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De Fabrica, as it is known, is one of the most 
significant books in the history of medicine and 
anatomy. It contains detailed drawings and texts 
of dissections by 28-year-old anatomist Andreas 
Vesalius. De Fabrica was larger and more richly 
illustrated than other medical texts of the time.

His systematic study embodied a new way 
of doing science, even when what he saw 
contradicted established theories. 

Next to this reproduction, you can see the 
original book from which these images have 
been taken.
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De Fabrica was published by Andreas Vesalius in 
1543, based on a series of lectures he delivered 
as Professor of Anatomy at the University of 
Padua in Italy.  

This first page shows a chaotic scene of a 
dissection taking place in a crowded anatomy 
theatre. Vesalius is pictured at the centre, 
carrying out the dissection. You can see him 
looking out at the reader.

FRONT PAGE OF DE FABRICA



The first few pages of De Fabrica include the 
only known portrait of Vesalius (1514 – 1564). 
Here he is pictured with dissecting tools and 
a pen for recording his observations. 

Born in Brussels in 1514, Vesalius studied at 
Italy’s University of Padua in 1537, then the 
most prestigious medical school in Europe. 
Later appointed Professor of Surgery and 
Anatomy, Vesalius publicly dissected bodies 
and meticulously described the human 
anatomy he observed.

PORTRAIT OF VESALIUS



De Fabrica was published in Latin as a series 
of seven books focused on different parts of 
the body. 

Some of the most remarkable pictures within 
De Fabrica are found in the text, around enlarged 
letters. Here the letter Q shows cherub-like 
fi gures known as ‘Putti’ dissecting a pig. Other 
letters picture the ‘Putti’ unearthing corpses, 
and cooking skulls to remove soft tissue.

IMAGE-CONTAINING INITIALS



De Fabrica serves as a dissection manual as well 
as an anatomical atlas. 

This illustration depicts all the tools required for 
practical dissection, according to Vesalius. 

Doctors carrying out dissections today would 
use many of the same tools – forceps, scalpels, 
rib spreaders, wires and string for cutting and 
stitching the body.

INSTRUMENTS FOR DISSECTION



Alongside discussions on anatomical structure 
and function, Vesalius included anecdotes about 
his experience of grave-robbing. 

This illustration shows a dissected corpse held 
up by a rope strung through the eye sockets, 
a technique used by Vesalius in his lectures. 
It was easier for crowds to see the body this 
way than if lying on a table. 

Nailed on the wall behind is the diaphragm, 
a muscle of the abdomen.

SOURCING CORPSES



Some of the most well-known illustrations 
within Vesalius’s work are a series of posed 
skeletons. Vesalius elaborately described how 
to pose a skeleton using string to depict it in 
a standing position.

In this image, the skeleton is positioned next 
to a tomb, with one hand resting on a skull. 
The suggestion appears to be that the 
skeleton is contemplating human mortality.

SKELETAL MEN



Some of the most well-known illustrations 
within Vesalius’s work are a series of posed 
skeletons. Vesalius elaborately described how 
to pose a skeleton using string to depict it in 
a standing position.

This skeleton stands slightly bent, with its back 
to the viewer, in a pose suggesting grief or pain.

SKELETAL MAN



Within De Fabrica is a striking series of 
12 images illustrating the layers of muscle in 
the body, through progressive dissections. 

The bodies are posed in the Italian 
countryside and can be lined up to form 
a continuous landscape. 

Vesalius expressed the hope that his work 
would prove useful for “the painter, the 
sculptor, and the moulder”, as well as for 
doctors, by helping to show how the muscles 
contracted and expanded in motion.
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MUSCLE MEN



The fact that De Fabrica had such an impact 
on the science world is in part due to its large 
and detailed illustrations. Although they show 
dissections that Vesalius carried out himself, 
he did not create the final drawings. 

Vesalius recruited young artists from Venice 
to carry out the work. At the time the city 
was home to some major artists, and it was 
close to where he lectured at the University of 
Padua. Vesalius used artists from the workshop 
of Titian, considered one of the greatest 
Italian artists of the 1500s. They attended 
his dissections and created the detailed 
woodblock illustrations.

ARTISTS REVEALING ANATOMY
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Determined to understand the functions of the 
brain, Vesalius investigated a long-standing 
theory that the organ produced a substance 
called ‘animal spirit’, which fl owed from the 
brain through hollow nerves to the rest of the 
body, governing feeling and movement. 

Vesalius challenged these ideas, showing that 
there was no physical outlet through the skull 
for such a liquid to fl ow. 

Vesalius referred to waterways and plumbing 
systems to describe his theories about the 
function of the brain.

STUDYING THE BRAIN



This image shows the intricate network of veins 
in a human body. No one before Vesalius had 
attempted to trace the human vein and arterial 
system in such detail. 

Representing the veins with such accuracy was 
important because of bloodletting, a common 
practice of the time where blood was taken from 
a person to improve their health. 

Shading was used to indicate the veins at the 
back or those hidden from view, making the 
image appear three-dimensional. 

MAPPING BLOOD VESSELS






