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Vesalius died in 1564, and, to mark the 400th anniversary of
his death, the University of Cape Town Medical History Club
has prepared a small exhibition of photographs, facsimiles and
original publications to illustrate his life and work.

The chronological details of Vesalius's life can easily be
summarized. He was born in Brussels in 1514 into a family
with a long medical tradition. His father was an apothecary
to the court of the Emperor Charles V and it was almost
inevitable that Vesalius would enter the medical profession.
We know little of his early life until 1528 when he entered the

niversity of Louvain to receive a thorough grounding in
Latin and Greek culture. Then, at the age of 19, he moved to
the niversity of Paris to begin his medical studies. His
teachers included two ancient Galenists-Johann Guinther of
Andernach and the crotchety old Jacob Sylvius. From them,
Vesalius learnt the traditional medicine of the time-medicine
based on the more-than-a-thousand-year-old writings of Galen.
In 1536, Vesalius returned to Louvain to prepare a dissertation
entitled Paraphrase on the NillCh-Book of Rhazes for which
he received his bachelor's degree. Soon afterwards he journ
eyed to Padua, where he quickly graduated as Doctor of
Medicine cl/m ultima diminl/tione. Almost at once-at the age
of just 23 years-he was appointed Professor of Surgery in
the University of Padua.

It was clever of the Venetian Senate to appoint so young
a man to this important chair. Vesalius was still young
enough to be critical of authority and tradition and he did not
yet have a vested interest in maintaining the Galenic dogma.
Galen himself had never dissected a human body but had
derived his opinions about human anatomy from his study of

Fig. I. Vesalius at the age of 28 years: frontispiece to the De Fab,.ica.
This is the only portrait of Vesalius of undoubted authenticity.

animals. In mediaeval Europe and during the early Renaissance
human cadavers were dissected, but only to demonstrate
Galen's statements. The actual dissection was performed by
an underling while the professor sat on his high chair and
ex cathedra read the relevant chapter from Galen's books. If,
as often happened, the findings in the cadaver did not agree
with the word of Galen, it was assumed that the particular
specimen was abnormal-or that man's anatomy had changed
since Galen's time. Galen had said that there were pores in
the interventricular septum, that the sternum had 7 parts, that
there was a 'rete mirabilis' of blood vessels at the base of the
brain, and that the mandible consisted of two separate bones;
and for more than a thousand years, the wise men of medicine
accepted these as inviolable truths.

Vesalius changed all this. He stepped down from his profes
sorial chair and carried out the dissections himself. When his
observations at the dissecting table conflicted with the tradi
tional belief, he did not hesitate to say so. He soon realized
that the conventional anatomy books were hopelessly inade
quate: their text was faulty and the illustrations were often
crude and always inaccurate. On the other hand, in the
drawings, paintings and sculptures of the Renaissance artists
the human anatomy was often meticulously delineated. Pol-

Fig. 2. Title page of the De Fabrica (first edition, 1543). Unlike any
previous illustration of an anatomy. the Professor-Vesalius-is shown
at the table, performing the dissection himself. The audience includes
doctors, medical sUldents, monks and artists. The central skeleton is
to emphasize the importance of osteology; the naked man on the left
reminds us of the attention paid to surface anatomy; the monkey and
goats at the bottom may symbolize the old Galenic anatomy based on
animal dissections, or they may indicate the value of comparative
anatomy.
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laiuolo, Michelangelo, Leonardo, Signorelli and many other
artists were keen dissectors and they were well ahead of the
doctors when it came to making original anatomical observa-
tions. .

Vesalius therefore decided to produce a new and definitive
textbook of anatomy, and in its preparation he took advantage
of the graphic talents of his artistic contemporaries. His text
was mainly original and although he paid tribute to the
pioneering work of the great Galen, he only occasionally
accepted the traditional doctrine without criticism. The text
was closely integrated with the illustrations, of which many
were prepared directly from Vesalius' dissections.

The result was one of the great books of all time: a magni
ficent giant folio entitled De Humani Corporis Fabrica ('On
the Structure of the Human Body'). It was published in Basel
in 1543 and, together with Vesalius, two other men-the artist
and the publisher-must be honoured for this achievement.
The experts are not all agreed about the identity of the artist
but most of the evidence favours lan Stefan van Kalkar, who
was associated with Titian's studio in Venice. Like Vesalius,
he was of Flemish stock and it is quite certain that he had
previously collab~Hat~d with. Vesalius i? prod~cing an earlier
series of anatomical IllustratIOns. The IllustratIOns of the De
Fabrica did not only show greater accuracy than ever before;

~
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Fig. 3. The third 'muscle-man' from the De Fabrica. It is believed
that the Illustrations for this book were prepared by artists working in
Titian"s studio in Venice. The background landscape is a view of the
countryside on the outskirts of Padua.

they were also artistically superb and superior 10 any that
appeared before or since. Great credit must also go 10
lohannes Oporinus, the scholar and printer of Basel, who was
responsible for consummating the work of the anatomist and
the artist in the most magnificent of all medical books.
Thanks to him, the De Fabrica has remained the chief orna
ment of any library fortunate enough to own a copy.

Like many other young innovators, Vesalius encountered
some obstruction and criticism, but in general his new
approach to anatomy was accepted with enthusiasm. Vesalius
was in demand as 'guest lecturer' on anatomy at many of the
great medical schools of Europe, and soon after the publica
tion of the De Fabrica he was appointed physician to the
Court of Charles V.

Life as a courtier left Vesalius with little time for original
research. His medical counsel was solicited from all over
Europe. He consulted with Ambroise Pare at the bedside of
the injured King Francis II and he was responsible for the
cure of the desperately ill Infante Don Carlos of Spain.

evertheless, he was able to make some notable contributions
to the medical literature of his time, including a useful account
of intercostal drainage for empyema of the chest.

Vesalius never lost enthusiasm for anatomy and there is
reason to believe that in 1564 he resigned his royal appoint
ment with the intention of returning to his old professorial
chair at Padua. Before doing so, he went on a pilgrimage to
the Holy Land. On the return journey, the ship in which he
was travelling ran into heavy storms and Vesalius was forced
to go ashore on the Ionic island of Zante. Here, mysteriously,
he died. No trace of his burial has ever been found.

Vesalius owes his celebrity to two related achievements.
Firstly, he established the study of anatomy on a sound basis.
This was an essential preliminary step before a proper study
of the normal function of the body could begin. Following
logically and chronologically on Vesalius' anatomical studies.
came Harvey's physiological researches in the 17th century.
These, in turn, led to the investigations of abnormal structure
and function which Morgagni pioneered in the 18th century.
Thus, the -Institutes of Medicine' developed logically from
Vesalius' work and prepared the way for the great discoveries
of aetiology, pathogenesis, diagnosis and therapeutics in the
19th and 20th centuries.

Vesalius' second achievement is even more important. The
work which led to the publication of the De Fabrica was the
first application in modern scientific history of the method of
accurate and independent observation. Traditional, untested
beliefs were discarded and the systematic objective investiga
tion of natural phenomena was instituted. The value of inde
pendent observations was first demonstrated by Vesalius'
study of the human body; soon it was applied to other fields
of biology and to the physical sciences. In these studies,
careful observation was supplemented by new techniques for
accurate measurement and by the development of experimen
tal procedures. In this way, our modem 'scientific method'
was conceived.

Much of this important history is graphically illustrated in
the exhibition of the University of Cape Town. Some pre
Vesalian anatomical texts and illustrations are shown and
these are t:ontrasted with the beautiful 'muscle-men' and
skeletal figures from the De Fabrica. Unfortunately the
University of Cape Town does not possess an original copy
of the De Fabrica--although William Osier was able to pur
chase a number of copies for just a few pounds each at the
beainning of this century, the 1543 edition is now worth
se;eral thousands of pounds and is rarely available for
purchase. The exhibition does include a fine modem facsimile
of the 1543 edition and an original copy of the 1782 Leyden
edition of the osteology section. The latter was edited by
Edward Sandifort and is illustrated with copper engravings by
lan Wandelaar.

The exhibition also includes some of the major sources of
information about Vesalius and his work. These are the
classical biography by Moritz Roth (1892),! the famous
Bio-bibliography by Harvey Cushing (\ 943)2 and the latest
and most complete study by C. D. O'Malley (1964).3 To bring
the subject near home, the exhibition draws attention to some
of the first English translations of sections of the De Fabrica
prepared by Benj~min Farrington when he was Professor of



34 S.A. '!"YVSKRIF VII< GENEESKUNDE 9 lanuarie 1965

Classics at the University of Cape Town4,5 and to a recent
contribution to Vesalian studies by Professor L. H. Wells,
Professor of Anatcmy at the University of Cape Town.6

The University of Cape Town Medical History Club is
grateful to Mrs. Gertrude Glickman and her staff at the
Medical School Library, University of Cape Town, for helping
with the preparatio:l of this exhibition and for allowing us to
display some of the treasures of their library.

The Medical History Club is also grateful to the following
who supplied photographs and other il1ustrative material for
the exhibition: Prof. G. Wolf-Heidegger of the Anatomical
Institute, University of Basel; Miss Madeline Stanton of the

Historical Library, Yale Medical Library; Mr. F. . L.
Poynter of the Wellcome Historical Medical Library; The
Librarian, WaIler Collection of the University of Uppsala;
Messrs. Roche Pharmaceuticals; and Messrs. Sandoz Pharma
ceuticals.
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'The Vesalius Exhibit at the Medical School. University of Cape Town.
was opened on 26 November 1964 and will remain open to the public
until the end of January 1965.

OPENING REMARKS AT VESALIUS EXHIBIT*

LIppy LIPSHITZ, Associate Professor, Michaelis School of Fine Art, University of Cape Town

This is a great honour you have conferred upon me to a revelation and just the stimulus they need to create truth
open this Exhibition-eommemorating the four hundredth and beauty based on anatomical and structural knowledge. To
anniversary of the death of the great Vesalius, the founder of feel and comprehend the great design of the human figure and
modern anatomy-who produced the first manual of artistic to understand its manifold forms in rest and in action seems
anatomy. to be becoming a lost art, and this seems one of the reasons

In the July vacation I was committed to fly to Pretoria to for the degeneration of contemporary figurative art. If only
collect a medal. After all the fuss and fanfare, I was glad to the. roung stu~ents wer~ directed to the study ~f the great
relax at a surgeon friend's in Johannesburg and to browse artistIc anato',IDcal d.r~wmgs of the .p'a~t, ;rnd copied them or
among his rare and valuable old medical books. To my great emulated thelT preCISIOn, ~nd sensItIVIty. Un!ortunately, to
surprise and ddight I found he had the first and later editions most art students anato~y IS a stern and ~a~onous study.
of Vesalius' masterpiece De Humani Corporis Fabrica and I A modem comPrehenSive manual oJ! artIs~lc anatomy would
spent many enthusiastic and profitable hours studying the ~e. welcome, and It could o~y be stImu~ating and suc.cessful
beautiful and precise engravings by his friend Kalkar and If It arose (rom th~ harmolllous cooperatIon of ~e artist and
other superb master-engravers. This experience gave me a ~e anatorrnst-~hICh occurred when these unnvalled draw
great thrill, for hitherto I had only seen inferior modem lOgs and. engraVIngs were created. It woul.d al~o h~lp the art
reprints. It was undoubtedly worth while travelling the 1,000 stu~ent.if he was able to take a course III dIssectIon at the
miles to hold these first and early editions. Being of a mystical Umversl~.. . .
turn of mind, I would never have agreed to open this exhibi- The amstl.c eqUIpment of the greatest pamters and sculpto~s
tion at this busy time of the year had this not happened to of the past lOcJuded a knowledge of anatomy-thus the baSIS
me. ' of the art of Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci was this

F th
. d d th V I' . profound knowledge of the skeletal and muscular structure

or. e. artlst an ~tu en~ e .esa IUS en~~vlllgs are .the of the human figure.
most. msprred an~ stlfOulat!ng st:nes of ~stic .~~tonuc!ll Severini, one of the most famous of the older Cubists, has
drawmgs ever achIeved. It IS a pIty that thIS exhIbition wil1 said that one of the main causes of our artistic decline is the
not. be seen by most of our Art stu~en~s, who .are off for the separation of art and science. This statement may be inapplic
hohdays. The stud~ of these Vesahus il1ustratIOns and those able to abstract art that has certainly been sterilized too much
by the great Rennalssance and 16th century masters would be by the introdu::tion of an overdose of science and technology.

But it does definitely apply to humanistic art, and in order to
revive and re-establish it in our time the more assiduous
collaboration of the anatomist and the artist will be essential.

MI1'I"UTES OF MEETING OF FEDERAL COUNCIL HELD IN PRETORIA ON 13, 14 AND 15
OCTOBER 1964

The followi~g are the minutes of a meeting of the Federal Council of the Medical Association of South Africa, held at the
Iscor RecreatIOn Club, Pretoria, on 13, 14 and 15 October 1964:

Presenr:

Ex officio: Dr. T. Radloff (President), Dr. J. H. Struthers
(Immediate Past Chairman).
Border Coastal Branch: Drs. L L. Alexander, K. T. Gold
swain.
Border Inland Branch: Dr. R. Schaffer.
Cape Eastern Branch: Dr. J. W. Gehle.
Cape Midland Branch: Mr. F. H. Counihan, Dr. J. I. Geere.
Cape Western Branch: Mr. R. D. H. Baigrie, Mr. G. S.
Muller Botha, Drs. J. Chait, H. J. H. Claassens, Mr. J. N.
de Klerk, Drs. A. I. Goldberg, F. E. Hofmeyr, D. McKenzie,
Mr. P. C. W. Madden, Drs. J. H. L. Shapiro, L. Slabbert,
P. V. Suckling, and Mr. J. J. W. van Zyl.
EasTern Transvaal Branch: Drs. W. M. Bezuidenhout, J. Q.
Ochse, and E. W. Turton.
Griqualand WeST Branch: Mr. . Kretzmar.
Natal Coastal Branch: Drs. M. B. Asherson, J. Duncan,

. R. Pooler, N. A. Rossiter, and N. G. Steere.
Naral Inlalld Branch: Mr. B. A. Arrnitage, Drs. W. F.
Leith and T. H. Whitsitt.

Northern Transvaal Branch: Mr. J. K. Bremer, Drs. J. T. M.
de Villiers, H. Hamersma, Prof. O. V. S. Kok, Dr. W. A.
Lombard.
Orange Free Slate Branch: Drs. J. Gilliland, R. Theron and
G. F. C. Troskie.
O.F.S. Goldfields Branch: Dr. F. N. Gillwald.
SOllThern Transvaal Branch: Drs. C. Adler, A. L. Agranal,
J. I. H. Frootko, R. Geerling, J. Gluckman, T. Schneider,
J. W. Scott Millar, S. Spiro, Mr. M. K. Tucker and Mr. J.
Wolfowitz.
South WeST Africa Branch: Dr. J. Ganl.
SouTpansberg Branch: Dr. I. S. Steyn.
Transkei Branch: Dr. B. Buchan.
Vaal River Branch: Dr. H. D. Chomse.
WesTern Transvaal Branch: Mr. E. I. H. Mason, Mr. M. J.
Meter.
In ATTendance: Drs. A. H. Tonkin (Secretary), L. M.
Marchand and P. D. Combrink (Associate Secretaries).
Observer: Dr. A. P. Blignault (Editor).
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