 7 cm - w. 12 cm) found in Pompeii. Na-
ples. Museo Archeologico Nazionale Napoli, inv. nr. 109905A.
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