
VESALIUS AND DE FABRICA

If one w e r e  to  ch oose  a l i s t  of books  th a t  have  h ad  a p ro found  and 

l a s t i n g  in f luence  on our  c i v i l i z a t i o n  t h e r e  a r e  two t i t l e s  th a t  would  undoubtedly  

a p p e a r  h igh  on th i s  l i s t  w h ich  w e r e  pu b l i sh e d  j u s t  one w eek  a p a r t  in the  y e a r  

1543, Both  books  w e r e  w r i t t e n  by m e n  who had  s tu d ie d  a t  the  U n iv e r s i t y  of 

P a d u a .  The f i r s t  to  a p p e a r  w as  On the R ev o lu t io n  of the  C e l e s t i a l  S p h e r e s  

by N ich o la s  C o p e r n i c u s  w hich  ch an g e d  the co n ce p t io n  of the  s o l a r  s y s t e m  tha t  

had  b een  he ld  fo r  o v e r  1 ,000  y e a r s ;  the  s e c o n d  w as  De H u m an !  C o r p o r i s  F a b r i c a  

(the F a b r i c  of  the  H u m a n  Body) by A n d r e a s  V e s a l i u s ,  w h ich  c h a l len g e d  a c o n ­

cep t  of m e d i c i n e  th a t  had  b e e n  fo l lowed for  abou t  1, 300 y e a r s .  L e t  us look 

a t  th i s  p e r i o d  in w o r l d  h i s t o r y  th a t  p r o d u c e d  two su ch  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  v o lu m e s .

T h i s  p e r i o d  known in h i s t o r y  as  the  R e n a i s s a n c e  w as  one of g r e a t  

a c c o m p l i s h m e n t  in a r t ,  m u s i c ,  l i t e r a t u r e  and s c i e n c e  and it a l s o  w i t n e s s e d  

p ro found  ch a n g e s  in the  s t r u c t u r e  of s o c i e ty  and the o r g a n i z a t i o n  of s t a t e s .

The t h r e e  c e n t u r i e s  th a t  bu i l t  a b r id g e  b e tw e e n  the  m e d i e v a l  and  m o d e r n  w o r ld s  

p r o d u c e d  an  age of s u p e r b  a r t i s t r y ,  aw aken ing  m i n d s ,  deca y in g  m o r a l s  and 

g r e a t  a d v a n c e s  in the  r e a l m  of s c i e n t i f i c  thought .  With the  d i s a p p e a r a n c e  of 

e m p i r e s ,  n a t io n a l i t i e s  b e g a n  to s p r in g  up. In Spa in ,  the  Ca tho l ic  k ings  had 

c r e a t e d  the  m o d e r n  c o n c e p t  of the  s t a t e  as  a na t ion .  G unpow der  d e s t r o y e d  

c a s t l e s  and  w i th  t h e m  the feuda l  s y s t e m .  The  inv en t io n  of p r in t in g  f a c i l i t a t e d  

h u m a n  i n t e r c o m m u n i c a t i o n .  The d i s c o v e r y  of the  c o m p a s s  s t i m u l a t e d  d a r in g  

t r a n s o c e a n i c  e x p l o r a t i o n s  w h ich  c u l m i n a t e d  in the  d i s c o v e r y  of A m e r i c a .  The
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r e d i s c o v e r y  of the  b e au ty  of the  n a k e d  h u m a n  body a r o u s e d  i n t e r e s t  not only 

in i t s  f o r m  but  in i ts  s t r u c t u r e  and  i n t e r n a l  m a c h i n e r y ,  s t im u la t in g  p r o g r e s s  

in a n a t o m y  and m e d i c i n e .  T h i s  w as  the  g l o r i o u s  p e r i o d  in w h ich  the s u b je c t  

of th i s  p a p e r  w as  b o r n  and g r e w  to  m an h o o d .

A n d r e a s  V e s a l i u s  w as  b o r n  in B r u s s e l s  on D e c e m b e r  31, 1514, the  

s e c o n d  son  of an a p o t h e c a r y  to  E m p e r o r  M a x im i l i a n .  His f a t h e r  was  o r ig i n a l l y  

n a m e d  Witing and  c a m e  f r o m  the H a n s e a t i c  town of W ese l  on the  Rh ine  but 

changed  h is  n a m e  to Van W e se l e  a f t e r  the  town.  W e s e l  m e a n s  w e a s e l  in 

F l e m i s h  and  we f ind t h r e e  w e a s e l s  on the  coa t  of a r m s  of V e s a l i u s .  The 

n a m e  w en t  t h r o u g h  m a n y  v a r i a t i o n s  and  f ina l ly  e m e r g e d  as  V e s a l i u s ,  a l a t in i z e d  

and  a d j e c t i v a l  f o r m  of W e s e l .  F o r  g e n e r a t i o n s  h is  f a m i ly  had  b e e n  o u ts tand ing  

in m e d i c i n e  and bo th  h is  g r a n d f a t h e r  and  g r e a t  g r a n d f a t h e r  had b een  c o u r t  

p h y s i c i a n s .

As a boy he b e c a m e  i n t e r e s t e d  in a n a to m y  and d i s s e c t e d  m i c e ,  r a t s ,  

dogs and  c a t s .  Som e  m e n  a r e  b o r n  a r t i s t s  o r  s c i e n t i s t s .  V e s a l i u s  w as  a b o r n  

a n a t o m i s t .  At the  age of 15 he m a t r i c u l a t e d  a t  the  c e n t u r y - o l d  U n iv e r s i t y  of 

L o u v a in  w h e r e  h is  g r e a t  g r a n d f a t h e r  had  h e ld  a  c h a i r  of m e d ic i n e .  He e x p e c te d  

to  b e c o m e  a p h a r m a c i s t  a l though  it is b e l i e v e d  he w i s h e d  to b e c o m e  a p h y s i c i a n  

but p ro b a b ly  could  not a s p i r e  to  th a t  p r o f e s s i o n  b e c a u s e  h is  f a t h e r  had  b e e n  an 

i l l e g i t i m a t e  ch i ld .  H o w e v e r ,  in 1531 the  E m p e r o r  l e g i t i m a t i z e d  his  f a th e r  so 

th a t  now he was  ab le  to  follow the f a m i ly  t r a d i t i o n .

The m e d i c a l  sch o o l  in L o u v a in  w a s  not c o n s i d e r e d  ou ts tand ing  so he e n ­

r o l l e d  a t  the  U n iv e r s i t y  of P a r i s  in 1533 a t  the  age  of 18. The U n iv e r s i t y  w as  

e x t r e m e l y  c o n s e r v a t i v e  and i ts  m e d i c a l  fa cu l ty  l e c t u r e d  f r o m  the t e x t s  of G alen ,
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the  r e n o w n e d  G r e e k  p h y s ic i a n  w hose  t e a c h i n g s  had  b e e n  fo l lowed  for  o v e r  1, 300 

y e a r s .  In the  a n a t o m y  c l a s s e s  the  p r o f e s s o r  s a t  on an  e l e v a t e d  p l a t f o r m  while  

h is  two a s s i s t a n t s  s tood by the  c o r p s e  if one w e r e  a v a i l a b l e .  One of the a s s i s t a n t s ,  

of ten  a b a r b e r - s u r g e o n ,  d i s s e c t e d  the  body,  the  o th e r  poin ted  to  the  p a r t s  

e x p o sed ,  while  the  p r o f e s s o r  r e a d  abou t  t h e m  f r o m  G a l e n ' s  t e x t s .  S o m e t i m e s  

the  p r o f e s s o r  would  t e l l  the  s tu d e n t s  "I have  r e a c h e d  a p a r t  so d i f f icu l t  t h a t  you 

would  n e v e r  u n d e r s t a n d  it,  so  we sh a l l  s k ip  it c o m p le t e ly ,  " When h u m a n  bodies  

w e r e  not a v a i l a b l e ,  it w a s  not  u n c o m m o n  to use  the  r e m a i n s  of a dog. The 

a d v a n t a g e s  of th i s  m e th o d  is th a t  it s a v e d  the  s t u d e n t ' s  f i n g e r s  f r o m  c o n tac t  

w i th  c a d a v e r i c  m a t e r i a l  and  the  d i s a d v a n ta g e  is th a t  the  s tu d en t  did not l e a r n  

any  an a to m y .

V e s a l i u s  w as  no t  s a t i s f i e d  w i th  th i s  m e th o d  of s tudy ing  a n a to m y  so  he and  

fe l low s tu d en t s  would  ro b  the  g r a v e s  in the  c e m e t e r i e s  o r  s t e a l  the  c o r p s e s  of 

c r i m i n a l s  r i g h t  off the  g ibbe ts  in o r d e r  to s e e  f i r s t  hand  the p a r t s  of the body. 

B e c a u s e  of the  e a r l y  o n s e t  of p u t r e f a c t i o n  in the  u n p r e s e r v e d  c o r p s e s  the  

d i s s e c t i o n  had  to  be done r a p i d l y ,  u su a l ly  w i th in  four  days .  In th i s  m a n n e r ,  

V e s a l i u s  b e c a m e  a s k i l l e d  d i s s e c t o r  and it is r e p o r t e d  th a t  one day whi le  he  was  

l i s t e n in g  to  a l e c t u r e  and w a tch in g  the  d i s s e c t i o n ,  he  b e c a m e  i r r i t a t e d  a t  the  

a w k w a r d n e s s  of the  b a r b e r - s u r g e o n  so  he im p e tu o u s ly  pu sh ed  h im  a s id e  and 

p e r f o r m e d  the  d i s s e c t i o n  h i m s e l f  to the  a m a z e m e n t  of the  p r o f e s s o r .  B e c a u s e  

of h is  b r i l l i a n t  t a l e n t s  one of h is  p r o f e s s o r s  a s k e d  h im  to a s s i s t  in the  p r e p a r a t i o n  

of an  e p i to m e  of a n a to m y  b a s e d  on G alen .  As  the  p r o f e s s o r  w as  p r i m a r i l y  a 

s c h o l a r  r a t h e r  th a n  an  a n a t o m i s t ,  t h e r e  is l i t t l e  doubt th a t  m o s t  of th i s  w ork ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  d i s s e c t i o n ,  w a s  done by V e s a l i u s .



In 1536 a w a r  b e t w e e n  the  F r e n c h  and  C h a r l e s  V f o r c e d  V e s a l i u s  a s  an  

e n e m y  a l i e n  to l e a v e  P a r i s  and r e t u r n  to the  U n i v e r s i t y  of Louva in .  H e r e  he 

w r o te  h is  d i s s e r t a t i o n  and  r e c e i v e d  h is  b a c h e l o r ' s  d e g r e e .  V e s a l iu s  con t inued  

his  i n t e r e s t  in a n a t o m y  but s t i l l  had  g r e a t  d i f f icu l ty  in obta in ing  bod ie s  to  e x a m in e .  

H e r e  a g a in  he had  to  r e s o r t  to s t e a l in g  c o r p s e s  f r o m  the public g ibbe t  o r  s o m e ­

t i m e s  s k e l e to n s  if the  b i r d s  had  go t t en  t h e r e  f i r s t .  While he w as  h e r e  he t r a n s ­

l a t e d  one of the  books  of R h a z e s ,  the  f a m o u s  A r a b  p h y s ic i an .

In 1537 he w en t  to the  U n iv e r s i t y  of P a d u a  w h e r e  he con t inued  his  s tu d ie s  

in m e d i c i n e .  P a d u a  w as  the  c e n t e r  of the  s c i e n t i f i c  R e n a i s s a n c e  and w as  then  

a t  the  peak  of i t s  g lo ry .  Whi le  r e l i g i o u s  w a r s  r a g e d  a l l  o v e r  E u r o p e ,  h u n d r e d s  

of f o r e ig n  s tu d e n t s  c a m e  h e r e  to th i s  h a v e n  of l e a r n i n g  and  f r i e n d s h i p .  In the 

s e c o n d  ha l f  of the  I6 th  c e n t u r y  t h e r e  w e r e  977 G e r m a n  s tu d en t s  inc luding  the 

F l e m i s h  who w e r e  e n r o l l e d  in the m e d i c a l  schoo l .

I t w as  h e r e  on D e c e m b e r  5, 1537 in the  g r e a t  ha l l  of the  B i s h o p  of P a d u a  

tha t  a s o l e m n  a s s e m b l y  c a m e  t o g e t h e r  to  w i t n e s s  the  g r a n t in g  of L a u r e a t e  D oc to r  

of  M e d ic in e  to A n d r e a s  V e s a l i u s .  He had  shown s u c h  p r o f i c i e n c y  in his  e x a m i n a ­

t ion  th a t  h is  p r o f e s s o r s  knew w e l l  t h a t  the  young m a n  was  d e s t i n e d  to go f a r  in 

h is  p r o f e s s i o n .  It w as  fo r  th a t  r e a s o n  th a t  on the  v e r y  nex t  day the  Sena te  of 

V en ice  n o m i n a t e d  h im  as  P r o f e s s o r  of S u r g i c a l  A n a to m y .  Obvious ly  the S en a te  

and  the facu l ty  had  o b s e r v e d  wi th  a d m i r a t i o n  the  a b i l i t i e s  of th i s  young m a n  of 23 

o r  th e y  would  not have  g iv en  h im  s u c h  a p o s t  of d i s t i n c t io n .

V e s a l i u s '  du t ie s  a l s o  inc luded  l e c t u r e s  on s u r g e r y  but an a to m y  w as  the 

ch i e f  o b jec t  of h is  l e c t u r e s .  F o r  obvious  r e a s o n s ,  the  c o u r s e  in a n a t o m y  w as  

he ld  d u r in g  the  co ld  of w in t e r .  His  s u c c e s s  w as  beyond  a l l  e x p e c t a t i o n s .  M o r e



-5 -

than  500 s tu d e n t s  c r o w d e d  h is  c l a s s e s .  The u n i v e r s i t y  d o c u m e n ts  r e c o r d  a 500% 

i n c r e a s e  in h is  s a l a r y  b e t w e e n  1537 and 1542 and r e f e r  to  h is  e n t h u s i a s t i c  e n ­

d o r s e m e n t  by the  s tu d e n t s  a s  a m a j o r  r e a s o n  fo r  th i s  i n c r e a s e .

He would  beg in  h is  t e a c h in g  by s u m m a r i z i n g  G a l e n ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of the  

p a r t  he w as  going to  show and th e n  p r e c e d e  to the  d e m o n s t r a t i o n ,  w hich  w as  a 

d e p a r t u r e  f r o m  the u s u a l  p r o c e d u r e ,  d i s s e c t i n g  the  p a r t  by h im s e l f .  The  young 

t e a c h e r  in t r o d u c e d  a n o t h e r  nove l ty  in the  f o r m  of v e r y  l a r g e  c h a r t s  on w h ich  he 

d e p ic te d  in m in u te  d e t a i l  the  a n a t o m y  and phys io logy  of the  body. The nove l ty  

and  a t t r a c t i o n  of t h e s e  c h a r t s  w as  s u c h  th a t  they  w e r e  im m e d i a t e l y  and, in s o m e  

c a s e s ,  sk i l l fu l ly  p l a g i a r i z e d  so  th a t  V e s a l i u s ,  to  p r o t e c t  h im se l f ,  c a u s e d  t h e m  

to  be  p u b l i sh e d  in 1538. An e x a m i n a t i o n  of t h e s e  p la t e s  shows tha t  h is  p h y s io lo g ic a l  

v ie w s  w e r e  s t i l l  t h o s e  of  G a le n  and  A r i s t o t l e .

All  the  e v i d e n c e  poin ts  to the  fac t  th a t  V e s a l i u s '  m a s t e r p i e c e ,  the  

F a b r i c a , had  i ts  e l e m e n t a r y  o r ig i n s  a r o u n d  the  beg inn ing  of 15 39. I ts  c o m p o s i t i o n  

and  the  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of i ts  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  occu p ied  p e r h a p s  four  y e a r s - - a n  i m m e n s e  

a c c o m p l i s h m e n t  f o r  so s h o r t  a t i m e .  D ur ing  th i s  i n t e r v a l  V e s a l i u s  w as  l e c tu r i n g  

a t  Bo logna  and P i s a  a s  w e l l  a s  P a d u a .  In the m e a n t i m e  V e s a l i u s  en g ag e d  in the 

t y p i c a l  p u r s u i t s  of a m e d i c a l  h u m a n i s t  by in t e n s iv e l y  s tudy ing  and edi t ing  c e r t a i n  

of the  a n a t o m i c a l  w o r k s  of G a len  w h ich  w e r e  to be inc luded  in a l a r g e  ed i t io n  of 

G a l e n ' s  w o r k s  th a t  w as  p u b l i sh e d  in 1541.

The y e a r  1540 is p e r h a p s  the  m o s t  c r i t i c a l  in the  in t e l l e c t u a l  g r o w th  of 

V e s a l i u s  and in the  d e v e l o p m e n t  of the  F a b r i c a . It is ev id en t  f r o m  h is  w r i t i n g s  

th a t  up to 1540 he had  g ro w in g  s u s p i c io n s  as  to  the  v a l id i t y  of the  G a le n i c a l  

a n a to m y .  In 1540 t h e s e  s u s p i c io n s  h a r d e n e d  into c e r t a i n t y .  The e r r o r s  w h ich
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s t r u c k  h im  with  the  g r e a t e s t  f o r c e  w e r e  t h o s e  on the  b o n e s ,  a s y s t e m  w h ich  he 

knew b e s t  f r o m  his  e a r l i e s t  s t u d ie s  whi le  a t  Louva in .  It w as  whi le  w o rk in g  w i th  

the  s k e l e to n  of an  ape th a t  he saw c l e a r l y  w hat  G a le n  had  a t t r i b u t e d  to  a h u m a n  

s k e le to n .  Six  y e a r s  l a t e r  he w as  to w r i t e  to a f r i e n d ,  "I can ,  indeed,  d r a w  a 

c o n c lu s io n  f r o m  m y  own e x p e r i e n c e ,  fo r  I had l e c t u r e d  fully  t h r e e  t i m e s  to m y  

s tu d e n t s  on G a l e n ' s  book De O s s ib u s  b e f o r e  I d a r e d  c o m m e n t  upon any e r r o r  of 

h i s .  Now, h o w e v e r ,  I canno t  m a r v e l  enough  a t  m y  s tu p id i ty  in having so  l i t t le  

c o m p r e h e n s i o n  of w ha t  w as  w r i t t e n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  w hen  I m y s e l f  w as  hold ing the 

t e x t  b e f o r e  m y  e y e s .  "

It is i n t e r e s t i n g  to see  w h a t  s o m e  of t h e s e  d i s c o v e r i e s  a r e  tha t  w e r e  

m a d e  by V e s a l i u s .  G a le n  d e s c r i b e d  the  h u m a n  b r e a s t b o n e  a s  be ing  s e g m e n t e d  

a s  is found in the  ape ,  the  l i v e r  as  be ing  d iv ided  in to  m a n y  lobes  as  is found in 

the  hog; the  h ip  b o n es  a s  be ing  f l a r e d  as  is found in the  ox. When V e s a l i u s  d e m ­

o n s t r a t e d  th a t  G a l e n ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of the  h ip  bones  w as  w ro n g ,  the r e p l y  of the  

G a l e n i s t s  w as  th a t  m a n  had  changed  his  shape  by w e a r i n g  t igh t  t r o u s e r s .

G a le n  s a id  the  b lood  p a s s e d  f r o m  the r i g h t  s ide  of the  h e a r t  d i r e c t l y  to  

the  le f t  s id e  t h r o u g h  p o r e s  in the  w a l l s  b e tw e e n  the  v e n t r i c l e s .  V e s a l i u s  could 

not f ind the  p o r e s  but in d e f e r e n c e  to c h u r c h  opin ion  he sa id ,  "We a r e  d r i v e n  to 

w o n d e r  a t  the  h a n d iw o rk  of the  A lm ig h ty ,  by m e a n s  of w hich  the  b lood s w e a ts  

f r o m  the  r i g h t  to the  le f t  v e n t r i c l e  t h r o u g h  p a s s a g e s  th a t  e s c a p e  the  h u m a n  v i s io n .

V e s a l i u s '  d i s c r e t i o n  w as  w e l l  founded fo r  S e r v e t u s ,  a c o n t e m p o r a r y  d i s ­

t i n g u i s h e d  s c i e n t i s t  in S pa in ,  w as  l e s s  c a u t io u s .  He m a i n t a i n e d  tha t  the  blood 

p a s s e s  f r o m  one s ide  of the  h e a r t  to the  o th e r  th r o u g h  the lu n g s ,  as  in fac t  it does .  

In c o n s e q u e n c e  of th i s  h e r e s y ,  h is  books  w e r e  c o n f i s c a t e d  and he was  b u r n e d  at  

the  s t a k e .
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T h e r e  w e r e  a l s o  n u m e r o u s  b e l i e f s  th a t  had  b e e n  handed  down f r o m  

g e n e r a t i o n  to  g e n e r a t i o n  th a t  w e r e  not s t r i c t l y  a  p a r t  of the m e d i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e  

w h ic h  V e s a l i u s  w as  ab le  to d i s p r o v e .  At th i s  t i m e  the  b ones  of the  bod ies  w e r e  

n u m b e r e d  f r o m  248 to  252 depending  on how they  w e r e  counted .  It w as  b e l iev ed  

th a t  one of t h e s e  w as  the  bone of Luz ,  w h ich  w as  r e f e r r e d  to  in the  T a lm u d ,  and 

w as  p u r p o r t e d l y  l o c a t e d  in the lo w e r  p a r t  of the  sp in a l  co lu m n .  F r o m  th i s  bone 

the  body w as  s u p p o se d  to  be  r e s t o r e d  a t  the  r e s u r r e c t i o n .  A n o th e r  b e l i e f  da ted  

b a c k  to  B ib l i c a l  t i m e s  and  r e l a t e d  to the  m i s s i n g  r i b  of A d a m .  It was  V e s a l i u s  

th a t  d e m o n s t r a t e d  th a t  bo th  m e n  and w o m e n  had  the s a m e  n u m b e r  of r i b s .

By the  t i m e  V e s a l i u s  c a m e  to r e c o g n i z e  c l e a r l y  the  n a t u r e  of the  G a le n i c a l  

a n a t o m y  the p r e p a r a t i o n  of the  book was  w e l l  ad v an c ed .  M any  of the d raw in g s  

had  b e e n  c o m p le t e d  and  c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e i r  n u m b e r ,  m a n y  of the  woodcu ts  would  

a l r e a d y  have b e e n  m a d e  by 1540 and m u c h  of the  t e x t  w r i t t e n .  C o n s eq u en t ly  in 

the  s p a c e  of two y e a r s  i n n u m e r a b l e  ch a n g e s  would  be r e q u i r e d  or  none a t  a l l .

Thus  the  s k i l l e d  a n a t o m i s t  f inds  a c u r i o u s  m i x t u r e  of G a le n i c a l ,  a n i m a l  and 

h u m a n  a n a t o m y .  T h e r e  w e r e  a l s o  s e r i o u s  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  b e tw e e n  tex t s  and 

i l l u s t r a t i o n s  - - t h e  o ld e r  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  exh ib i t ing  a n i m a l  f indings  and the  t e x t  d i s ­

c u s s i n g  the  a n a t o m y  of m e n .  It i s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  quite  c l e a r  why a s eco n d  ed i t ion  

so  e x t e n s i v e l y  r e v i s e d  w as  n e e d e d  so  soon.

The d r a f t s m e n  for  the  i l l u s t r a t i o n s  c a m e  f r o m  T i t i a n ' s  s tud io  in V en ice  

and  it is b e l i e v e d  the m a i n  a r t i s t  w as  J o h a n n e s  S tep h a n u s  f r o m  C a l c a r  in the  

N e t h e r l a n d s .  The f i n e s t  V e n e t i a n  b lock  c u t t e r s  w e r e  em p lo y e d .  The i l l u s t r a t i o n s  

not only showed  g r e a t e r  a c c u r a c y  th a n  e v e r  b e f o r e  but they  w e r e  a l s o  a r t i s t i c a l l y  

s u p e r b  and  s u p e r i o r  to  any th a t  a p p e a r e d  b e f o r e  or  s in c e .  G r e a t  c r e d i t  m u s t
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a l s o  go to J o h a n n e s  O p o r i n u s ,  the  s c h o l a r  and p r i n t e r  of B a s e l  who w as  r e s p o n ­

s ib le  fo r  c o n s u m m a t i n g  the  w o rk  of the  a n a t o m i s t  and the  a r t i s t  in th i s  m a g n i f i ­

cen t  m e d i c a l  book.  The s e l e c t i o n  of a  p r i n t e r  in B a s e l  m e a n t  a d a n g e r o u s  t r a n s -  

A lp ine  s h ip m e n t  of the  p r e c i o u s  wood b lo c k s  and  V e s a l i u s '  own j o u r n e y  t h e r e  to 

o v e r s e e  the  p r o o f - r e a d i n g  and  any f ina l  c h a n g e s .  It w as  d u r in g  th i s  s o j u r n  in 

B a s e l ,  as  the  r e s u l t  of a b ig a m o u s  h u s b a n d ' s  e f f o r t s  to so lve  h is  p r o b l e m  by 

k i l l ing  h is  f i r s t  w ife ,  t h e n  be ing  caugh t  and e x e c u te d ,  th a t  V e s a l i u s  w as  enab led  

to  d i s s e c t  the  c r i m i n a l ' s  body and a r t i c u l a t e  the  sk e le to n ,  w h ich  is s t i l l  p r e ­

s e r v e d  in the  A n a t o m i c a l  In s t i t u t e  of the  U n i v e r s i t y  a s  i ts  m o s t  n o te w o r th y  

a n a t o m i c a l  r e l i c .

P r i n t i n g  of the  g r e a t  w o rk ,  as  the  co lophon  i n f o r m s  us ,  w as  f in i sh e d  in 

June  1543. The t i t l e  page to  the book b e s i d e s  be ing  a v e r y  fine e x a m p le  of the 

woodcut ,  t e l l s  us m u c h  about  V e s a l i u s  and h is  m e t h o d s .  It is  d e s ig n e d  to show 

V e s a l i u s  d i s s e c t i n g  a f e m a le  s u b je c t  a t  P a d u a  abou t  1540. It is  b e l i e v e d  th a t  

the  i d e a l i z e d  a n a t o m i c a l  t h e a t e r  n e v e r  e x i s t e d  but the  a t t e n t iv e  c ro w d  w h ic h  f i l ls  

the  f o r e g r o u n d  m a y  h ave  b e e n  d r a w n  f r o m  li fe .  The b e a r d e d  V e s a l i u s  is  s e e n  

s t an d in g  by the s u b j e c t ' s  r i g h t  hand.  Beyond  the  body t h e r e  is an  u p r ig h t  

a r t i c u l a t e d  s k e l e to n  p r e s u m a b l y  to in d ica te  the  e m p h a s i s  w hich  V e s a l i u s  p la c e d  

on o s teo lo g y .  By h is  hand the  v a r i o u s  i n s t r u m e n t s  of d i s s e c t i o n  can  be s e e n  on 

the  t a b le .  A nak ed  m o d e l ,  looking a t  the  sc e n e  f r o m  the  p i l l a r  on the le f t ,  

i n d i c a t e s  the  i m p o r t a n c e  w h ich  V e s a l i u s  a t t a c h e d  to  the  s u r f a c e  m a r k i n g s  w hich  

in d ica te  the  p o s i t i o n  of the  u n d e r ly in g  s t r u c t u r e s .  The two a s s i s t a n t s ,  who would  

in e a r l i e r  t i m e s  h ave  b e e n  c a r r y i n g  out the  d i s s e c t i o n ,  a r e  now eng ag e d  in su ch  

t a s k s  a s  the  s h a r p e n i n g  of i n s t r u m e n t s .  L e f t  and  r i g h t  two o th e r  a t t e n d a n t s  l e ad
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in an  ape  and a dog,  thus  s y m b o l i z in g  the  fac t  tha t ,  whi le  V e s a l i u s  la id  the m a i n  

e m p h a s i s  on h u m a n  d i s s e c t i o n ,  he d id  not h e s i t a t e  to  d i s s e c t  a n i m a l s  when  t h e r e  

w as  a s h o r t a g e  of h u m a n  s u b j e c t s .  The s p e c t a t o r s  s e e m  to be d iv ided  into two 

g r o u p s .  Beyond  the  b a r ,  o r  we m i g h t  s ay  in the g a l l e r y ,  a r e  m e m b e r s  of the  

lay  pub l ic ,  a m o n g  w hom  m a y  be s e e n  g a l l a n t s ,  e l d e r l y  s c h o l a r s ,  a m o n k  and a 

young m a n  r e a d i n g  a book. The  o n lo o k e r s  a r o u n d  V e s a l i u s  h i m s e l f  a p p e a r  to be 

s tu d e n t s  and p r o f e s s i o n a l  m e n .  Though  the  s e t t in g  m a y  be id e a l i z ed ,  the  i n t e r e s t  

and  e n t h u s i a s m  of the  s tu d e n t s  shown in the  woodcu t  c e r t a i n l y  typify  V e s a l i u s '  

a s p i r a t i o n s  fo r  P a d u a  a s  a t e a c h in g  schoo l .

In h is  t e x t  V e s a l i u s  d e s c r i b e d  the  too ls  and t e c h n iq u e s  of d i s s e c t i o n ,  a l s o  

h is  m a n n e r  of s u sp e n d in g  a c a d a v e r  by a  r o p e  p a s s e d  unde r  the  lo w er  jaw so  th a t  

it cou ld  be  r e a d i l y  t u r n e d  fo r  d o r s a l  or  v e n t r a l  a p p r o a c h .  In the  p la te s  he gave 

the  e a r t h y  R e n a i s s a n c e  s e n s e  of h u m o r  ful l  r e i n ;  one sk e le to n  le an s  on a spade ,  

a n o t h e r  p h i l o so p h i c a l ly  c o n t e m p l a t e s  a sku l l .  The p la t e s  tha t  show p r o g r e s s i v e  

l a n d s c a p e ,  w h ich  can  be r e a s s e m b l e d  by  p lac ing  t h e m  s ide  by s ide  to f o r m  a 

con t inuous  p a n o r a m a .  The c o m p l e t e d  F a b r i c a  w as  folio s i z e  (16 by 11 inch 

pages )  bound in v e l l u m  a c c o r d i n g  to l6 t h  c e n t u r y  c u s t o m .  It had  663 pages  and  

227 p la t e s  of fu ll  page  and  s m a l l e r  s i z e s ,  s o m e t i m e s  two or  t h r e e  on a page ,  

w i th  a l a r g e  i l l u m in a t e d  in i t i a l  at  the  beg inn ing  of e a c h  book and s m a l l e r  ones  

fo r  the  m a n y  c h a p t e r s .

The l a r g e  h i s t o r i a t e d  in i t i a l s  a r e  e v id en ce  of V e s a l i u s '  e x c e s s  of 

v i t a l i ty :  fo r  e x a m p le ,  the  f i r s t  page  of the  t e x t  opens  w i th  an O, w i th in  w hich  we 

f ind Cupids en g ag e d  in the  f o r b id d e n  p r a c t i c e  of bo i l ing  a skull ;  beh ind  an  I the  

cu p id s ,  w i th  the a id  of a  l ig h ted  t o r c h ,  a r e  d i s i n t e r r i n g  a dead  body. The in i t i a l  

l e t t e r s  a lone  a r e  s u f f ic i en t  for  a m o n o g r a p h  on m e d i c a l  s a t i r e .
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The F a b r i c a  w as  not a book fo r  the  s tu d e n t  s t i l l  in m e d i c a l  s choo l  b e c a u s e  

of i t s  bulk  and  p r i c e  it  could  not be  t a k e n  into the  d i s s e c t i n g  r o o m .  R a t h e r  it was  

m e a n t  fo r  the  e s t a b l i s h e d  p h y s i c i a n  who m i g h t  be a t t r a c t e d  to a s tudy  of an a to m y  

o r  m e m b e r s  of m e d i c a l  f a c u l t i e s  who ta u g h t  a n a to m y .

F o r  m e d i c a l  s tu d en t s  and th o s e  w i th  l i m i t e d  a n a t o m i c a l  knowledge ,  

V e s a l i u s  c o m p o s e d  a b r i e f e r  w o rk  c a l l e d  the  E p i to m e  of the  F  a b r  ica  w hich  w as  

l e s s  bulky  and  l e s s  e x p e n s i v e .  It a p p a r e n t l y  w as  u sed  m u c h  m o r e  than  the 

F a b r i c a  and,  t h e r e f o r e ,  m u c h  r a r e r  to d ay  than  the  l a r g e r  v o lu m e .

With  the  p u b l i ca t io n  of h is  book,  a s t o r m  b r o k e  o v e r  h is  head  so s h a t t e r i n g  

th a t  i ts  r e v e r b e r a t i o n s  r e a c h e d  c e n t e r s  of l e a r n i n g  a l l  o v e r  E u r o p e .  The s c h o l a r l y  

w o r ld  w a s  a f f r o n te d  and  even  his f o r m e r  t e a c h e r .  J a c o b u s  S y lv iu s ,  now t u r n e d  

a g a i n s t  h im  and a b u s e d  h im  ro u n d ly  as  a c a r e e r i s t  and an  u p s t a r t .  The r e a s o n  

fo r  a l l  th i s  n o is e  w as  t h a t  V e s a l i u s  had  b e e n  gu i l ty  of doing w ha t  no m a n  had 

h i t h e r t o  d a r e d  to d o - - h e  had  c o n t r a d i c t e d  the  g r e a t  G a len  and  had gone so  fa r  

a s  to  s u g g e s t  th a t  i n s t e a d  of only  r e a d i n g  h is  books ,  s tu d e n t s  of m e d i c i n e  should  

go b ack  to  N a tu r e  and l e a r n  f r o m  h e r  a c t u a l  w o r k s .

V e s a l i u s  w as  an  im p u l s iv e  m a n ,  unequ ipped  w i th  the  p a t ien ce  d e m a n d e d  

of the  m a r t y r  so he  d e c id e d  to  abandon  h is  c a r e e r  a s  an  a n a t o m i s t .  T h e r e  w as  a 

long t r a d i t i o n  of  i m p e r i a l  s e r v i c e  in h is  f a m i ly  so he ap p l ied  fo r  a po s i t io n  with 

the  Holy R o m a n  E m p e r o r  C h a r l e s  V, to  w hom  he had  d e d i c a t e d  h is  book.  He 

r e c e i v e d  an a p p o in tm e n t  as  a p h y s i c i a n  a t  the  i m p e r i a l  c o u r t .  B e f o r e  he  le f t  he 

b u r n e d  a l l  of h i s  u n p u b l i sh e d  m a n u s c r i p t s  and vowed  n e v e r  a g a in  to u n d e r t a k e  

r e s e a r c h  o r  pu b l i ca t io n .  A c tu a l ly ,  V e s a l i u s  b ro u g h t  out a  s eco n d  ed i t ion  of De 

F a b r i c a  in 1555 in w hich  he c o r r e c t e d  s o m e  of the  e r r o r s  in the  f i r s t  e d i t io n  but 

he  w as  n e v e r  to r e t u r n  to  a c t iv e  t e ach in g .



-  10-

S h o r t ly  a f t e r  he a r r i v e d  a t  the  E m p e r o r ' s  c o u r t ,  he was  m a r r i e d  and 

s e t t l e d  down to an  in g lo r io u s  c a r e e r  of a t tend ing  an  i m p e r i a l  p a t ien t  who was  a 

s u f f e r e r  f r o m  gout,  an  i n s o m n i a c ,  a g lu t to n o u s  e a t e r  and  a d d ic te d  to se l f -  

m e d ic a t io n .

H o w e v e r ,  d e s p i t e  r e n u n c i a t i o n  of a n a t o m i c a l  s t u d i e s ,  he was  able 

o c c a s i o n a l l y  to r e t u r n  to h i s  f i r s t  i n t e r e s t .  In f ac t ,  in J a n u a r y  1544 he t r a v e l l e d  

to  P i s a  fo r  a  s e r i e s  of d e m o n s t r a t i o n s  a t  the  in v i ta t io n  of the  Duke of T u s c a n y ,  

and  t h e r e a f t e r  n e v e r  f a i l ed  to v i s i t  any n e a r - b y  m e d i c a l  schoo l ,  to  p a r t i c i p a t e  

in p o s t - m o r t e m  e x a m i n a t i o n s ,  and  to  t a k e  ad v an tag e  of w h a t e v e r  o p p o r tu n i t i e s  

o f f e r e d  whi le  ac t ing  a s  a m i l i t a r y  s u r g e o n  d u r in g  the  e m p e r o r ' s  n u m e r o u s  w a r s .

It w as  d u r ing  s u c h  s e r v i c e  wi th  the  a r m y  th a t  V e s a l i u s  w as  ab le  to apply  

h is  u n r i v a l l e d  a n a t o m i c a l  know ledge  to s u r g e r y .  He l e a r n e d  the  c o r r e c t  t r e a t m e n t  

of  gu n sh o t  wounds  f r o m  the I t a l i a n s ,  and  a l though  a t  f i r s t  h is  s u r g e r y  had  an  

a c a d e m i c  qu a l i ty  not d e s i r a b l e  on the  b a t t l e f i e l d  for  s u c h  th ings  as  a m p u ta t io n s ,  

he qu ick ly  l e a r n e d  s u r g i c a l  t e c h n iq u e s  and d e v i s e d  new o n es .  Such  b e c a m e  

V e s a l i u s '  r e p u t a t i o n  in s u r g e r y  th a t  when  in 1559 H e n r y  II of F r a n c e  was  in ju red  

in a  t o u r n a m e n t  and  r e c e i v e d  w h a t  t u r n e d  out to be a f a t a l  h e a d  wound,  d e sp i t e  

the  p r e s e n c e  of A m b r o i s e  P a r e ,  the  m o s t  f a m o u s  s u r g e o n  of the  c e n t u r y ,  it was  

V e s a l i u s ,  s u m m o n e d  f r o m  B r u s s e l s ,  who w as  p la c e d  in c h a r g e  of the c a s e  and 

who w r o t e  the  r e p o r t  of it a f t e r  the  f a t a l  t e r m i n a t i o n .

The v e r y  q u a l i t i e s  of m i n d  w h ich  had  b e e n  r e s p o n s i b l e  fo r  the  F a b r i c a  

w e r e  in t i m e  to  m a k e  V e s a l i u s  one of the  g r e a t  p h y s ic i a n s  of h i s  age  so th a t  h is  

op in ion  w as  w ide ly  sough t  in g r a v e  m e d i c a l  p r o b l e m s .  He w as  r e f e r r e d  to by 

s o m e  as  " the  b e s t  p h y s i c i a n  in the  w o r ld .  "
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With the  ab d ic a t io n  of  C h a r l e s  V in 1556, V e s a l i u s ,  fo r  w h a t  r e a s o n  

is unknown,  took  s e r v i c e  w i th  h is  son  P h i l i p  II, King of Spa in ,  as  p h y s ic i a n  to 

the  N e t h e r l a n d e r s  a t  the  S p a n i s h  c o u r t ,  bu t  it a p p e a r s ,  f r o m  t i m e  to t im e  

s e r v i n g  the  k ing  h i m s e l f .  T h i s  r e q u i r e d  a  t r a n s f e r  to Spa in ,  w h i th e r  V e s a l i u s  

w en t  w i th  h is  wife and d a u g h t e r  in 1559 and p r o m p t l y  found h i m s e l f  w i th  a l a r g e  

p r a c t i c e  a m o n g  the f o r e ig n  e m b a s s i e s  in  M a d r i d .

As  it had  b e e n  a m i s t a k e  to t a k e  s e r v i c e  w i th  the e m p e r o r  so it w as  

ev en  m o r e  of a  m i s t a k e  to  have  gone to  Spa in  w i th  his  son.

T h e r e  was  no o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r  f u r t h e r  i n v e s t ig a t io n  as  V e s a l i u s  h i m s e l f  

w r o t e  long  a f t e r w a r d s ,  the  C h u r c h  f o r b a d e  the  s tudy  of h u m a n  a n a t o m y  so tha t  

he  "cou ld  not l a y  h is  hand  so m u c h  as  on a d r i e d  sku l l ,  and m u c h  l e s s  have  the 

chance  of m a k in g  a  d i s s e c t i o n .  " The  In q u i s i t io n  s m o t h e r e d  a l l  i n t e l l e c tu a l  

a c t i v i t y  so fo r  a m a n  who w as  s t i l l  in the  p r i m e  of l i fe  and  w i th  a c a r e e r  beh ind  

h i m  of in t en se  a c t iv i ty  th i s  m u s t  h ave  b e e n  d i f f i cu l t  to  en d u r e .  We ge t  a g l i m p s e  

of h is  t r u e  feel ings f r o m  one of h i s  l e t t e r s  w r i t t e n  m a n y  y e a r s  a f t e r  h is  a r r i v a l  

in Spa in  w h en  he s a id  "I  s t i l l  l ive  in hope th a t  a t  s o m e  t i m e  o r  o th e r ,  by so m e  

good fo r tu n e ,  I m a y  once m o r e  be  ab le  to s tudy th a t  t r u e  b ib le  as  we count it, 

of the  h u m a n  body and of the  n a t u r e  of m a n .  "

But  it w as  not to  be .  In 1564 he sudden ly  d e t e r m i n e d  to  m a k e  a p i l g r im a g e  

to  J e r u s a l e m .  T h e r e  a r e  v a r i o u s  l e g e n d s  as  to the  r e a s o n s  w hich  l e d  h i m  to th is  

s t e p .  The m o s t  d r a m a t i c  but p ro b a b ly  u n t ru e  r e l a t e s  to a p o s t - m o r t e m  e x a m in a t io n  

th a t  he w as  s u p p o se d  to have  m a d e  on a n o b le m a n .  When he opened  the c h e s t  the  

h e a r t  was  s t i l l  bea t in g .  The m a n ' s  r e l a t i v e s  a c c u s e d  h i m  of m u r d e r  and denounced  

h im  b e f o r e  the  In q u is i t io n .  It w as  only w i th  g r e a t  e f fo r t  t h a t  th e  k ing  w as  ab le  to 

s a v e  h i m  on cond i t ion  th a t  he would  m a k e  a p i l g r i m a g e  to  the  Holy City.
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The m o r e  p r o b a b l e  r e a s o n  is th a t  he had  r e c e i v e d  m u c h  oppos i t ion  f r o m  

the  c o n s e r v a t i v e  m e d i c a l  e l e m e n t  and  had  b e c o m e  qui te  w e a r y  of the  co u r t .

A c c o r d i n g  to a n o t h e r  a cc o u n t  he  b e c a m e  quite  i l l  and  upon h is  r e c o v e r y  he vowed 

to m a k e  the  t r i p  to  show his  g r a t i t u d e .  Th is  could  a l s o  have  b e e n  an e x c u s e  to 

l e a v e  Spain .

He f i r s t  w en t  to  V e n ic e  w h e r e  it is  r e p o r t e d  he w as  r e a p p o i n t e d  p r o f e s s o r  

of a n a t o m y  at  the  U n i v e r s i t y  of P a d u a .  He con t in u ed  on to  the Holy Land  but on 

h is  r e t u r n  the  sh ip  w as  f o r c e d  to s to p  a t  the  b l e a k  Ion ian  i s land  of Z a r t e  w h e r e  

he d ied ,  p o s s i b l y  of the  p lague .

With the  p a s s i n g  c e n t u r i e s ,  the  w o rk  of V e s a l i u s  ha s  r e c e i v e d  wide  a c c l a i m .  

W i l l i a m  O s i e r ,  the  g r e a t  p h y s ic i a n ,  s c h o l a r  and h u m a n i s t  c a l l e d  De F a b r i c a  " the  

g r e a t e s t  m e d i c a l  b o oks  e v e r  w r i t t e n ,  f r o m  w h ich  m o d e r n  m e d ic i n e  s t a r t s .  "

In o r d e r  to  ge t  a b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of th i s  s t a t e m e n t ,  we m u s t  s ee  

w h a t  t r a n s p i r e d  b e t w e e n  the  d e a th  of G a len  a r o u n d  200 A. D. and the t im e  of 

V e s a l i u s .  In the  t i m e s  of the  G r e e k s ,  m a n k in d  had  m a d e  a f a i r  s t a r t  in the  q u e s t  

of n a t u r a l  know ledge ,  bo th  of th ings  not a l ive  and of th in g s  l iv ing.  As  G a le n  p a s s e d  

away,  in q u i ry ,  t h a t  is  to s a y  in q u i ry  into n a t u r a l  know ledge ,  s tood  s t i l l .  F o r  a 

th o u s a n d  y e a r s  or  m o r e  the  g r e a t  C h r i s t i a n  C h u r c h  w a s  fu lf i l l ing  its  h igh  m i s s i o n  

by  the  a id  of a u th o r i ty ;  but at  the  s a m e  t i m e  it a l s o  used  it to s t e r i l i z e  o r ig i n a l  

r e s e a r c h  in n a t u r a l  k n o w ledge .

As s p i r i t u a l  t r u t h s  w e r e  l e a r n e d  by the  s tudy  of the  r e v e a l e d  w o rd ,  so 

a n a t o m i c a l  and m e d i c a l  t r u t h s  w e r e  to be sough t  f o r ,  not by looking d i r e c t l y  into 

the  body of m a n ,  not by o b s e r v in g  and  th ink ing  o v e r  the  p h e n o m e n a  of d i s e a s e ,  but 

by  s tudy ing  w ha t  had  b e e n  r e v e a l e d  in the  w r i t i n g s  of H i p p o c r a t e s  and G alen .  As
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the  Holy  S c r i p t u r e s  w e r e  the  B ib le  fo r  a l l  m e n ,  so  the  w o r k s  of the  G r e e k  and 

L a t i n  w r i t e r s  b e c a m e  the  b ib le  fo r  the  a n a t o m i s t  and  the d o c to r .  T r u t h  and 

s c i e n c e  c a m e  to  m e a n  s im p l y  th a t  w h ich  w as  w r i t t e n ,  and in q u i ry  b e c a m e  m e r e  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .

V e s a l i u s '  w o r k  w as  the  f i r s t  a p p l i c a t i o n  in m o d e r n  s c ie n t i f i c  h i s t o r y  of 

the  m e th o d  of a c c u r a t e  and independen t  o b s e r v a t i o n s .  T r a d i t i o n ,  u n te s t e d  b e l i e f s  

w e r e  d i s c a r d e d  and the  s y s t e m a t i c  o b je c t iv e  in v e s t ig a t io n  of n a t u r a l  p h e n o m e n a  

w as  i n s t i tu t e d .  The  v a lu e  of inde p en d en t  o b s e r v a t i o n s  w as  f i r s t  d e m o n s t r a t e d  by 

V e s a l i u s '  s tudy  of the  h u m a n  body and  soon  it w as  ap p l ied  to  o th e r  f i e ld s  in 

b io logy  and  the  p h y s i c a l  s c i e n c e s .  In  t h e s e  s tu d ie s  c a r e f u l  o b s e r v a t i o n  was  

s u p p l e m e n t e d  by new t e c h n iq u e s  for  a c c u r a t e  m e a s u r e m e n t  and by  the  d e v e lo p m e n t  

of e x p e r i m e n t a l  p r o c e d u r e s .  In th i s  w ay  our  m o d e r n  s c ie n t i f i c  m e th o d  was  

co n ce iv ed .

T h e s e  th ings  s e e m  v e r y  c o m m o n p l a c e  to d a y  so th a t  it is d i f f icu l t  for  us to 

u n d e r s t a n d  the  t r e m e n d o u s  f u r o r e  w h ic h  they  a r o u s e d  400 y e a r s  ago w hen  V e s a l iu s  

f i r s t  p r o p o s e d  t h e m  as  a c o n s i s t e n t  p r o c e d u r e  and if  anyone doubts  t h a t  they  w e r e  

V e s a l i u s '  c o n t r ib u t i o n s  l e t  it be  r e c a l l e d  th a t  he and no one e l s e  was  the t a r g e t  

of the  c o n s e r v a t i v e  a t t a c k .  The  f ac t  th a t  h is  p r i n c i p l e s  of in v e s t ig a t io n  have 

b e c o m e  c o m m o n p l a c e  is ,  of c o u r s e ,  the  g r e a t e s t  p o s s i b l e  p r a i s e .

The  g r e a t  m e s s a g e  of  De F a b r i c a  is  c o n ta in e d  in the  w o r d s  he u t t e r e d  at 

one of h is  l a s t  d e m o n s t r a t i o n s :  "You y o u r s e l v e s  to u c h  w i th  y o u r  own hands  and  

t r u s t  in t h e m .  "


