Aimee Thomas 
The Book, the body and the World: Renaissance Humanism, Medicine, and exploration. 
HPEN6043
Peter Mitchell
University of Wales Trinity Saint David
22/ 02/26
The Contribution of  Andreas Vesalius  to the Study of the Anatomy  in the Humanist Renaissance.
The study of the human anatomy in Europe has its origin in Ancient Greece.[footnoteRef:1] According to Malomo et al, the topic of study began due to a desire of the Ancient Greeks to understand the human body and how it operates.[footnoteRef:2] The study of anatomy was led by Claudius Galenus, AD 131-192, commonly known as Galen, who was a well renowned physician and anatomist. Following his death however, there was a decline in the ‘tempo of anatomical and physiological inquiry’.[footnoteRef:3] The subject began to spark interest again, however,  during the emergence of the Humanist Renaissance. This period saw a flourishing of intellectual and artistic endeavours that included a renewed interest in anatomy and medicine, due in part to the rediscovery and distribution of Latin texts from the Greco-Roman period.[footnoteRef:4]   [1:  A. O. Malomo, O. E. Idowu, and F. C. Osuagwu, ‘Lessons from History: Human Anatomy, from the Origin to the Renaissance’, International Journal of Morphology, 24.1 (2006), p. 99, <DOI:10.4067/S0717-95022006000100018>.]  [2:  Malomo, Idowu, and Osuagwu, ‘Lessons from History’, p. 99.]  [3:  Malomo, Idowu, and Osuagwu, ‘Lessons from History’, p. 101.]  [4:  Malomo, Idowu, and Osuagwu, ‘Lessons from History’, pp. 102–03.] 

Andreas Vesalius is considered to be the ‘founder of modern anatomy’ and was born in Brussels in 1514.[footnoteRef:5] Splavsk et al comment that Vesalius made significant contributions in the study of medicine, in particular to human anatomy, and turned it into a ‘distinguished scientific discipline’ which helped lay the ground work for ‘modern medicine, neuroscience, and neurosurgery’.[footnoteRef:6] While, Andreas Vesalius is a celebrated figure in the modern medical world, during his career he was criticised for his ideas. Vesalius challenged aspects of the classical texts regarding the ancient’s idea of the human body, controversially the ideas of Galen. Vesalius, through his own observation, found that Galen’s works contained errors relating to the human body. [footnoteRef:7] Consequently, through this he challenged the established academic views and knowledge that had venerated  the classical texts.[footnoteRef:8] Alongside, he contradicted the humanist belief of the importance of words by prioritising anatomist illustrations through the publications of his works.[footnoteRef:9] Andreas Vesalius made a significant contribution to developing the understanding of the human body and medical knowledge.   [5:  Malomo, Idowu, and Osuagwu, ‘Lessons from History’, p. 103.]  [6:  Bruno Splavski and others, ‘Andreas Vesalius, the Predecessor of Neurosurgery: How His Progressive Scientific Achievements Affected His Professional Life and Destiny’, World Neurosurgery, Vol.129 (2019), pp. 202–09 (p. 203), <DOI:10.1016/j.wneu.2019.06.008>.]  [7:  Malomo, Idowu, and Osuagwu, ‘Lessons from History’, p. 102.]  [8:  Splavski and others, ‘Andreas Vesalius, the Predecessor of Neurosurgery’, p. 202.]  [9:  Sachiko Kusukawa, ' Vivitur Ingenio: Andreas Vesalius’s Fabrica', in the Imagining Vesalius, ed. by Richard M. Ratzan(San Francisco: University of California Medical Humanities Press, 2020),pp. 2-8 (p. 4) <https://muse.jhu.edu/pub/556/oa_edited_volume/chapter/3912940> [accessed 20 February 2026].] 

The Renaissance Humanist period started in Europe in the fourteenth- century at the end of the medieval period and continued to the start of the seventeenth- century. The Renaissance Humanism first emerged in Italy, where the movement  began to expand and  explode all across Europe.[footnoteRef:10] The movement focused primarily on the ancient classical texts from ancient Greece and Rome with a particular emphasis on their ideas and languages.[footnoteRef:11] According to Margaret L. King, humanism at its core is a, [10:  John Monfasani, ‘Humanism and the Renaissance’, in The Oxford Handbook of Humanism, ed. by Anthony B. Pinn (New York: Oxford University Press, 2021), pp. 1-22 (p. 2). <DOI:10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190921538.013.30.>.]  [11: Margaret L. King, Renaissance Humanism: An Anthology of Sources.( Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Inc, 2014). p. ix. ] 

…love of the classics: as a body of literature to be imitated, of ideas to be understood and enacted, of a kind of sociability that culminated in a European-wide network of intellectuals...[footnoteRef:12]   [12:  King, Renaissance Humanism,p, xii. ] 

King continued to describe the impact the movement had on a variety of people from different backgrounds, social class, faiths and gender, who were united in an intellectual understanding of the renaissance, which engaged with ancients’ texts, while exploring humanity’s relationship with God.[footnoteRef:13] Some of the classical texts that were rediscovered contained medical information written by the ancients of their knowledge and perception of the human body, which were then used by humanist individuals to further the study of the human anatomy during the humanist period.   [13:  King, Renaissance Humanism,p, ix-xii. ] 

The classical medical texts from the ancient world had done much to further the medieval knowledge of the human body. Marek H. Dominiczak explains, in the renaissance the medical knowledge was heavily relied upon on the classical texts that were written by the ancients.[footnoteRef:14] The study of human anatomy and dissection has a long history in many cultures, traditions and civilizations. The study of dissection and human anatomy can be found in ancient texts within China, India and Greece. Although, according to Brenna, the western world acknowledges Greece as the origin of the study of dissection and human anatomy.[footnoteRef:15]Ancient figures of Alcmaeon and Empedocles, Hippocrates II, Aristotle, Herophilus and Claudius Galenus wrote and recorded their investigation of dissection and their understanding of the human body.[footnoteRef:16] Their work helped frame the renaissance humanist understanding of what the human body was perceived as, and helped contribute to the further study of the human anatomy, such as Galen. The classical texts of Galen had dominated the medical views of human anatomy for over a thousand of years, which was then challenged and criticised by Andreas Vesalius.    [14:  Marek H. Dominiczak, ‘Andreas Vesalius: His Science, Teaching, and Exceptional Books’, Clinical Chemistry, 59.11 (2013), pp. 1687-1689 (p.1687). <DOI: 10.1373/clinchem.2012.199968>.]  [15:  Connor T. A. Brenna, ‘Bygone Theatres of Events: A History of Human Anatomy and Dissection’, The Anatomical Record, 305.4 (2022), pp. 788–802 (p. 789), <DOI:10.1002/ar.24764>.]  [16:  Malomo, Idowu, and Osuagwu, ‘Lessons from History’, pp. 99–101.] 

Andreas Vesalius was highly educated. Vesalius was born in Brussels in 1514 and began his studies in Leuven, he attended the University of Paris, where he started his medical training, and finished his studies in the University of Padua.[footnoteRef:17] It was here, in University of Padua that Vesalius became Chair of Surgery and taught human anatomy as the dissector, demonstrator and lecturer, which was unusual at this time.[footnoteRef:18] This suggests the beginning of Vesalius critical observation and, according to Mesquita et al, abandoned the tradition and authorised style of teaching and instead he focused on the facts demonstrated by his observations.[footnoteRef:19] Significantly, Andreas Vesalius began to challenge the traditional established ideas initiated by Galen that built the foundation of the study of human anatomy and dissection. French states that, the most important work of Galens is De usu partium that covers the technique of dissection and on functional anatomy.[footnoteRef:20] The De usu partium was used by anatomist to structure and learn the techniques needed to study the human anatomy. Galen works, such as the De usu partium, was part of Vesalius medical education and, suggested by Cunningham, Vesalius wanted to become the ‘modern day’ Galen. However, due to the ambition of becoming a ‘modern’ Galen, of his time, Vesalius began to question Galens’s hypothesis and assumption of the human body.[footnoteRef:21]  [17:  Dominiczak, ‘Andreas Vesalius’, p.1687]  [18:  Charles T. Ambrose, ‘Andreas Vesalius (1514-1564) - An unfinished life’, Acta Medico-Historica Adriatica : AMHA, 12.2 (2014), pp. 217–30 (p. 219) <file:///C:/Users/Aimee/Downloads/document+-+2021-10-05T113737.058.pdf> [accessed: 17 February 2026].]  [19:  Evandro Tinoco Mesquita, Celso Vale de Souza Júnior, and Thiago Reigado Ferreira, ‘Andreas Vesalius 500 Years - A Renaissance That Revolutionized Cardiovascular Knowledge’, Brazilian Journal of Cardiovascular Surgery, 30.2 (2015), pp. 260–65 (p. 262), <DOI:https://doi.org/10.5935/1678-9741.20150024>.]  [20:  R. K. French, ‘De Juvamentis Membrorum and the Reception of Galenic Physiological Anatomy’, Isis, 70.1 (1979), pp. 96–109 (p. 96) <https://www.jstor.org/stable/230881>[Accessed: 20 February 2026].]  [21:  French, ‘De Juvamentis Membrorum and the Reception of Galenic Physiological Anatomy’, p. 97
 Andrew Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients (Scolar Press, 1997), p. 116.] 

The ambition of Vesalius to become Galen descended into critiquing Galens works. At the time of Galen, human dissection was prohibited, instead Galen used the bodies of dissected animals, mainly apes, and based his theories on these findings. Cunningham comments on a clear difference between Vesalius and Galen was due to the availability to conduct human dissection.[footnoteRef:22] Vesalius had access to human bodies and began to note the inconsistency in Galens works. Thus, according to Cunningham, for Vesalius to become Galen he would have to fix these hypotheses of the human anatomy and redo Galen’s works.[footnoteRef:23] Vesalius claimed to have found three hundred errors contained in his works and makes a point of demonstrating Galen’s reliance on animal dissection.[footnoteRef:24] Vesalius aimed to redo the works of Galen on human dissection which holds a significant part in the modern-day medical practice through his publication of De Humani Corporis Fabrica.[footnoteRef:25] The De Humani Corporis Fabrica was published in 1543, after Vesalius realised of Galen errors of human anatomy. The Fabrica was composed of seven volumes with ‘…a magnificent example of creative art, with a perfect combination of form, typography and illustration…’ and this would become one of the largest contributions to medical science and modern medicine.[footnoteRef:26] The Fabrica was a complete account of the structure of the human body and Vesalius used  Galen’s works on dissection as a guide while conducting his research.[footnoteRef:27]  [22:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, p. 117.]  [23:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, pp. 117-118.]  [24:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, p. 120.]  [25:  Mesquita, Souza Júnior, and Ferreira, ‘Andreas Vesalius 500 Years - A Renaissance That Revolutionized Cardiovascular Knowledge’, p. 263.]  [26:  Mesquita, Souza Júnior, and Ferreira, ‘Andreas Vesalius 500 Years - A Renaissance That Revolutionized Cardiovascular Knowledge’, p. 263.]  [27:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, p. 118.] 

Vesalius exploited the potential of the printing press through the use of images in the Fabrica. The printing press was a by-product of the renaissance; it allowed a chance for scholars to publish their work and use the publishing houses as a form of scholarly community.[footnoteRef:28]  At the core of the renaissance was an understanding of the importance of words and rhetoric of the ancients as well as humanist themselves. While conducting the research and observation for the De Humani Corporis Fabrica, Vesalius had illustrations made to demonstrate his findings of the human body.[footnoteRef:29] There was an emphasis on the illustrations themselves as Vesalius had employed several artists to illustrate his work in the Fabrica, for example Jan Stefan van Kalkar.[footnoteRef:30] Vesalius prioritised the illustrations during the Fabrica  publication. The artwork was produced in Venice which at the time was one of the best places in the world for both artist and blockcutters, who would cut images for printing illustrations on to manuscripts.[footnoteRef:31] According to Cunningham, it was rare for an author to oversee the publication of their work but Vesalius was involved in every detail of the publication and believed his work would make an impact. [footnoteRef:32] His publication of the De Humani Corporis Fabrica received a mixture of views. More notably from his teacher from Paris, Sylvius, and John Caius. [footnoteRef:33] Sylvius was appalled by the claims of Vesalius and entered a public dispute through pamphlets. Sylvius was primarily concerned with the implications Vesalius had made rather than the work itself. Galen was a respected teacher of human anatomy and has been approved throughout the centuries by many scholars, for Vesalius to confront the errors made by Galen caused a big controversy. In defence of Galen, Sylvius maintained that Galen conducted human dissection, which Galen himself said was not true.[footnoteRef:34] In support of this, John Caius agreed with Sylvius and supported the view that Galen   conducted human dissection.[footnoteRef:35] Caius had believed Vesalius had corrupted Galens meanings and arranged different passages from Galens works to demonstrate the fact that Galen did indeed dissect a human corpse.[footnoteRef:36] Both of these critiques are not targeted towards Vesalius work but rather the implication that a respected ancient could have made some errors and feared he was undermining Galen’s authority.[footnoteRef:37] However, Vesalius publication made an significant contribution that emerged from the renaissance, as his work made an unique impact and transformed the study of human anatomy through to the modern day.[footnoteRef:38]  [28:  David Woodward, ‘The Printing Press as an Agent of Change’, Imago Mundi, Vol.32 (1980), pp. 95–97 (p. 97)<http://www.jstor.com/stable/1150676> [accessed: 21 February 2026].]  [29:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, p. 118.]  [30:  Francine Mary Netter and Gary E. Friedlaender, ‘Frank H. Netter MD and a Brief History of Medical Illustration’, Clinical Orthopaedics and Related Research, 472.3 (2014), pp. 812–19 (p. 814), <DOI:10.1007/s11999-013-3459-8>.]  [31:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, p. 118.]  [32:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, p. 119.]  [33:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, pp. 131–33.]  [34:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, p. 131.]  [35:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, p. 133.]  [36:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, p. 118.]  [37:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, p. 133.]  [38:  Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, p. 131.] 

	Andreas Vesalius made a significant impact within the humanist period and on the study of human anatomy. His work, the De Humani Corporis Fabrica, transformed the world of medicine and is credited to have founded modern anatomy.[footnoteRef:39] Vesalius made a significant impact on teaching and recording dissections. The illustrations contained in the De Humani Corporis Fabrica began to demonstrate a shift from the renaissance belief in the meaning of words to visual learning. These images contributed to anatomist and modern medicine by understanding the structure of the human body. The critique and revision on Galens’s work allowed Vesalius to present Galens’s theories of the human body and correct the mistakes and assumptions he had made. Vesalius ambition and achievement was a shift away from the renaissance core belief. The humanist period was the revival of ancient Greek and Roman texts where Humanist engaged with the classical texts by trying to understand the intention and meaning behind these ancient works, not to critique and challenge them like Veselius. This provides contexts to the criticism by Sylvius and John Caius towards Vesalius publication of the Fabrica. Overall, Andreas Vesalius made a significant contribution to the study of anatomy within the humanist period and as described by Cunningham, Vesalius was ‘a whirlwind of a man’ and died in 1562 at the age of fifty.[footnoteRef:40] [39:  Malomo, Idowu, and Osuagwu, ‘Lessons from History’, p. 103.]  [40:  Ambrose, ‘Andreas Vesalius (1514-1564) - An Unfinished life’, p. 229.
Cunningham, The Anatomical Renaissance: The Resurrection of the Anatomical Projects of the Ancients, p. 88.] 
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