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Nina Rattner Gelbart : The King's Midwife: A History and Mystery of Madame du Coudray  before purchasing 
it in order to gage whether or not it would be worth my time, and all praised The King's Midwife: A History and 
Mystery of Madame du Coudray: 

2 of 2 people found the following review helpful. Amazing HistoryBy DeanaI read this book years ago and am rather 
sad to see more people have not written a review for the work.Midwife practices of the 1700s does not sound like a 

http://f3db.com/pub/links.php?id=0520221575


fun read, but Madame Anglique Marguerite Le Boursier du Coudray was a fascinating woman. You learn much about 
her and life in this well research work. Including a number of legal issues the lady had to deal with when men kept 
trying to take credit for her ideas, her book, and her models. Publishers did not care much about copyright laws back 
then. So she had to fight for her fair share.Yet her practices changed France for the better. Infant and mother mortality 
rates improved drastically. Please give this work a chance, even if you do not read biographies or care about life in the 
1700s.1 of 1 people found the following review helpful. Five StarsBy ChristineHighly Recommended.

This unorthodox biography explores the life of an extraordinary Enlightenment woman who, by sheer force of 
character, parlayed a skill in midwifery into a national institution. In 1759, in an effort to end infant mortality, Louis 
XV commissioned Madame Anglique Marguerite Le Boursier du Coudray to travel throughout France teaching the art 
of childbirth to illiterate peasant women. For the next thirty years, this royal emissary taught in nearly forty cities and 
reached an estimated ten thousand students. She wrote a textbook and invented a life-sized obstetrical mannequin for 
her demonstrations. She contributed significantly to France's demographic upswing after 1760.Who was the woman, 
both the private self and the pseudonymous public celebrity? Nina Rattner Gelbart reconstructs Madame du Coudray's 
astonishing mission through extensive research in the hundreds of letters by, to, and about her in provincial archives 
throughout France. Tracing her subject's footsteps around the country, Gelbart chronicles du Coudray's battles with 
finance ministers, village matrons, local administrators, and recalcitrant physicians, her rises in power and falls from 
grace, and her death at the height of the Reign of Terror. At a deeper level, Gelbart recaptures du Coudray's interior 
journey as well, by questioning and dismantling the neat paper trail that the great midwife so carefully left behind. 
Delightfully written, this tale of a fascinating life at the end of the French Old Regime sheds new light on the histories 
of medicine, gender, society, politics, and culture.

.com In The King's Midwife, scholar Nina Rattner Gelbart takes on a daunting task: the biography of a woman so 
fiercely private (or should that be public?) that she left no record at all of her personal life. "In her hundreds of letters 
there is never a single mention of her origins, parents, childhood, siblings, education, young adulthood, training, 
marriage if there was one, children if she had any, friends outside of her work," Gelbart writes, with more than a touch 
of frustration. What we do know about Madame du Coudray is this: in 1750, spooked by reports that the French 
population was in decline, King Louis XV appointed her to travel throughout the country, training young peasant 
women to assist at live births. For 30 years, du Coudray crisscrossed the provinces in pursuit of this goal, using a life-
size obstetrical mannequin that she'd invented as a teaching aid. Gelbart relies on du Coudray's voluminous 
correspondence with regional authorities to construct her portrait of a driven, proud, politically savvy, and fiercely 
ambitious woman. To make her way as an 18th-century woman in the world of the male medical establishment--not to 
mention the royal court, and later, postrevolutionary France--du Coudray seems to have downplayed her interior life as 
much as possible. Yet Gelbart makes "a virtue of necessity" by using the very incompleteness of du Coudray's story to 
illuminate the larger issues at stake--the "history and mystery" encountered when writing any biography: "Historians 
always have to work with fragments and lacunae, with revelations and secrets. We may crave coherence and synthesis, 
but because much remains indecipherable we do not get it." Despite the ultimate "unknowability" of du Coudray and 
her motives, Gelbart does an admirable job in bringing her to life through her public works. The King's Midwife is a 
"scholarly" biography--a statement that might justifiably strike fear in the heart of the stoutest reader--but Gelbart 
keeps the academese to blessed minimum. For the most part, this is a lively and well-written account of an exceptional 
life.From Publishers WeeklyThis reconstruction of the life of a woman who began teaching midwifery courses in 
France in 1759 makes use of an unusual method: brief, dated sections describe du Coudray's activities in the present 
tense. It's a gamble, but it works. In Gelbart's skilled hands, du Coudray comes alive both as a historical figure and as a 
woman. While there are still holes in this history (and Gelbart openly admits as much), the material that is presented is 
absorbing. A description of a 1744 birth with bloodletting and herbal concoctions fascinates, both because of its 
strangeness and its familiarity. Du Coudray is said to have been responsible for the training of an estimated 10,000 
midwives (counting those she trained personally and those in turn trained by her former students) over 35 years. She 
was also the inventor of obstetrical "machines," anatomical models made of leather encasing real pelvic bones (though 
later the bones were made of wood and wicker) that made it possible for midwifery students to gain hands-on 
experience. In 1759 she published a textbook on midwifery that Gelbart describes as France's first how-to manual. 
Gelbart, a professor of history at Occidental College in L.A., convincingly depicts du Coudray as a woman who saw 
her teaching as a kind of patriotic duty; and through this portrayal, Gelbart reveals interesting glimpses of late-18th-
century France. Jealousy and competition between midwives (who were all female) and surgeons (who were all male) 
are reported as early as 1743. Plus ca change. Copyright 1998 Reed Business Information, Inc.From Library 
JournalThis is a fascinating book by a prize-winning historian (Feminine and Opposition Journalism in Old Regime 
France, 1987). Beautifully written and rooted in extensive archival research, it recounts the life and work of a Parisian 
midwife who in 1759 was commissioned by Louis XV to launch a nationwide crusade to professionalize midwifery. 
Worried about depopulation and informed by the spirit of the Enlightenment, the king named Madame du Coudray as 



royal emissary charged with traveling throughout France to teach the art of childbirth. Aided by a textbook on 
obstetrics that she herself had authored and a life-sized obstetrical mannequin also of her own invention, du Coudray 
taught in nearly 40 cities and reached approximately 10,000 students. This work vividly describes the details and 
difficulties of early modern childbirth as well as skillfully analyzing the meaning of du Coudray's politics and 
feminism. Facing political obstacles from hostile doctors, other midwives, and local religious authorities, du Coudray 
worked within the system to create a reputation and role for herself and the niece who would be her successor. Highly 
recommended for specialists in women's history, French history, and the history of medicine.?Marie Marmo Mullaney, 
Caldwell Coll., NJCopyright 1998 Reed Business Information, Inc. 


