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Roman birth rites of passage revisited

Véronique Dasen

Ir elassical artiquity, as in most traditional societies, vory young cbildzen, especially
nwewbuorn babies, wete subject to specific rituals associated with their particular liminal stats,
Letween bevo weorlds  alive, bul nol vet fully social beings Long believed o have leit no trace,
these inconsionons actors of pass societies ave now part of 2 new [etd of rescarch on childbicth
and infancy within the broader fi2ld of childhood studies. The paueity of fextnal sources is
compensated by an interdiscipsinary approach confronting diflerent types of evidence, espec
ally archaealogical, A renewed atiention to Babies’ material culture is olisning promising new
insights on various practices, such as the use of breast pumps or of swaddhing rings. Results
chtained Eor other periods and socicties also allow wselul transfers of gueshons on various
topics, such as the Rinction of batries” ‘moulding’ or the use of teething amulets.?

I this paper 1owill explore the natuce of the ambivalent status of newborn bakies and
examine how and 1o what exfent REoman birth rites contributed to “making human® infants; 1
will also revisit the shructure of these rites after the scheme cancepmialized by AL van Gennep a
cenlury age in Les rites de passage (Paris 1909), a sermena book widely wsed by anthropoiogists
and classicists.® Van Gennep distinguished sinnlar schemes in rites accompanying transitions in
the life cvele, such as birth, coming ol age, wedding, o dealh. tle identined a triparhize
structure composea of separation (rom one status, followed by an lermediate, iiminal, period
ending with rites of agegregation into a new status. The concep:, often used as an episternological
torl to discuss irstation and maturalion riles, has also been applied to birth rites i verious
culteres, though more rarely in Antiquity, part!y becawse of the shorlaze of evidenced

A beder undersianding of the structure and {lexibility of birth rites af passage is iraportant
nol only as a contribotion to ancient rituals, cut also io childhood and gender studies. The
recorstruction of sarly childhwod s a neglected pacl of the hislory of normative and culturally
condilioned walves and behaviours. Ahitudes to intands alzo reveal a sociely's rapaciby o
manage life crises.

I will thurs First review the steps leading from delivery Lo Uhe cercmony of the dies fustricws
& ur 9 dayys later, commoaly described as the secend, social birth of the child, with the help of

The proneering work of G Coulon, Leafant #n Gante rortune (Paris 140, revised adn. 204, provides a
wealth of matesial lrom Galla Reman saciesy. ¢x dows e exkibition catalogue on Boman Gaal edited by
0. Goureviteh, A Maizin and N, Ruwguet, Maleeaitd of pebite enfance dons (A atmqutd rensdvey {0af. #ipg
Bourges) (Bourges 2003 Cin bBreast pumyps, see X, Ruogquet, “Les bibernas, bes lire-lag ou les 1pibu-
lakons d'une bibulere pew comrnane 7 ibid, 17177 on swacdling rings, isid, 20%-100 On corzing onie
life in Anticu:ty, see also V. Dasen (ed.), Mujsarace of peliie enfence dans £ Antigeité Coliaque Fribourg
24 (Frivourg 2004): | Neals and ). Carley (edd ), Coering of age m anceat Sreece. Inges of duldhood
fram e classizat past (Mew Haven, O 200a); & Cones andd | Rotter (edd ), Corstractioes of cnildiesd i
s rond Greeee and Paly (Heszeria Suep., 41, 28575 V. Daaen, "Elapes et circonstances pecesitnnelies
te la vie Maissance et petite enfance, Grece,” in MisCRA VI iutheoning: Q. de Cazanove, "Naissarce
vt prelie cndanee, Rome,” dhed.

:  Ex., M F Mosel and € Rollet, Des bélés e des honnss, fenlitoms o mtodernatd des zous any mub-petits
(Pars 20000 . Bonnet ard 1. Pourchez (edd .y, D sonn an eile dans eafee (Ramonille 2037

1 Tie rurcs of pestage. transl, M. B Vizedom and G Lo Caflee (Chocapo 190605 | Hainarc and R Laeh:
{edd.), Maitre, sivre ef wrourie, febathitd de wem Cvemep. dndbs sur leg ropes e pazsage (Meuckitel 13510,

¢ O iziliation rites, see, 0§ M. W, Padiila. Rufes of passage It ancient Greece. Beeratuze, saligian, seeaty
{Lewisbura, ME 19994, Birth rates are jess often disgussed- “hirth was o ntoeal, n]though 15 structure
can anly be dimly perceived”, exclains R Garland, Tiw Creek sy of {ife (London 19901 105 The
rorcept is usefully applied by, ex., P Garnsey, “Child rearng in ancierd Dol " in D. | Kettser and K. P
Salter jedd.:, Tae fomly o Lafy fram aetiguety o e present {New Haven, O 1991) 4865 repr. in
Ctes, peagauis and focd m clussesd anliguety, Cssaps an sociat aud eeongmme frstory [Cambridge 1998]
253-71), but this is not systercatic. B, Rawsor, Childrey and elifiatood fn Reman ety (CUiord 2003 Y5-
112, Fetails the different steps surrounding pirth in Ronwe, bur seitious refernng to the struciure of the
nbes, mor o van Geneep,
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