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In t roduc t i on

A nun with visions of Christ’s Passion. A blind, crippled, homeless
holy woman. Four patrician wives and mothers. Two prophetesses,
one of them a married, lactating virgin. An executed criminal.
These very different women had one thing in common: their bod-
ies were opened and their viscera examined after their deaths.
This book uses their stories to write a history of human dissection
in late medieval and Renaissance Italy. It begins in the late thir-
teenth century, when human dissection emerged for the first time
in Western Europe as an established, though relatively infrequent,
practice with roots in a variety of secular and ecclesiastical insti-
tutions. It ends in the mid-sixteenth century, when anatomical
knowledge based on human dissection was generally accepted as
one of the foundations of learned medicine and natural philoso-
phy and would soon be adopted by lay writers as an important
way to understand the body and the self. Surprisingly, given the
relative absence of documentation concerning women in other
social and medical contexts, I could not have written this history
in this way using male subjects, since the materials for detailed
case studies are lacking for men. This is not because fewer men’s
bodies were opened than women’s during the period in question,
although that may in fact be the case. Rather, it reflects the special
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emphasis given to the opening of female bodies in late medieval
Italian culture and to dissection as one of the best techniques for
knowing what was most important about those bodies, as well as
the way this became a model for knowing human bodies in gen-
eral, regardless of their sex.

The story of how and when western Europeans first began to
open and inspect the insides of human bodies has been written
many times.1 Although my interpretation builds on the work of
earlier historians, I have tried to redefine the topic by including a
wider range of practices, contexts, and people. To date, whether
they have used visual or textual sources, historians have tended to
focus on one type of procedure: the opening and inspection of
human bodies in university medical faculties and other corporate
institutions (notably colleges of physicians or surgeons) in order
to teach anatomy to medical practitioners or to further anatomi-
cal research. They have concentrated on the motivations and
actions of one type of knower, the learned physician or surgeon,
and on one type of human cadaver, the executed criminal, to
whom this sort of dissection was limited by statute and custom.
These cadavers were for the most part male, not only because so
few women were executed for capital crimes, but also because
anatomy was about knowing the generic human body, which was
understood as male. But it was not just female bodies that were 
in short supply; until the years around 1500, when anatomists
began to turn increasingly to local hospitals for anatomical mate-
rial, dissection in the service of medical teaching and study was
rare, whatever university and college regulations might have said.
Relatively few criminals were executed in this period, and fewer
still were eligible for dissection, which in most cities was con-
fined to the bodies of foreigners of low standing.2 Until at least
the early sixteenth century, broadening the pool of cadavers was
not a priority because anatomy was not deemed an important
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component of medical training. The requirement of annual dis-
sections that appears on the books of many late fourteenth- and
fifteenth-century Italian medical faculties was more often ignored
than observed.

Outside of colleges and universities, however, human dis-
section proceeded apace. Beginning around 1300, it developed
quickly and spontaneously out of a set of ad hoc cultural practices
that had nothing to do with medical instruction: funerary ritual
(most notably embalming by evisceration), the cult of relics of
the Christian saints, autopsies in the service of criminal justice
and public health, and a birth practice that eventually became
known as Caesarean section. (This last, which involved extracting
a living fetus from the body of a woman who had just died in
childbirth in order to allow it to be baptized, is better called by
its contemporary name, sectio in mortua –– cutting open a dead
woman.)3 While all these practices required opening human bod-
ies and were often (though not always) performed by surgeons
and physicians, they had little else in common with academic dis-
section. Except for the occasional public display and dismember-
ment of a saint’s body in order to multiply its relics, these other
dissectionlike practices –– embalming, autopsy, fetal excision ––
generally took place in secluded or domestic settings. None of
them involved the profound dishonor associated with the public
academic dissection, in which an unnamed and naked corpse was
not only exposed in front of a group of unrelated viewers but
also largely dismantled; this violated both its personhood and its
social identity by rendering it unrecognizable and unsuiting it
for a conventional funeral, in which the clothed body was dis-
played on its bier.4 The other procedures, which involved open-
ing only the abdomen, left the corpse largely intact.5 Because
they did not assault the honor of the person in question or of his
or her family –– and indeed were often performed at the initiative
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of family members or other close associates –– they inspired little
or no resistance. On the contrary, in fact: embalming, which
seems to have been both the earliest practice and the precursor
of other forms of evisceration, was reserved for revered, even
sacred, dead.

By paying at least as much attention to these more private,
less invasive procedures as to the formal dissection of criminals
by university lecturers, I aim to restore the latter to the social and
religious context of which it was a part. Even the words con-
temporaries used to describe the opening of human bodies reveal
the strong continuities between the world of teachers and stu-
dents and the worlds of childbirth, murder trials, chronic illness,
state funerals, and Christian cult. Medical writers used the Latin
noun anatomia, together with its variants –– nothomia, anathomia ––
and its vernacular cognates, to refer indifferently to the practices
known now as dissection (the opening of a corpse to learn about
human bodies in general) and autopsy (the opening of a corpse to
make a determination about the state of an individual body, usually
the cause of death). Both practices fell under the often-cited defi-
nition of anatomy given by the seventh-century Byzantine med-
ical writer John of Alexandria in his influential commentary on
Galen’s On the Sects (De sectis): “Anatomy is the artifical cutting
and elucidation of things that are concealed in the hidden body.”6

But the term also occasionally appears in texts referring to em-
balming. The relevant verbs allowed even fewer distinctions among
these various practices. Latin writers tended to use nontechnical
words –– incidere (“cut”), aperire (“open”), and even exenterare
or eviscerare (“eviscerate”) –– to describe not only dissections and
autopsies but also embalming and the opening of women who had
died in childbirth. These four practices were even more closely
associated in Italian texts written by people who were not medical
professionals, who almost always used the verb sparare (there is no
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corresponding noun), which referred more commonly to prepar-
ing animals for cooking, as in gutting fish or pigs.7

The various procedures involved in opening the human body
were also closely linked in practice. Consider, for example, the
Commentaries on the Anatomy of Mondino, a massive anatomy text-
book published by Jacopo Berengario of Carpi in 1521. Although
Berengario referred intermittently to the formal public dissec-
tions he conducted as professor of anatomy and surgery at the
University of Bologna, much of his information came from casual
observations made in the course of his thriving surgical practice,
which included both formal autopsies and incidental ones made
when operations went wrong. (He also dissected miscarried or
stillborn fetuses obtained from midwives.) One of his most de-
tailed accounts of such an autopsy involved the sudden death of a
pregnant woman. Berengario was called to open her corpse in
hopes of finding “two fetuses [ faetus] if not completely alive, then
at least alive enough to be baptized.” Instead, he discovered one,
outside the woman’s uterus, lodged in her intestines. “This greatly
astonished me,” he wrote, “and the fetus was baptized by the wom-
en of the house.”8 Proceeding then to open the uterus, he found a
large swelling (apostema), which had ruptured it and ejected the
fetus. In this case, a planned sectio in mortua turned into an im-
promptu autopsy as well. 

Embalming and autopsy were particularly linked. The two
early fourteenth-century holy women whose stories form the
basis of Chapter One were initially eviscerated so that their corpses
could be preserved. Only several days later were their viscera
inspected and holy objects found inside. Beginning in the late fif-
teenth century, the easy association between embalming and
autopsy –– having extracted the abdominal organs in order to pre-
serve the corpse, why not examine them to determine cause of
death? –– is also demonstrated in the cases of secular notables such
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as Lorenzo di Piero de’ Medici, “the Magnificent,” (d. 1492) and
Isabella of Aragon (d. 1533).9 Surgeons called to embalm the body
of an illustrious person might take advantage of the opportunity
to make casual observations for their own use; for instance, Beren-
gario noted in his Commentaries that fat people tended to have
quantities of fat adhering to their hearts, citing the example of
Giovanni Francesco della Rovere, archbishop of Turin, whose
corpse he had eviscerated and prepared.10

By treating all these practices together rather than looking at
academic dissection in isolation, I aim to restore their cultural
coherence. This is a fundamental point: assuming anachronisti-
cally that opening the human body is in the first instance a med-
ical procedure, historians have ignored the broader phenomenon
of which it was a part –– or reduced these other, related proce-
dures to the status of “background” or “cultural context.” In 
contrast, I consider the opening of the human body as a whole. Its
variants (dissection proper in the modern sense, embalming,
autopsy, fetal excision, the “recognition” or inspection of the
corpses of holy women and men) are like a set of angled mirrors:
each illuminates and reflects the others. No one is primary, least
of all dissection, which was by any measure the most arcane. In
order to emphasize their commonalities and the degree to which
they were associated in the minds of contemporaries, I have for
the most part used the words “dissection” and (preferably) “anat-
omy” to refer to all of them, except when clarity has demanded 
a more precise term. 

At the same time, however, I underscore the specificity of
particular practices within this bundle of related activities: the
different concerns that motivated them, the different spaces in
which they took place, and the different moral economies of per-
sonhood that they implied. For example, as I have already men-
tioned, dissections for the exclusive purposes of medical research
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and teaching were not only relatively rare but also uniquely
dishonoring, which explains their restriction to the corpses of
executed foreign criminals, hospital patients, and animals. Most of
the other practices, in contrast, were associated with social and
cultural elites; embalming was generally reserved for prospective
saints, princes, popes, and other ecclesiastical and civic leaders,
while those who were autopsied at their own or their families’
request had, by definition, access to high-level professional med-
ical care. The actual extent of fetal excision is unknown, although
there is no reason to assume it was limited to the well-to-do;
when the Dominican preacher Giordano of Pisa described calling
(and paying for) doctors and midwives to perform the operation
on a woman who had just died in childbirth in a house attached to
the Dominican convent in Pisa, he was almost certainly referring
to an act of charity.11

Even the notorious theatricality of formal, public anatomies
shows the importance of placing practices involving the open-
ing of bodies in specific contexts and attending to their specific
meanings. Displaying an unclothed corpse to a large group of un-
related people had various effects. On the one hand, he embalmed
bodies of holy men and women, not to mention popes, were
often stripped by their admirers while they lay in state; this trope
of hagiography served to emphasize the intensity of popular devo-
tion inspired by a potential saint’s body and the magical power of
objects that had been in contact with it.12 The public exposure of
the corpse of an executed and dissected criminal, on the other
hand, was an occasion of dishonor and shame for the individual
and his or her family.13 Yet even this ritual had strongly positive
associations; as an opportunity for university towns such as Bologna
and Padua to flaunt their intellectual resources, it had by the late
sixteenth century become a focus of civic pride.14

The specificity of cultural contexts and meanings have led me
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to restrict this study to northern Italy, whereas most histories of
anatomy have tended to adopt a universalizing, chronological ap-
proach.15 Ignoring linguistic and cultural boundaries obscures not
only the important part played by specific lines of influence and
local traditions in anatomical practices, texts, and illustrations. It
also overlooks the fact that during the first two hundred years of
its continuous history, from the late thirteenth to the late fifteenth
century, human dissection was confined to Italy and (to a lesser
extent) southern France.16 The early interest in opening human
bodies sprang partially from conditions specific to Italian medi-
cine: the long tradition of animal dissection associated with the
southern Italian city of Salerno (an important center of medical
teaching as early as the eleventh century), the sophistication of
thirteenth-century surgical practice in the Po valley, and the inten-
sified attention devoted to the anatomically informed works of
Galen on the part of medical masters at the University of Bologna
in the years around 1300.17 But it also reflected specifically Italian
funerary practices and attitudes toward human corpses. Italians
began to eviscerate their revered dead for embalming relatively
early, in the second half of the thirteenth century, in connection
with papal funerals and the cults of “new saints.” (The latter were
contemporary holy men and women, as opposed to long-dead
martyrs, whose bodies were valuable sources of civic prestige and
prosperity, as well as sites of healing power.)18 At the same time,
however, Italians were much less inclined than inhabitants of areas
with a Germanic cultural heritage to ask for their corpses to be dis-
membered for repatriation if they had died abroad, or to be di-
vided for burial in multiple locations.19 All these circumstances
contribute to explaining why most of the practices that involved
opening the human body and examining its contents (rather than
merely dividing it) began in Italy and flourished there considerably
earlier than in most other parts of Europe.
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As my emphasis on saints’ cults and funerary practices suggests,
I argue that social and, especially, religious practices were far more
central to the early history of dissection than many other histories
of anatomy would lead one to believe. A long historiographic tra-
dition, dating back to at least the middle of the nineteenth century,
presents religion and science as diametrically opposed cultural
enterprises and the Church as deeply hostile to dissection.20 This
misconception is still widespread. Generations of Italian tour
guides, not to mention playwrights, journalists, and historical
novelists, have waxed eloquent over the supposed moral and intel-
lectual courage of such late fifteenth- and sixteenth-century
heroes as Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, and Andreas Vesalius,
author of On the Fabric of the Human Body, published in 1543,
whose famous title page celebrated the study of anatomy based on
dissection rather than on ancient texts (figure I.1). These men, the
story goes, defied religious superstition and braved persecution
and censure in the service of art or science, pursuing their intellec-
tual passion in dark cellars and back rooms with trapdoors in the
floor for the quick disposal of corpses when the police (or the
Inquisition, or whoever) arrived.

Like the familiar story associated with Christopher Columbus,
whose courageous voyage of 1492 purportedly proved to a doubt-
ing public that the earth was round, this story has been debunked
repeatedly by medievalists to no avail.21 The power of such fic-
tions to weather frequent and detailed disproof testifies to the
important cultural work they perform by supplying foundation
stories that confirm deep-seated Western intuitions about the sci-
entific origins of modernity –– intuitions that continue to inform
the writing of even specialists in the field.22 Equally deep-seated
is the unwarranted assumption that, just because twentieth- and
twenty-first-century Western understandings of the body are
dominated by medical models and medical discourses, this was
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Figure I.1. Vesalius dissecting the body of a female criminal. Andreas Vesalius, De humani corporis fabrica (Basel:

Joannes Oporinus, 1543), title page.
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also true in earlier periods; in this view, the history of the body
has at its core a history of anatomy and physiology, to which a
variety of “cultural meanings” (regarding, for example, gender,
shame, and sexuality) are appended.23 My research suggests, how-
ever, that the men and women whose lives and work I describe in
this book, the inhabitants of northern Italian cities from the mid-
thirteenth to the mid-sixteenth century, understood their bodies
primarily in terms of family and kinship, on the one hand, and
religion, on the other. Medical models –– even in this world of
highly developed medical institutions and practices –– came in a
distant third. Family and religious concerns underpinned pro-
cedures such as embalming, autopsy, and “Caesarean section,”
which were generally performed at the initiative of laypeople (in
the sense of nonprofessionals). Because these procedures were so
closely associated with the practice of dissection in the service of
medical research and teaching, and because they played such an
important part in its history, the concerns that informed them
shaped dissecting practices as well. 

In terms of religious culture, several important and distinctive
elements are at play, among which the most important is probably
the absence in medieval Christian culture of anything resembling
a belief in corpse pollution.24 Fears concerning the impurity of
the corpse worked powerfully to shape the cultures of ancient
Greece and Rome and to limit human dissection in those cultures,
with the exception of a single generation of Greek medical writers
in early third-century bce Alexandria. (Alexandria lay in Egypt,
where longstanding traditions of embalming reflected a very dif-
ferent set of attitudes toward dead bodies.)25 From very early on,
however, Christian culture defined itself in opposition to Medi-
terranean paganism in this regard. This change was due in large
part to the consolidation of the cult of the saints. Saints were
understood as present in their mortal remains, even after death,
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and their corpses, far from being sources of pollution, were reser-
voirs of protection and magical power. As a result, their tombs
were privileged places; anchored by these precincts, as Peter Brown
has put it, the “familiar map of the relations between the human
and the divine, the dead and the living, had been subtly redrawn.”26

Nascent ideas of bodily resurrection further strengthened the ties
between the beloved dead and their mortal remains.27

This new relationship to dead bodies challenged many third-
and fourth-century Christians raised in societies that saw human
corpses as horrifying and impure. Over time, however, the new
attitudes became second nature, and by the thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries, when dissection was first emerging as a western
European practice, few traces of the older fears remained.28 Like
Christians all over Europe, Italians enthusiastically embraced the
cult of relics –– in the form of fragments or even entire corpses ––
as well as funerary practices that involved disembowelling, dis-
membering, and mutilating dead bodies, although those practices
differed significantly according to region and class. Attitudes
toward human corpses continued to be complicated; handling
recently dead bodies was not pleasant, to be sure, and manual
labor of any sort was considered shaming to those of elevated
birth. It took several centuries before university-trained physi-
cians regularly opened human bodies themselves, rather than
leaving the job to lower-status barbers and surgeons, but this had
nothing to do with defilement by dead bodies or attempts to
legitimate a “polluting” activity. 

Rather, late medieval Christianity saw the human body as one
of the principal elements connecting the natural and the super-
natural worlds. Like the body of Christ, who died like a criminal,
mutilated on the cross, or like the scattered bones of long-dead
martyrs, the body was a conduit for divine grace. This was also
true of living bodies, such as those of the murderers whose public
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humiliation and physical suffering at the hands of the executioner
might exempt them entirely from the pains of Purgatory, or the
visionaries and ecstatics ––mostly but not entirely women ––who
bore on their bodies the marks of Christ’s wounds.29 For thirteenth-
and fourteenth-century Christians, sanctified bodies were often
mutilated in life and available for evisceration and dismember-
ment after death –– processes that served to multiply and diffuse
their power. (God in his omnipotence would reunite the scattered
fragments of their bodies at the Last Judgment.)30 At the same
time, the belief that possession by the holy spirit, like possession
by the devil, could leave its marks on and even within the body
provided a motivation to examine and explore the corpses of extra-
ordinary people, inside as well as out.31

The logic that connected dissection to ideas concerning fam-
ily and kinship is even more direct than to religion, at least to
modern eyes. Late medieval Italian society, especially urban elite
society, was profoundly patriarchal; even more than northern
Europeans, Italians –– at least Italian nobles and patricians –– under-
stood family membership primarily in terms of blood relation-
ships defined by biological descent through the male line.32 This
emphasis on paternity collided with the realities of conception,
gestation, and childbirth, all of which foregrounded the mother’s
contribution to generation and the physical tie between mother
and child. Equally unnerving, men could never know for certain
if their children were in fact their own; paternity, constructed
this way, was fragile, dependent on the sexual fidelity of women,
whose untrustworthiness was the stuff of a thousand fables, jokes,
and songs. The precarious nature of fatherhood, and thus of the
family itself, centered on the uterus, the dark, inaccessible place
where the child’s tie with its father was created, its sex determined,
and its body shaped. Generations of Italian medical writers, not
to mention legal theorists, theologians, and natural philosophers,
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struggled to describe this mysterious process in terms that could
ground kinship securely in patrilineal descent.33 Ordinary men
and women, in the meantime, wrestled with equally pressing but
more practical questions: Is she a virgin? Why can’t we (she) get
pregnant? Is it a girl or a boy? How do I know the child is mine?
The answers to all these questions lay inside the female body and,
more specifically, inside the womb. 

Male writers often referred to matters of this sort as “the sec-
rets of women,” a phrase that had multiple and sometimes con-
flicting connotations.34 On the one hand, it implied that women
had access to knowledge concerning sexuality and generation that
men did not, and that they hoarded this knowledge for their own,
often unsavory purposes. On the other hand, it simply described 
a topological situation: precise information on matters equally
important for men and women was inaccessible to both. Indeed,
in the minds of physicians –– as well as many of their female
patients ––women stood to benefit as much as or more than men
from the advances of medical knowledge in this area, since it was
vital to their health and to their very survival in an age when
astounding numbers of adult women died from complications of
childbirth.35 Understanding the secrets of women became one of
the principal goals of fifteenth- and sixteenth-century medical
writers, both because the topic was important in its own right and
because it was thought that anyone who could probe the compli-
cated and mysterious workings of the uterus would have little
trouble understanding the rest of the comparatively simple human
frame. This is why the womb appears as a –– arguably the –– privi-
leged object of dissection in medical images and texts.36

By this, I do not mean that the number of folios or illustrations
devoted to the female anatomy outnumbered those devoted to
the male. This was patently not the case; the male body was the
generic body, as I have already noted, and women’s bodies served
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to demonstrate only the female reproductive system. Rather, the
uterus acquired a special, symbolic weight as the organ that only
dissection could truly reveal, and as a result, it came to stand for
the body’s hidden interior. This is vividly illustrated in an influen-
tial group of anonymous texts and images of German origin that
circulated widely in manuscript during the fifteenth century, pro-
viding information useful for medical practitioners in graphic
form. These were published in Venice in 1491 as an attractive,
large-format Latin book called the Medical Compilation (Fasciculus
medicine), attributed to one Johannes de Ketham.37 Like its manu-
script models, this book used male figures to illustrate a variety of
general topics, including points for bloodletting (figure I.2), the
association of the signs of the zodiac with different members, and
ways to treat various types of wounds (figure I.3). Although the
last such figure is even titled “On Anatomy,” it shows only the
outside of the body, together with a list of the diseases to which it
is heir (figure I.4). The female figure (“On Woman”), in contrast,
has a decidedly inward cast. While it, too, shows the locations of
a variety of diseases, carefully labeled on the affected body parts,
it also demonstrates the pregnant womb, located among a variety
of ill-defined structures meant to represent the other visceral
organs (figure I.5). Thus the female figure has come to illustrate
internal anatomy in general, apparently by association with the
uterus: where the male bodies are mostly surfaces, the woman is
identified with a visualizable inside. 

Emboldened by the evident success of the 1491 Fasciculus, its
publishers issued an Italian translation in 1494, the Fasiculo de med-
icina. This included several additional texts and images, including
a completely reworked version of the female figure, now titled
“Figure of the uterus from nature” (figure I.6). This appears to be
the first image in a printed book ever to show an internal organ on
the basis of direct inspection of a dissected body, testifying to the
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Figure I.2. “On Phlebotomy.” Fasciculus medicine, attributed to Johannes de Ketham, ed.

Giorgio Ferrari da Monferrato (Venice: Giovanni and Gregorio de’ Gregori, 1491), sig. aii v.
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Figure I.3. “On Surgery.” Fasciculus medicine, attributed to Johannes de Ketham, sig. bi r. 
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Figure I.4. “On Anatomy.” Fasciculus medicine, attributed to Johannes de Ketham, sig. bii r. 
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Figure I.5. “On woman.” Fasciculus medicine, attributed to Johannes de Ketham, sig. av v.
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Figure I.6. “Figure of the uterus from nature.” Fasiculo de medicina, attributed to Johannes de

Ketham, ed. and trans. Sebastiano Manilio (Venice: Giovanni and Gregorio de’ Gregori, 1494),

sig. d1r. 
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implicit link between the female body (the body defined by its
interior) and dissection (the technique by which that interior
might be revealed).38 I don’t mean to suggest that men were not
thought to have internal organs; although this was not typical of
earlier manuscript versions of this image, the “wound man” in the
1491 and 1494 editions has clearly defined viscera, themselves
vulnerable to sword, dagger, and lance. But the male body was not
reduced to and identified with its interior, like the female body.

The female figure in the Fasiculo served as both model and foil
for Leonardo da Vinci. Although it is doubtful that he ever per-
sonally dissected a woman, his single most elaborate and finished
image shows a female torso. This was evidently intended to cor-
rect and supplement the Fasiculo’s image and to show what the
inside of the human body was really like (figure I.7).39 Some of
Leonardo’s notes concerning his projected book on anatomy also
foreground the female body by placing it at the very beginning.
“This work must begin with the conception of man, and describe
the nature of the womb,” he wrote around 1489, “and how the child
[pucto] lives in it, up to what stage it resides in it, and in what way
it quickens into life and feeds. Also its growth and what interval
there is between one stage of growth and another. What it is that
forces it out from the body of the mother, and for what reasons it
sometimes comes out of the mother’s belly before the due time.”40

Vesalius adopted a similar strategy in his famous Fabrica, which
also begins with the female womb; although the sections on inter-
nal anatomy include only a few images of the female body, the
title page showcases the open cadaver of a woman, with her uterus
exposed (figure I.1).41

Therefore, although women’s anatomy was reduced function-
ally to their organs of generation, these had an emblematic status
as the exemplary object of dissection: representations of the fe-
male body came to stand both for the interior of the human body
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Figure I.7. Leonardo da Vinci, drawing of the internal organs of the female body, Windsor Castle, Royal Library, 

ms. W.12281r, ca.1508. 
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and for the powers of dissection-based anatomy to reveal its hid-
den truths. At the same time, however, the uterus retained its spe-
cific identity as the enigmatic space where both life and knowledge
began and within which the male seed was mysteriously trans-
muted into a human child.

Although these matters seem to lie far from the religious issues
concerning saints and relics I discussed above, the two topics are
more closely related than they might appear, for the bodies of
mothers and those of holy women were understood in analogous
terms. Male writers described the latter as holy vessels, uniquely
suited –– in ways that men were not –– to receive the gift of divine
grace, which often took the form of intimate conversations and
visions.42 There was a strong corporeal dimension to these pecu-
liar abilities. Not only did many women manifest their experi-
ences of the divine in strikingly corporeal ways (including extreme
fasting, stigmata, levitation, and long periods of rigidity and
insensibility), but both they and their male supporters also imag-
ined their divine possession in physiological terms, as the recep-
tion of the holy spirit into their hearts.43 Like the father’s seed in
the mother’s uterus, Christ’s presence in the heart created new
life; this might manifest itself materially in the form of objects
impressed with his likeness, which only dissection could reveal.
Given this emphasis on both the corporeality and the inwardness
of women’s religious inspiration, it is no coincidence that the
bodies of holy women were opened and inspected beginning in
the early fourteenth century, while the first known autopsy of a
holy man (Ignatius Loyola) took place two hundred fifty years
later, in 1556. 

In order to explore these linked themes of generation, holi-
ness, and female corporeality in connection with the early history
of human dissection, I have arranged this book as a series of case
studies. Each begins with the opening of a woman’s body and
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moves outward from that event to consider its surrounding 
circumstances –– where she was opened, by whom, and for what
reasons –– and its relationship not only to the history of anatomy 
but also to the social and religious practices that framed and
informed the act of dissection. In order to reconstruct these 
circumstances, I have drawn on many different kinds of sources:
devotional texts and images, chronicles, records of canonization
procedures, works of fiction and mythology, diaries and letters,
and treatises by medical writers. My first case study (Chapter
One) focuses on the story of an Umbrian abbess, Chiara of Mon-
tefalco, whose corpse was opened in 1308 by her fellow nuns.
After an interlude (Chapter Two) in which I analyze changes in
the idea of “women’s secrets” over the course of the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries, I begin Chapter Three with the dissection
of Fiametta Adimari, the wife of one of the richest and most pow-
erful men in Florence, who died in 1477. Chapter Four centers on
the 1520 anatomy of Elena Duglioli, a Bolognese visionary whose
corpse was repeatedly opened and inspected by, among other
people, Jacopo Berengario of Carpi, the professor of surgery 
and anatomy whose experience with extrauterine pregnancy I 
described above. Finally, in Chapter Five, I use the body of the
unnamed female criminal on the title page of Vesalius’s Fabrica,
who was probably executed in 1542, to show how foregrounding
the gender of the cadaver forces us to broaden and rethink the
cultural meanings of dissection in what is often presented as an
icon of modern science. The modernity of this image is debatable,
I argue, but there is no question that it encoded many contempo-
rary commonplaces regarding gender, generation, knowledge,
and holiness with dramatic force. 

By ending rather than beginning my story with Vesalius, I aim
to bridge the artificial divide between the late Middle Ages and
the early modern period that shapes so much of the historiography

S E C R E T S  O F  W O M E N

36

Park_pages_release  8/23/06  2:24 PM  Page 36



of early science and medicine. This divide is largely the product of
the kind of selective reading that created, among other things, the
myth of medieval resistance to human dissection. By emphasizing
the opening of human bodies outside the context of university
medical study, I aim to demonstrate the continuity between the
work of academically trained physicians and surgeons and the
actions and decisions of the many men and women who employed
them to eviscerate and inspect the corpses of their masters, mis-
tresses, siblings, parents, spouses, and children. Finally, in focusing
on women’s bodies, I aim to show the very specific ways gender
shaped one important area of natural inquiry. It is a commonplace
of feminist science studies that those who study the natural world
understand both it and their own enterprises in gendered terms;
it is often claimed that the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
marked a kind of watershed in this respect, fashioning a new view
of nature as the feminized and objectified focus of male inquiry.44

Yet no one has studied how this process of gendering might have
worked in particular branches of early natural inquiry: how and
to what extent it functioned in terms of both context and con-
tent, whether it was stronger in some disciplines than others, and
whether it was incidental or fundamental to their development.
Such questions cannot be answered by looking at early modern
texts and images in isolation, without considering their medieval
antecedents as well.

This book attempts to address these problems for anatomy in
the period between the late thirteenth and the mid-sixteenth cen-
turies. It argues that women’s bodies, real and imagined, played a
central role in the history of anatomy during that time. Urgent
questions about where babies came from and how they were con-
ceived spurred physicians and surgeons to open human corpses
and to write about them. In the process, what male writers knew
as the “secrets of women” came to symbolize the most difficult
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intellectual challenges posed by human bodies: challenges that
dissection promised to overcome. This story does not figure in
any of the histories of late medieval and Renaissance anatomy,
which focus on it as a university subject rather than as one of the
many tools used by men and women to make sense of their expe-
riences and to advance their interests in the world. It remains to
be seen whether anatomy is idiosyncratic in this respect –– since it
is the science of bodies, the centrality of gender to its history is
overdetermined –– or whether similar histories, for other disci-
plines, are hiding in plain sight. 

Whatever else it may be, this book is less a history of women
than I would have liked, for although I have tried hard to track
down materials that would reveal women’s experiences and under-
standings of their own bodies, I have found articulate sources dif-
ficult to obtain. (I have speculated on the topic where I thought I
could.) It is to a greater degree a history of the health care avail-
able to women, or at least to the mostly elite women whose anato-
mies I have been able to discover and explore. Above all, however,
it is a study of the rich hoard of texts and images in which learned
men –– mainly physicians, surgeons, and clerics –– reflected on
women’s bodies and were alternately alarmed, inspired, attracted,
repelled, and fascinated by them. This book, then, is about women’s
bodies and men’s attempts to know them, and through them to
know their own.
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Chapter One

Holy  Ana tomie s

In August 1308, Chiara of Montefalco died in the monastery of
which she was the abbess and in which she had lived for many
years. Present at her deathbed were her fellow nuns and two friars
from the local Franciscan convent: her chaplain and her brother.
A renowned ascetic and visionary, she had been ill for some time.
Several hours before her death, however, she regained her color,
appetite, and energy, and she passed away peacefully in a seated
position, as shown in a fresco painted twenty-five years later for
the monastery’s chapel (figure 1.1).1 Shortly afterward, the nuns
decided to embalm her corpse, which they already considered a
precious relic. In the words of Sister Francesca of Montefalco,
who testified a decade later at Chiara’s unsuccessful canonization
procedure, they agreed “that [her] body should be preserved on
account of her holiness and because God took such pleasure in
her body and her heart.”2 The nuns appear to have been familiar
with the practice of embalming, for they knew they had to evis-
cerate the corpse and fill its interior with herbs and spices.3 Accord-
ingly, they ordered “balsam and myrrh and other preservatives”
from the town’s apothecary, Tommaso di Bartolomeo of Monte-
falco, as he recounted in his own testimony.4

Sister Francesca described what happened next: “And after
leaving the others, Sister Francesca of Foligno, who is now dead,
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239–41; Asclepian imagery in,
243, 248; author portrait,
250–53; Berengario’s Commen-
taries compared with, 194, 215;
Caesarean birth imagery in,
243–49; and “desacralization” of
anatomical cadaver, 231, 234; on
female genitals, 33, 208–209,
216–21; on Galen’s errors,
220–21; on graverobbing , 215–16,

S E C R E T S  O F  W O M E N

408

Park_pages_release  8/23/06  2:25 PM  Page 408



217; title page of, 21–22, 207–49,
253, 255–59; vision and gendered
difference in, 249–255. See also
Vesalius, Andreas.

Fabrici, Girolamo, 241, 242, 353–54
n.71.

Fasiculo de medicina (attrib. Ketham),
27, 220; illustration of anatomy
lesson in, 115, 117, 226;
illustration of uterus in, 32–33,
106–109, 113–20, 194, 203, 220;
“women’s secrets” and, 115–16.
See also Anatomical illustrations.

Fasciculus medicine (attrib. Ketham),
27–33, 106–109, 115, 118.

Fasting, 171–72, 178.
Female body, 26; and generation, 

83, 115, 168–69, 180–91; and
corporeal signs of sanctity, 58–60;
as enigma, 33, 35, 104, 120, 179,
263–64; generation of objects in,
50, 179; and historiography of
anatomy, 37; and male gaze, 72,
249–55; myths of maternal body,
150–59. See also Anatomical
illustrations; Genitals, female;
Maternity; “One-sex” body;
Uterus; “women’s illnesses”;
“secrets of women”.

Female criminal, anonymous, in
Vesalius’ Fabrica, 36, 207–13, 256.

Female criminals, executed, 36,
211–14; as objects of dissection
123, 189, 299 n.36; pregnancy and
delay of execution, 106, 211, 219,
256, 341 n.83; and religious
confraternities, 212–13, 346 n.10.
See also Criminals, executed.

Feminism, and science studies, 37.
Ferrara, 101, 133.
Fertility, 103–104, 256. See also

Infertility.
Fetuses: in anatomical illustration,

31, 108, 110, 111, 266, 267;
baptism of, 15, 134, 190; and

Caesarean section, 15, 18–19,
64–65; development and physio-
logical processes, 142, 168, 169,
263; dissection of, 17, 105–106;
imprinted with mother’s visions,
66–68, 73, 145, 150; miscarried
and stillborn, 17, 105, 219; relics
in bodies of saints compared to,
65–66; sex of, 92, 105, 142–43,
145; uterine anatomy and, 100,
181. See also Pregnancy; Umbilical
cord; Uterus.

Ficino, Marsilio, 143.
Filippo of Spoleto, 56–57.
Florence, 36, 93, 127, 263; artists’

interest in anatomy, 226; class
differences and medical care in,
322 n.55; Jewish doctors in, 134;
patrician families of, 121, 122,
125, 131, 132, 139, 157; university
of, 123. See also Patriarchy.

Flower of Virtue through Stories, The
[Fior di virtù historiale], 222–23,
226.

Formed Fetus, The (Fabrici), 353–54
n.71.

Fracastoro, Girolamo, 241.
France, 64, 110, 113, 150, 235.
Francesca of Foligno, 39, 41, 57.
Francesca of Montefalco, as daughter

of physician, 48; and opening of
Chiara of Montefalco and, 39,
41–43, 63, 65, 68–89. 

Francesco di Antonio di Taddeo of
Florence, 149.

Franciscan order, 50, 54, 77; Chiara
of Montefalco and, 39, 43, 57;
convents, 55; rivalry with
Dominicans, 71.

Francis of Assisi, 49, 54, 56, 59, 179;
on spiritual conversion as
conception and birthing, 60;
stigmata of, 67–68, 179, 289 n.73.

Frederick II, 293 n.6.
French, Roger, 126.
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Funerary ritual, 15–16, 20, 72, 124.
See also Embalming.

Galen, 20, 84, 90, 169, 185,
299–300 n.40; anatomical errors
of, 168, 185–86, 221, 341 n.83; as
dissector, 124, 166, 221–22, 244;
on generation, 142, 188, 196, 219;
influence of, 16, 165–67, 187,
262; on uterine anatomy, 105,
185, 196, 219, 221; Vesalius and,
221. See also Affected Places, On
[De locis affectis] (Galen); Anatomy
of the Uterus, On the [De anatomia
matricis] (Galen); Interior
Things,On [De interioribus]
(Galenic compilation); Sects, On
the [De sectis] (Galen); Use of
Parts, On the [De usu partium]
(Galen); Uses of the Members, On
the [De juvamentis membrorum]
(Galenic compilation).

Galilei, Galileo, 240.
Garbo of Florence, Bono del, 86.
Garbo of Florence, Dino del, 105.
Garbo of Florence, Tommaso del,

105, 106.Gaze. See Female body;
Vision.

Gender, 23; and epistemogy, 72–76,
81, 83–85, 87–91, 116–20, 196,
198, 203, 221; and generation,
141–45, 157–58; and
historiography of science and
medicine, 9–10, 37–38; and
vision, 249–50, 253–55.

Genealogy, 234, 238. See also
Patrilineal descent.

Generation: anatomy and physiology
of, 66, 88, 141–50, 158, 169,
180–82, 183, 184–91; mother’s
and father’s roles in, 25–26,
141–50, 187–88, 234, 239; as
“women’s secret,” 26, 83, 91–93,
120..  See also Female body; Male
body; “secrets of women”.

Genitals, female, 91–92, 103, 307
n.84; in anatomical illustrations,
31–32, 34, 106, 107–108, 109–10,
111–12, 113–19, 127, 128–29,
182–84, 192–93, 194, 196, 205,
207, 208–209, 211, 291 n.88;
animal dissection and study of,
100, 104, 184, 189, 219–21, 308
n.90; in erotic prints, 203, 204,
253, 254; homology with male
genitals, 186–87, 194, 196, 209,
219, 255; as symbol of
epistemological power of
dissection, 33, 35, 117–19, 170,
181–82, 183, 196, 221, 263–64;
visibility to male physicians, 91,
100–102, 115–18, 140. See also
Cervix; Hymen; Uterus; Vagina;
“secrets of women”.

Genitals, male, 84, 103, 186–87, 196,
216, 219. 

Gentile of Foligno, 185.
Germany, 20, 82.
Gestation, 25, 91, 144.
Ghisetta, judicial anatomy of, 53.
Giordano of Pisa, 19, 64–65.
Giovanna of Florence, 51.
Giovanna of Montefalco, 61, 63,

65–66.
Giovannino of Reggio, 77, 79–80.
Giovanni of Borgo, 70.
Giovanni of Navarre, 134–35.
Girolamo di Ser Giovanni of Colle,

132.
Girolamo of Firenzuola, 162, 174.
Giulio Romano, 200.
Golden Legend (Jacobus de Voragine),

68, 155–56, 235, 248.
Gonzaga, Dorotea, 147–48.
Gonzaga, Ludovico, 147.
Gonzago, Susanna, 147.
Grande chirurgie, La (Guy of

Chauliac), 127, 128, 129.
Graverobbing, 89, 215–16, 217,

347–48 n.23.
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Green, Monica H., 92–93, 133, 257,
258.

Gregorio of Borgo Cresci, 70.
Guaineri, Antonio, 99, 100–103, 118,

169.
Gualtieri of Montefalco, 48.
Guardadonne, 132, 139.
Guglielmo of Saliceto, 86–89, 258,

299 n.38; on knowledge of mid-
wives, 100, 342 n.89; on uterus,
100, 104. See also Summa on the
Preservation [of Health] and Heal-
ing [Summa conservationis et cura-
tionis] (Guglielmo of Saliceto).

Guido of Vigevano, 110, 113, 114.
Guy of Chauliac. See Grande

chirurgie, La (Guy de Chauliac).
Gynecology: male doctors and,

92–104, 131, 133–41, 158, 189,
306 n.70; “masculine birth” of,
257. See also Medicine; Midwives;
“women’s illnesses”.

Haly Abbas, 142, 185.
Hamburger, Jeffrey F., 286 n.51.
Hapsburg empire. See Holy Roman

(Hapsburg) Empire.
Health, public, 15, 79, 88, 123.
Heart: Christ’s birth in, 35, 60–63,

66–68, 75, 179; corporeal signs of
Christ’s presence in, 41, 43, 47,
49–50, 51, 67, 70–71, 162–64,
171, 177, 179–80; name of Christ
inscribed on, 223; relics, 43, 70,
290 n. 79; selfhood and, 261, 264;
theology of, 286 n.51.

Henri of Mondeville, 113.
Hentschel, Linda, 255.
Hercules, birth of, 119.
Hermaphrodites, 105, 311 n.102.
Hermes Trismegistus, 173.
Hippocrates, 188, 244.
Hippolytus, Saint, 213.
History of Cutting (Historia

incisionis), 110, 111.

Hollywood, Amy, 59.
Holy men, 19, 285 n.48; inspection

of bodily interiors, 35, 50,
179–80; as “new saints,” 20,
42–43. See also Saints.

Holy Roman (Hapsburg) Empire,
167, 220, 234, 238–39, 247.

Holy spirit, possession by, 25, 35, 50.
Holy women, 13, 18, 72, 164;

corporeal manifestations of
sanctity, 35, 41, 43, 47, 49–50, 51,
67, 70–71, 162–64, 171, 177,
179–80; embalming of, 17, 39, 49,
69–70, 162, 171, 285 n.48; as
“new saints,” 20, 42–43. See also
Chiara of Montefalco; Colomba of
Rieti; Duglioli, Elena; Heart;
Margherita of Città di Castello;
Saints.

Honor. See Modesty, feminine
(onestà); Shame.

Hospitals, 14, 19, 109, 168, 270 n.5,
299 n.36.

Hymen, 189.

Ignatius Loyola, 35, 50, 179.
Ignatius of Antioch, 68, 223.
Illness, 90, 101, 145, 188; anatomy as

key to understanding, 78, 90–91;
constitutional or hereditary, 141,
145, 147, 150, 326 n.82;
“hidden,” 126; women’s
knowledge of, 77–78, 80, 84.  See
also “women’s illnesses”;
Suffocation of the uterus. 

Immortality of the Soul, On the [De
immortalitate animae]
(Pomponazzi), 176.

Imperial Book [Libro imperiale] , 150.
Impotence, 97.
Incarnation, 74.
Infertility, 92, 96, 98–99, 134. See

also Fertility.
Innocent III, Pope, 52.
Inquisition, 21.
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Interior Things, On [De interioribus]
(Galenic compilation), 90, 105,
110, 113, 165, 187.

Ippolito of Montereale, 168.
Isabella of Aragon, 18.

Jacobus de Voragine, 67–68,
155, 235.

Jacopo of Borgo, 70.
Jacopo of Forlì, 105.
Jean de Meun, 235. See also Romance

of the Rose [Roman de la rose]
(Jean de Meun).

Jesus Christ, 49, 70, 75; birth of
Christ in heart, 35, 60–63, 
66–68, 75, 179; Crucifixion
imagery, 43, 45, 46, 47; 229, 
230, 231, 233, 250–53;
embalming of, 72; hanged
criminals associated with, 212,
229; name written on heart 
of martyr, 223. See also Nativity 
of Christ; Passion of Christ.

Jews, 81, 134.
John of Alexandria, 16.
John the Baptist, 145, 182.
John the Evangelist, 198, 199.
Joseph (biblical), 50, 67.
Julio-Claudian emperors, lineage of,

234, 238, 247.

Ketham, Johannes de, 27, 106,
276 n.37. See also Medical
Compilation, Fasiculo de medicina,
Fasciculus medicine.

Klapisch-Zuber, Christiane, 123,
144, 278 n.35.

Lactation, 13, 50, 59, 162–163,
173–76, 178.

Lanfranco of Milan, 85–86, 92.
Laocoön (Hellenistic statue), 203.
Laqueur, Thomas, 186. See also

“One-sex” body.
Last Judgment, 25.

Legend (anonymous), devoted to
Elena Duglioli, 196–97.

Leonardo da Vinci, 21, 33–34, 182,
276–77 nn.39–40.

Leone, Ludovico, 174.
Leo X, Pope, 197.
Lineage, patrician, 125, 129, 131,

234. See also Patriachy; Patrilineal
descent.

Liuzzi, Mondino de’, 89–90, 299
n.36; Anatomy, 110, 116, 166–67,
185, 187; on anatomy of uterus,
103, 106, 110, 113–14, 168, 181,
187–89, 308 n.85; on generation,
145, 188, 340 n.76; on fetus, 105,
216; Galenic sources, 187; on sex
difference, 187.

Lives of the Twelve Caesars
(Suetonius), 151, 152,

235.
Lorenzetti, Pietro and Antonio, 

44.
Love, courtly, 74, 95.
Loves of the Gods (Caraglio), 203.
Low Countries, 235.
Lucretia, rape of, 157.

Macbeth (Shakespeare), 154.
Magic, 84.
Male body: associated with surfaces,

27–33, 263; as generic human
body, 14, 26, 267; as object of
self-knowledge, 264–67; recast in
terms of interior, 126, 179–80,
264–67. See also Genitals, male.

Mancini, Luigi, 125.
Manfredi, Girolamo, 167.
Manni of Gubbio, 69.
Mantegna, Andrea, 230–31.
Margherita of Città di Castello,

49–51, 59, 68–76, 89, 179;
blindness of, 75; Elena Duglioli
compared with, 162–64, 177–78;
embalming of, 69–71; holy objects
in heart of, 49–51, 60, 66–68,

S E C R E T S  O F  W O M E N

412

Park_pages_release  8/23/06  2:25 PM  Page 412



70–71; miracles of, 44, 69, 70;
naked body exposed to view,
69–72, 75; in relation to theories
of vision, 66–75, 119; in relation
to theories of generation, 66–68;
vitae of, 66, 69–70, 75, 164, 282
n.26.

Margherita of Cortona, 42–43, 44,
55, 280 n.14.

Martyrs: corporeal relics of, 20, 24,
43, 68; identified with executed
criminals, 212, 229–31, 234; as
objects of compassion, 250. See
also Saints.

Mary Magdalene, 72, 198, 199.
Mary of Burgundy, 238.
Mary (the Virgin), 49, 63, 67; and

Chiara of Montefalco, 63;
Dominicans’ special devotion to,
71; and Margherita of Città di
Castello, 70; pains of childbirth at
Crucifixion, 61, 62, 75, 250, 286
n.56.

Masculinity, 25–26, 59, 154, 218. See
also Gender; Male body;
Paternity.

Masturbation, 101, 285 n.45.
Maternity. See Generation; Mothers;

Pregnancy.
Matters Pertaining to Women, On [De

genecia] (attrib. Muscio), 110.
Maximilian I (Holy Roman

emperor), 167, 239.
Medical Compilation. See Fasiculo de

medicina (attrib. Ketham);
Fasciculus medicine (attrib.
Ketham). 

Medici, Clarice di Piero de’, 134,
138.

Medici, Giuliano de’, 134.
Medici, Lorenzo di Piero de’ (“the

Magnificent”), 18, 127, 135, 136.
Medici, Marco di Tolosino de’,

139–40.
Medicine, 13, 20; as discipline

opposed to craft tradition, 84–91;
historiography of, 9–10, 13–14,
36–37, 78–79, 243–48. See also
Anatomy; Bologna, university of;
Gynecology; Physicians;
Surgeons.

Medici Venus (Greek or Roman
statue), 202.

Memento mori, 220.
Menstruation, 103, 172; anatomy of,

181–84, 219; as dangerous, 74, 94,
150, 219; generation and, 142,
187–88; lactation and, 162,
174–76; sex difference and, 255.

Mercato of Gubbio, 285 n.45.
Mercury and Aglaurus (Caraglio), 254.
Metamorphoses (Ovid), 119, 154, 241,

243.
Meterology (Aristotle), 175.
Michelangelo, 21, 194, 203.
Midwives, 17, 19, 119, 132–34,158,

189, 219, 257–58, 305–306 n.68;
beliefs about umbilical cord, 190;
collaboration with physicians, 99,
100–101, 133–37; in eyes of male
medical writers, 92, 96, 102;
social status of, 132–33;
testimony concerning pregnancy
and impotence, 97, 211, 256, 257;
training and transmission of
knowledge, 86, 258–59.

Milan, 99, 127.
Milk. See Lactation.
Miracle of Saint Anthony and the

Miser’s Heart (Donatello),
223–29, 231; Vesalius and, 243,
249.

Miracle of Saint Anthony and the
Miser’s Heart (Pesellino), 226,
227.

Miracles, 43, 53, 165, 178; of Chiara
of Montefalco, 42, 57–58; of
Elena of Duglioli, 176; of
Margherita of Città di Castello,
44, 69, 70.
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Miscarriage, 17, 84, 96, 98, 101, 105,
134, 190. See also Fetuses;
Stillbirth.

Misogyny, 93, 95–96, 143, 257.
Modernity, science and, 21.
Modesty, feminine (onestà), 69–72,

118, 140–41, 320 n.38; anatomical
self-display and, 196, 200; in
ancient and neoclassical art, 200,
202; dissection as violation of,
253, 279 n.5; in Valverde’s
Anatomy, 266, 267. See also Pudica
(naked woman in art); Shame.

Moon, sexual practices and, 84, 94.
Mooney, Catherine M., 285 n.48.
Mosè di Giuseppe Spagnolo, 134,

317 n.21.
Mothers: autopsies of, 105, 122–23,

127–31, 139–41, 157–58; fantasies
of dead, 150–57; role in
generation, 141–50. See also
Caesarean section; Childbirth;
Childbirth, death in; Generation;
Maternity.

Muscio, On Matters Pertaining to
Women [De genecia], 110.

Muslims, 81, 274 n.28.

Naddino di Aldobrandino of

Prato, 98.
Nadi, Catalina, wife of Gasparo,

134–35.
Nadi, Gasparo, 134–35.
Narrative of life of Elena Duglioli

[Narrativa] (Ritta), 197, 330 n.4.
See also Duglioli, Elena; Ritta of
Lucca, Pietro.

Nativity of Christ, 68, 70.
Natural philosophy, 83, 90, 163, 178;

evidence of sanctity and, 171–73,
178–89; on “secrets of women”,
92–93, 256. See also Generation;
Epistemology; Putrefaction.

Nature, feminization of, 37.
Neri, Filippo, 50, 179.

Nero (Roman emperor), 157, 221,
235, 240, 263, 328 n.89, 353–54
n.71; in Golden Legend, 155–56; in
Hapsburg ideology, 238–39; in
Imperial Book, 151; “pregnancy”
of, 151, 155–56; in Romance of the
Rose, 153, 235, 236–37; and
Vesalius, 247–48. See also
Agrippina.

Netherlands, 238.
Niccolini, Michele, 125.
Niccolini family, 125.
Niccolò of Reggio, 165, 299 n.40.
Nuns, 36, 39, 56, 71, 124–25.

Obstetrics. See Caesarean section;
Childbirth; Childbirth, death in;
Midwives.

O’Malley, Charles D., 220.
“One-sex” body, 186–87, 194, 209,

219, 255. See also Genitals,
female; Genitals, male.

Onesti, Azzolino degli, 53.
Oral tradition, versus literate culture,

81, 85–88, 116, 258–59.
Orsini, Clarice, 136, 138.
Ovid, 154, 241, 243. See also Ovidio

Metamorphoseos vulgare.
Ovidio Metamorphoseos vulgare, 119.

Padua, 19, 166, 207; dissection of
executed criminals in, 213–14,
347 n.20; execution ritual in,
211–213; San Giovanni Evangelista
della Morte, confraternity of
(Padua), 212–13, 229; Saint
Anthony as patron saint of, 223,
249; university of, 123, 163, 175,
23941.

Paganism, Mediterranean, 23.
Panciatichi, Andrea, 138.
Pangenesis, 325 n.74.
Paolo of Certaldo, 147.
Parma, 77.
Parthenogenesis, 155–56.
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Passeri, Niccolò de’, 175–76.
Passion of Christ,178; associated

with execution and dissection,
212, 228–30, 253; Franciscan
emphasis on, 71; symbols in heart
of Chiara of Montefalco, 41, 45,
47, 68, 164; and Virgin Mary, 61;
in visions of Chiara of
Montefalco, 13, 287 n.59. See also
Stigmata.

Paternity, 25, 141, 234. See also
Generation; Patrilineal descent.

Patriarchy, 25, 156–58.
Patrilineal descent, 25–26, 131,

141–44, 158, 234. See also
Children; Genealogy; Generation;
Paternity; Patriarchy.

Paul, Saint, 198, 199, 212.
Penis. See Genitals, male.
Perugia, 168, 171.
Pesellino, Francesco, 226, 227.
Petrucci, Cambio di Manno, 122,

139–40.
Petrucci, Grazia, wife of Cambio di

Manno, 122, 139, 148.
Philip II (Hapsburg emperor), 238.
Philip VI of France, 110.
Physicians: guilds and colleges of, 14,

123; Jewish, 134; Nero and,
155–56; participation in autopsies,
122, 124–29, 158; on public
payroll, 88–89; social status of,
24, 139, 320 n.38; testimony in
canonization procedures, 48–49,
54, 56–58, 163–65, 170–80, 256,
283 n.34; testimony in marriage
negotiations,147; testimony in
trials and lawsuits, 52–53, 97, 283
n.30; and women’s health care,
92, 96–102, 131, 133–39, 158,
189, 306 n.70, 320 n.38. See also
Childbirth; Childbirth, death in;
Gynecology; Medicine.

Piacenza, 86.
Pierre of Luxembourg, 283 n.34.

Pietro of Abano, 185.
Pietro of Gubbio, 280 n.12.
Pisa, 97, 149.
Pitti, Francesca, 135–36, 321 n.48.
Placenta, 86, 184, 308 n.90. See also

Cotyledons.
Plague, 79, 98, 293 n.7.
Plato, 167.
Pliny, 154.
Podestà (Venetian official), 211, 256,

345 n.5.
Polentone, Sicco Ricci, 223–24, 350

n.48.
Poliziano, Angelo, 136, 138.
Pomponazzi, Pietro, 173, 175–76,

178; On the Immortality of the Soul
[De immortalitate animae], 176.

Popes, 176; funerary ritual and,
19–20, 72, 280 n.13. See also
specific popes; Canonization.

Porto, Antonio, 179–80.
Positions [I modi] (Giulio Romano),

200.
Possession, 25, 56, 58–60, 165,

171–72.
Pouchelle, Marie-Christine, 276

n.36.
Po valley, 20, 77, 86.
Pregnancy, 92, 100, 103; in

anatomical illustrations, 106–10,
118–19, 267; dissection in, 78,
105–106, 189; execution delayed
on account of, 211, 219, 256;
determination of, 97, 104; male
physicians and, 98–101, 134;
midwives and, 132; of Nero, 151,
155–56. See also Fetuses;
Maternity; Uterus.

Premierfait, Laurent de, 235.
Problems, or Investigations of the

Genitals,…or Secrets of Women [Le
problema overo interrogationi delli
membri genitali,…overo secreti
della donna], 115–16.

Procuresses, 94.
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Prophecy, 161, 171.
Propriétaire des choses, Le

(Bartholomoaeus Anglicus), 130.
Prostitutes, 84, 94, 96, 102.
Pucci, Antonio, 198.
Pudica (naked woman in art), 118.
Puff, Helmut, 81.
Purgatory, 25, 213.
Putrefaction, 175, 178.

Rape: of Lucretia, 157; of Sabine
women, 157, 235. See also
Patriarchy; Roman Empire.

Raphael, 182, 198–99.
Reguardati, Benedetto de’ , 99.
Relics, 15, 20, 23–24; of Chiara of

Montefalco, 43, 45, 281 n.15; of
Margherita of Città di Castello,
49, 50–51, 60, 66–68, 70–71, 290
n.79; internal generation of,
60–68; mutilation of corpses in
search of, 72. See also Embalming;
Saints.

Remedies, medical, 82, 84, 85.
Resurrection, bodily, 24.
Riccio, Andrea, 241, 243–46.
Ricordanze (books of family affairs),

123, 127, 134, 148, 276 n.35; of
Bernardo di Stoldo Rinieri, 148;
of Cambio and Giovanni di
Manno Petrucci, 122, 323 n.59; of
Filippo di Matteo Strozzi, 121,
139; of Gasparo Nadi, 134–35; of
Tribaldo de’ Rossi, 122, 322–23
n.58.

Rinieri, Bernardo di Stoldo, 122.
Ripetti, Piero, 139.
Ritta of Lucca, Pietro, 161–62, 164,

174, 196–97, 200, 330 n.4, 343
n.100. See also Narrative of life of
Elena Duglioli [Narrativa] (Ritta).

Romance of the Rose [Roman de la
Rose], (Jean de Meun), 153, 235.

Roman Empire: Hapsburg empire as
heir to, 234, 238–39, 247; and

ideology of gendered violence,
150–57, 235; in popular histories,
150–57, 235; and Renaissance
political ideology, 156–57,
234–39; in Vesalius’ Fabrica, 234,
243–48. See also Caesar, (Gaius)
Julius; Nero; Agrippina.

Rome (city), 52.
Rossi, Alessandra de’, 148.
Rossi, Tribaldo d’Amerigo de’, 122,

139, 322–23 n. 58.
Rovere, Giovanni Francesco della,

18.

Sabine women, rape of, 157, 235.
Saints, 19, 35; authentication of

sanctity, 53–60, 165; bodies
opened and inspected, 39–50,
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