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200 years of Caesarean Section
Dr James Barry’s Legacy and A Tale of Three Cities
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200 years of Caesarean Section

Dr James Barry’s legacy and a tale of three cities

1st0r1(:al FAQ 1

Was ]uhus Caesar actually born by Caesarean sectlon‘?

Ao
The origin of the term lles ina cham of linguistic speculation rather
than medical evidence. The Roman writer Pliny the Elder linked the
% name Caesar to the Latin word caesus (“cut”), claiming that the first
member of the Caesar family received the name because he had been
cut from his mother’s womb. Later writers assumed that he was
referring to the famous Roman leader, helping to create the enduring
myth that Julius Caesar was born by caesarean section. This myth

| was ampllﬁed by medieval scholars and vernacular histories.
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Historical FAQ 2

\ FAQ 2 ¥ referenced Pliny’s vague “first of the Caesars.” Guy de Chauliac (1363)
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Did medical writers believe in Caesar’s ‘Caesarean’ birth? | .

A

Yes, but inconsistently and indirectly. Bernard of Gordon (1305)

explicitly stated Caesar was extracted surgically. Eucharius Rosslin
| (1513) repeated the claim in vernacular German obstetrics texts.
- However, the standardised term “Caesarean section” was still not fixed.
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Hlstorlcal FAQ3

/ A\
- FAQ3
\ //
"\\;;_w : V4
=

e

N .-» g2

o e e

When was the term "caesarean section” coined?

~le~--

The decisive moment came in 1581, when the French
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physician Francois Rousset published a treatise promoting
the opération césarienne. Rousset's work formalised and
popularised the term in medical language, helping it enter
French and subsequently broader vernacular medical vocabulary
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Historical FAQ 4

' N\
Why were caesarean sections performed?

Most caesarean sections were not performed to save the mother. Instead,
they were usually carried out after a pregnant woman had died.

é The primary motivation was religious. Church authorities required that
% achild be removed from a deceased mother’s body so that, if still alive,
it could be baptised and receive salvation. Discussion around caesarean
section first appeared predominantly in legal and religious contexts rather
than medical ones. Because the operation was usually performed after
the mother’s death, it lay outside the normal practice of medicine. Only in
the fourteenth century did caesarean section begin to appear regularly in
learned medical literature.
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rather than university education.
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Who traditionally attended births ?
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Childbirth was generally considered a female domain. Mothers, 0t
r;_-'1!

ii o
female relatives, neighbours, and midwives attended births, | 7' ff
/4 while physicians were usually absent. Midwives acquired their :
. knowledge through apprenticeship and practical experience
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Were caesarean sections always performed by male doctors? | |
f} N\ No. According to Blumenfeld-Kosinski, midwives appear to have !

. %

| @ F AQ 6 | 4 performed caesarean operations in the medieval period and were only
\\ /| gradually excluded from the procedure beginning in the fifteenth

| \\ / century. This exclusion was one of the earliest examples of the broader

: e marginalisation of women within medicine.Male surgeons only

| gradually became involved from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries

onward
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istorical FAQ 7

Why did male surgeons become involved in caesarean sections?
e e
Male surgeons entered obstetrics partly during a period when surgery
was becoming a more prestigious and professionalised occupation. By the
fourteenth century, the caesarean section offered medically-trained physicians
an opportunity to demonstrate their formal anatomical knowledge and skill
over barber-surgeons who belonged to surgical guilds (professional associations
that regulated training, standards, and practice). Both competed for authority
and status. Over time, regulations increasingly required physicians to be
present during caesareans and other complex deliveries, transferring authority
from women practitioners who had traditionally overseen childbirth to male
medical professionals.
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Historical FAQ 8

When were caesarean sections performed on living women?

e —
For much of antiquity and the medieval period, caesarean sections were performed
primarily on women who had already died or were dying. In the fourteenth century,
the surgeon Guy de Chauliac provided one of the earliest detailed descriptions of
how a post-mortem caesarean should be carried out, marking an important stage in
the transformation of the operation from a religious and legal obligation into a
recognised surgical procedure. During the late medieval and Renaissance periods,
surgeons increasingly began to consider whether caesareans could be performed on
living women suffering from obstructed labour. By the late sixteenth century,
physicians such as Francois Rousset argued that the operation could be used in cases
where vaginal delivery appeared impossible, including unusually large babies,
multiple births, abnormal fetal positions, or obstructions of the birth canal. This
marked a major shift in thinking, transforming caesarean section from a post-mortem
procedure into a potential life-saving operation, although maternal survival remained rare.
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1 When did caesarean section become an operation
A 'i ~ intended to save both mother and child?
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The transition was gradual. Medieval and early Renaissance practitioners generally
viewed maternal survival after caesarean section as unlikely. However, from the late
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries onward, reports of successful operations on living
women encouraged surgeons to consider the procedure as a possible means of saving
both mother and infant. Reports of maternal survival began to circulate during this
period, although many are difficult to verify. By the sixteenth century, rumours began
to circulate of operations performed on living women, including the famous, although
widely disputed, case of the Swiss pig-gelder Jakob Nufer. His wife was said to have
survived a caesarean ¢.1500. Although survival remained extremely rare, these accounts
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=oAL . signalled an important shift in the perceived purpose of the operation.
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I b How did advances in anatomy contribute to caesarean surgery? ity
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| h}éF AQ 10\‘?‘; | During the Renaissance, anatomists such as Andreas Vesalius

\ ' produced detailed studies of the human body. Better anatomical
i ‘i;%{;? 4 knowledge gave surgeons a clearer understanding of abdominal .
“ and reproductive structures, making complex operations more feasible. |
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a4 | Did all physicians support caesarean sections on livin women? ﬁ |
{1 S | |

0 | \ . No. The operation remained highly controversial. Many

; { | | 'FAQ 11 | 1 physicians considered it extraordinarily dangerous and

N Y recommended it only in desperate circumstances after

i ] 7 all other options had failed. Even supporters warned that
e it should be undertaken Wlﬂ’l extreme eautlon
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What did Renaissance caesarean surgery actually mvolve" s
Sixteenth-century surglcal manuals describe preparing razors, i o
¥ sponges, cloths soaked in styptic agents to control bleeding,
and assistants to support the patient. The woman was
typically seated on the edge of a bed while the surgeon
made an incision through the abdominal wall and uterus

to remove the child.
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Did doctors believe women could have children

N after a caesarean section?

qf F AQ 1 3J %  This was heavily debated. Rousset argued that women could

\ /] conceive and successfully bear children after a caesarean, citing
reported cases of multiple subsequent pregnancies. Other
physicians remained sceptical and feared that uterine scarring
would make future births dangerous or 1mp0531ble
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Why was caesarean section so dangerous? : -
oo | &

-  Before modern medicine, surgeons lacked anaesthesia, | , k
antisepsis, blood transfusions, and effective methods
of controlling infection. Severe bleeding and infection
were common causes of death.
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What had changed by the tlme of James Barry?

By the early nineteenth century, surgeons possessed better
anatomical knowledge and more experience of abdominal

T operations than their predecessors. Caesarean section was still
extremely risky, but it was increasingly viewed as a possible
intervention for obstructed labour rather than solely a post-mortem
procedure. It was in this context that James Barry oversaw the
successful caesarean at Cape Town in 1826, one of the earliest
well-documented cases in which both mother and child survived.
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